
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Can the witness protection program keep her identity secret?

			After Allison James finally escapes her marriage to a monster, she becomes the star witness in the case against her deceased husband’s powerful crime family. Now it’s up to US Marshal Jaxson Stevens, Ali’s ex-boyfriend, to keep the WITSEC widow safe. But as the danger escalates and sparks fly, will Jax be able to help Ali escape her ruthless in-laws?

		
	
		
			It shouldn’t be him.

			She didn’t want it to be him.

			Too dangerous.

			“I’m a highly trained US marshal with a decade of experience under my belt. You don’t need to worry about me, Ali.”

			Ali.

			Jaxson’s voice, the one that had haunted her dreams for a decade. Even when she’d told herself she loved her husband—before she learned his true identity—this man had stolen into her dreams far too often. No matter that the monster she had married had showered her with gifts, no matter that she had bought into the whole fairy-tale life—all of it, every single moment, had been an attempt to erase this man from her heart.

			Hadn’t worked.

			Now here he was, prepared to put his life on the line to protect hers. Or maybe he wanted to see the person she had become. The widow of one of the most sought-after criminals in the country.

			A lie.

			She had no one to blame but herself.

			Now she would be lucky if she survived.
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			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			Allison James Armone (aka Alice Stewart)—The monster she married is finally dead, murdered by his own father. Allison is determined to see that the Armone family’s criminal reign goes down.

			US Marshal Jaxson Stevens—Ali James was the love of his life, but they were young and he made a foolish mistake. Now he has the chance to make it right...if he survives keeping her alive.

			US Marshal Branch Holloway—He has kept Ali safe for six months, but a car accident puts him out of commission. Was the accident planned by the man who wants Ali dead before she can testify?

			Harrison Armone Senior—His family has reigned over organized crime in the Southeast for three generations. His former daughter-in-law is not going to stop him. To him, she is dead already.

			Sheriff Colt Tanner—Tanner takes over for Branch until Marshal Stevens arrives. Colt is another of Winchester’s local heroes.

			Rowan DuPont—Rowan is happy to offer Ali and Jaxson shelter in her home as long as they don’t mind sleeping in a funeral home.

		
	
		
			Those employed by the US Marshals Service and the Federal Bureau of Investigation are some of the finest law enforcement folk in our nation. I am in awe of all these dedicated men and women do. As I wrote this story, I took artistic license with certain protocols and operations. After all, romance fiction is about the love story between two people. Everything else is secondary. Enjoy!
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			Chapter One

			Four days until trial

			Sunday, February 2
Winchester, Tennessee

			It was colder now.

			The meteorologist had warned that it might snow on Monday. The temperature was already dropping. She didn’t mind. She had no appointments, no deadlines and no place to be—except here.

			Four days.

			Four more days until the day.

			If she lived that long.

			She stopped and surveyed the thick woods around her, making a full three-sixty turn. Nothing but trees and this one trail for as far as the eye could see. The fading sun trickled through the bare limbs. This place had taken her through the last weeks of summer and then fall, and now the end of winter was only weeks away. In all that time, she had only seen one other living human. It was best, they said. For her protection, they insisted.

			It was true. But she had never felt more alone in her life. Not since her father died, anyway. That first year after his death, she had to come to terms with being only twenty-four and an orphan. No siblings. No known distant relatives. Just alone.

			Bob nudged her. She pushed aside the troubling thoughts and looked down at her black Labrador. “I know, boy. I should get moving. It’s cold out here.”

			She was always keenly aware of the temperature and the time. When it was this cold, the idea of an accidental fall leading to a serious injury haunted her. Other times, when she couldn’t bear the walls around her a minute longer, no matter that it was late in the day, she was careful not to stay gone too long. Allowing herself to get caught out in the woods in the dark—no matter that she knew the way back to the cabin by heart—was a bad idea. She started forward once more. Her hiking shoes crunched the rocks and the few frozen leaves scattered across the trail. Bob trotted beside her, his tail wagging happily. She’d never had a dog before coming to this place. When she was growing up, her mother’s allergies wouldn’t allow pets. Later, when she was out on her own, the apartment building didn’t permit pets.

			Even after she married and moved into one of Atlanta’s megamansions, she couldn’t have a dog. Her husband had hated dogs, cats, any sort of pet. How had she not recognized the evil in him then? Anyone who hated animals so much couldn’t be good inside. Whatever good he possessed was only skin-deep and primarily for show.

			She hugged herself, rubbed her arms. Thinking of him, even in such simple terms, unsettled her. Soon, she hoped, she would be able to put that part of her life behind her and never look back again.

			Never, ever.

			“Not soon enough,” she muttered.

			Most widows grieved the loss of their spouses. She did not. No matter the circumstances, she had never wished him dead, though she had wished many, many times that she had never met him.

			But she had met him, and there was no taking back the five years they were married. At first, she had believed the illusion he presented to her. Harrison had been older, very handsome and extremely charming. She had grown up in small-town Georgia on a farm to parents who taught her that fairy tales and dreams weren’t real. There was only reality and the lessons that came from hard work and forging forward even when the worst happened. Suddenly, at twenty-six, she was convinced her parents had been wrong. Harrison had swooped into her life like Prince Charming poised to rescue a damsel in distress.

			Except she hadn’t been in distress, really. But she had been so very hopeful that the future would be bright. Desperately hopeful that good things would one day come her way. Perhaps that was why she didn’t see through him for so long. He filled her life with trips to places she’d only dreamed of visiting, like Paris and London. He’d lavished her with gifts: exquisite clothing, endless jewels. Even when she tried to tell him it was too much, more came.

			He gave her anything she wanted...except children. He had been married once before and had two college-aged children. Though he was estranged from those adult children, he had no desire to go down that path again. No wish for a chance to have a different outcome. She had been devastated at first. But she had been in love, so she learned to live within that disappointing restriction. Soon after this revelation, she discovered a way to satisfy her mothering needs. She volunteered at Atlanta’s rescue mission for at-risk kids. Several months after she began helping out part-time, she was faced with the first unpleasantness about her husband. To her dismay, there were those who believed he and his family were exceptionally bad people.

			The shock and horror on the other woman’s face when she’d asked, “You’re married to Harrison Armone?”

			Alice—of course, that wasn’t her name then—had smiled, a bit confused, and said, “I am.”

			The woman had never spoken to her again. In fact, she had done all within her power to avoid her. At least twice she had seen the shocked woman whisper something to another volunteer, who subsequently avoided her, as well. Arriving at the center on her scheduled volunteer days had become something she dreaded rather than looked forward to. From that moment she understood there was something wrong with who she was—the wife of Harrison Armone.

			If only she had realized then the level of evil the Armone family represented. Perhaps she would have escaped before the real nightmare that came later. Too bad she hadn’t been smart enough to escape before it was too late.

			She stared up at the sky, visible only by virtue of the fact that the trees remained bare for the winter. She closed her eyes and tried to force away the images that always followed on the heels of memories even remotely related to him. Those first couple of years had been so blissful. So perfect. For the most part, she had been kept away from the rest of the family. Their estate had been well away from his father’s. Her husband went to work each day at a beautiful, upscale building on the most distinguished street in the city. Her life was protected from all things bad and painful.

			Until her covolunteer had asked her that damning question.

			The worry had grown and swelled inside her like a tidal wave rushing to shore to destroy all in its path. But the trouble didn’t begin until a few weeks later. Until she could no longer bear the building pressure inside her.

			Her first real mistake was when she asked him—point-blank—if there was anything he’d failed to disclose before they married.

			The question had obviously startled him. He wanted to know where she had gotten such a ridiculous idea. His voice had been calm and kind, as always, tinged with only the tiniest bit of concern. But something about the look in his eyes when he asked the question terrified her. She hadn’t wanted to answer his question. He had been far too strangely calm and yet wild-eyed. An unreasonable fear that he would track down her fellow volunteers and give them a hard time had horrified her. After much prodding and far too much pretending at how devastated he was, he had let it go. But she understood that deep down something fundamental had changed.

			Whether it was the idea that the bond of trust had been fractured, or that she finally just woke up, she could not look at him the same way again.

			The worst part was that he noticed immediately. He realized that thin veil of make-believe had been torn. Every word she uttered, every move she made was suddenly under intense scrutiny. He became suspicious to the point of paranoia. Every day was another in-depth examination of what she had done that day, to whom she had spoken. Then he allowed his true character to show. One by one those ugly family secrets were revealed by his actions. Late-night business meetings that were once handled at his father’s house were suddenly held in their home.

			One night after a particularly long meeting with lots of drinking involved, he confessed that he had wanted to keep the fantasy of their “normal” life, and she had taken it from him.

			From that moment forward, she became his prisoner. He punished her in unspeakable ways for taking away his fairy tale.

			Now, even with him dead, he still haunted her.

			She shook off the memories and focused on the moment. The crisp, clean air. The nature all around her. She’d had her reservations at first, but this place was cleansing for her soul. She had seen so much cruelty and ugliness. This was the perfect sanctuary for healing.

			And, of course, hiding.

			Only a few more days until the trial. She was the star witness—the first and only witness who had survived to testify against what was left of the Armone family, Harrison Armone Sr. The man had built an empire in the southeast, and Atlanta was his headquarters. The Armone family had run organized crime for three generations—four if you counted her husband, since he would have eventually taken over the business.

			But he no longer counted, because he was dead.

			Murdered by his own father.

			She had witnessed Mr. Armone putting the gun to the back of Harrison’s head and pulling the trigger. Then he’d turned to her and announced that she now belonged to him, as did all else his son had hoarded to himself. He would give her adequate grieving time, and then he would expect things from her.

			Within twenty-four hours, the family’s private physician had provided a death certificate, and another family friend with a funeral home had taken care of the rest. No cops were involved, no investigation and certainly no autopsy. Cause of death was listed as a heart attack. The obituary was pompous and filled half a page in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution.

			It wasn’t until three days after the funeral that she had her first opportunity to attempt an escape.

			She had prepared well. For months before Harrison’s death she had been readying for an opportunity to flee. She had hidden away a considerable amount of cash and numerous prepaid cards that could not be traced back to her. She’d even purchased a phone—one for which minutes could be bought at the supermarket. When the day came, she left the house with nothing more than the clothes on her back. The money and cards were tucked into her jacket. The entire jacket was basically padded with cash and plastic beneath the layer of fabric that served as the lining. She’d worn her favorite running shoes and workout clothes.

			This was another way she had prepared. Shortly after her husband had started to show his true colors, she had become obsessed with fitness and building her physical strength.

			The week before her own personal D-day, she had gone to the gym and stashed jeans, a sweatshirt, a ball cap, big sunglasses and a clasp for pinning her long blond hair out of sight beneath the cap in a locker.

			When D-day arrived, she had left the gym through a rear exit and jogged the nearly three miles to the Four Seasons, where she’d taken a taxi to the bus station. She’d loaded onto the bus headed to Birmingham, Alabama. In Birmingham, she had boarded another bus to Nashville, Tennessee, and finally from Nashville to Louisville, Kentucky. Each time she changed something about her appearance. She picked up another jacket or traded with another traveler. Changed the hat and the way she wore her hair. Eventually she reached her destination. Scared to death but with no other recourse, she walked into the FBI office and told whoever would listen her story.

			Now she was here.

			The small clearing where her temporary home—a rustic cabin—stood came into view. The setting sun spilled the last of its glow across the mountain.

			In the middle of nowhere, on a mountain, she awaited the moment when she would tell the world what kind of monster Harrison Armone Sr. was. His son had been equally evil, but no one deserved to be murdered, particularly by his own father.

			Those last three years of their marriage, when he’d recognized that she knew what he was, his decision to permit her to see and hear things had somehow been calculated. She supposed he had hoped to keep her scared into submission. She had been scared, all right. Scared to death. But she had planned her escape when no one was looking.

			The FBI had been thrilled with what she had to offer. But they had also recognized that keeping her alive until and through the trial wouldn’t be easy. Welcome to witness protection. She had been moved once already. The security of the first location where she’d been hidden away had been breached after only three months. She’d had no idea anything was going on when two marshals had shown up to take her away.

			So far things had gone smoothly in Winchester. She kept to herself. Ordered her food online and the marshal assigned to her picked up the goods and delivered the load to her. Though she had a small SUV for emergencies, she did not leave the property and put herself in a position where someone might see and remember her.

			Anything she needed, the marshal took care of.

			The SUV parked next to the house was equipped with all-wheel drive since she lived out in the woods on a curvy mountain road. US Marshal Branch Holloway checked on her regularly. She had a special phone for emergencies and for contacting him. He’d made her feel at ease from the beginning. He was patient and kind. Far more understanding than the first marshal assigned to her had been.

			For this she was immensely grateful.

			Yes. She had married an evil man. Yes. She had been a fool. But she hadn’t set out to do so. She had been taught to believe the best in everyone until she had reason to see otherwise.

			Two years. Yes, it had taken a long time to see past the seemingly perfect facade he had built for her, but she was only human. She had loved him. She had waited a very long time to feel that way again after her first heartbreak at the age of twenty-one.

			“Get over it,” she muttered to herself. Beating herself up for being naive wasn’t going to change history.

			This—she surveyed the bare trees and little cabin—was her life now. At least until the trial.

			In the movies witness protection was made to look like a glamourous adventure, but that could not be farther from the truth. It was terrifying. Justice depended on her survival to testify in court, and her survival depended upon the marshal assigned to her case and on her own actions. The FBI had shown her how much bigger this case was than just the murder of her husband and the small amount of knowledge she had absorbed. The Armones had murdered countless people. Drugs, guns and all sorts of other criminal activities were a part of their network. She alone held the power to end the Armone reign.

			No matter that the family was so obviously evil, she still couldn’t understand how a father could murder his son—his only child. Of course, it was Harrison’s own fault. He had been secretly working to overthrow his father. The old man was nearing seventy and had no plans to retire. Harrison had wanted to be king.

			Instead, he’d gotten dead.

			She shuddered at the idea that his father—after murdering him—had intended to take his widow as his own plaything.

			Sick. The man was absolutely disgusting. Like his son, he was a charming and quite handsome man for his age. But beneath the surface lived a monster.

			Once the trial was over, she hoped she never had to think of him again, much less see him.

			Staying alert to her surroundings, she unlocked the back door and sent Bob inside ahead of her. He was trained to spot trouble. She wasn’t overly concerned at this point. If anything had been amiss, he would have warned her as they approached the cabin.

			The dogs were a new addition to the witness protection family. She hadn’t had a dog at the first location. It wasn’t until she’d arrived here and had Bob living with her that she’d realized how very lonely she had been for a very long time. Since well before her husband was murdered.

			She locked the door behind her, taking care to check all the locks. Then she followed Bob through the three rooms. There was a small living-dining-kitchen combination, a bedroom with an attached bath and the mudroom–laundry room at the back. Furnishings were sparse, but she had what she needed.

			Since cell service was sketchy at best, she had a state-of-the-art signal booster. She had a generator in case the power went out and a bug-out bag if it became necessary to cut and run.

			She shivered. The fire had gone out. She kept on her jacket while she added logs to the fireplace and kindling to get it started. Within a couple of minutes, the fire was going. She’d had a fireplace as a kid, so relearning her way around this one hadn’t been so bad. She went back to the kitchen and turned on the kettle for tea.

			Bob growled low in his throat and stared toward the front door.

			She froze. Her phone was in her hip pocket. Her gun was still in her waistband at the small of her back. This was something else Marshal Holloway had insisted upon. He’d taught her how to use a handgun. They’d held many target practices right behind this cabin.

			A creak beyond the front door warned that someone was on the porch. She eased across the room and went to the special peephole that had been installed. There was one on each side of the cabin, allowing for views all the way around. A man stood on the porch. He was the typical local cowboy. Jeans and boots. Hat in his hands. Big truck in the drive. Just like Marshal Holloway.

			But she did not know this man.

			“Alice Stewart, if you’re in there, it’s okay for you to open the door. I’m Sheriff Colt Tanner. Branch sent me.”

			Her heart thudding, she held perfectly still. Branch would never send someone to her without letting her know first. If for some reason he couldn’t tell her in advance, they had a protocol for these situations.

			She reached back, fingers curled about the butt of her weapon. Bob moved stealthily toward the door.

			“I know you’re concerned about opening the door to a stranger, but you need to trust me. Branch has been in an accident, and he’s in the hospital undergoing surgery right now. No matter that his injuries were serious, he refused to go into surgery until he spoke to me and I assured him I would look after you, ma’am.”

			Worry joined the mixture of fear and dread churning inside her. She hoped Branch wasn’t hurt too badly. He had a wife and a daughter.

			She opened her mouth to ask about his condition, but then she snapped it shut. The man at her door had not said the code word.

			“Wait,” he said. “I know what the problem is. I forgot to say ‘superhero.’ He told me that’s your code word.”

			Relief rushed through her. She moved to the door and unlocked the four dead bolts, then opened it. When she faced the man—Sheriff Tanner—she asked, “Is he going to be okay?”

			The sheriff ducked his head. “I sure hope so. Branch is a good friend of mine. May I come in?”

			“Quiet, Bob,” she ordered the dog at her side as she backed up and allowed the sheriff to come inside before closing the door. She resisted the impulse to lock it and leaned against it instead. Holloway wouldn’t have trusted this man if he wasn’t one of the good guys.

			Still, standing here with a stranger after all these months, she couldn’t help feeling a little uneasy. Bob sat at her feet, his gaze tracking every move the stranger made.

			“Is there anything you need, ma’am? Anything at all. I’ll be happy to bring you any supplies or just...” He shrugged. “Whatever you need.”

			The kettle screamed out, making her jump. She’d completely forgotten about it. “I’ll be right back.”

			She hurried to the kitchen and turned off the flame beneath the whistling kettle. She took a breath, pushed her hair behind her ears and walked back into the living room.

			“Thank you for coming, Sheriff, but I have everything I need.”

			“All right.” He pulled a card from his shirt pocket and offered it to her. “Call me if you need anything. I’ll check on you again later today and give you an update on Branch’s condition.”

			She studied the card. “Thank you.” She looked up at him then. “I appreciate your concern. Please let the marshal know I’m hoping for his speedy recovery.”

			“Will do.” He gave her another of those quick nods. “I’ll be on my way then.”

			Before she opened the door for him to go, she had to ask. “Are his injuries life-threatening?”

			“He was real lucky, ma’am. Things could have been far worse. Thankfully, he’s stable, and we have every reason to believe he’ll be fine.”

			“What about his wife?”

			“She wasn’t with him, so she’s fine. She’s at the hospital waiting for him to come out of surgery. If you’re certain you don’t need me for anything, I’m going back there now.”

			“Really, I’m fine. Thank you.”

			When the sheriff had said his goodbyes and headed out to his truck, she locked the door—all four dead bolts. She watched as the truck turned around and rolled away. She told herself that Marshal Holloway’s accident most likely didn’t have anything to do with her or the trial. Still, she couldn’t help but worry just a little.

			What if they had found her? What if hurting the marshal was just the first step in getting to her? Old man Armone was pure evil. He would want her to know in advance that he was coming just to be sure she felt as much fear as possible. Instilling fear gave him great pleasure.

			Harrison Armone Sr. had a small army at his beck and call. All were trained mercenaries. Ruthless, like him. Proficient in killing. Relentless in attaining their target. They would be hunting her. If being careful would get her through this, she had nothing to worry about. But that alone would never be enough. She needed help and luck on her side.

			With this unexpected development, she would need to be extra vigilant.

			“Bob.”

			He looked up at her expectantly.

			“We have to be especially alert, my friend.”

			The devil might be coming.

			And he wouldn’t be alone.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Winchester Hospital

			Jaxson Stevens left Nashville as soon as he heard the news of the accident. He and Branch Holloway had been assigned together briefly before Holloway transferred back to his hometown of Winchester. Holloway was a good guy and a damned fine marshal. Jax was more than happy to back him up until he was on his feet again.

			He parked his SUV in the lot and headed for the hospital entrance. He hadn’t been in the Winchester area in ages. He hailed from the Pacific Northwest, and he’d taken an assignment in Seattle when he completed training with the marshal service. He had ended up spending the better part of the first decade of his career on that side of the country. Then he’d needed a change. He’d landed in Nashville last year.

			Truth is, he’d hadn’t exactly wanted to spend time in the southeast, but it was a necessary step in his career ladder. There was a woman he’d met when he was in training at Glynco. The two of them had a very intense few months together, and he’d wondered about her for years after moving to Seattle. They’d both been so young when they first met. He’d kept an eye on her for years while she finished college, certain they would end up together again at some point. He’d anonymously helped out when her father passed away.

			Then his notions of a romantic reunion had come to a grinding halt after she moved to Atlanta.

			She had gotten married. He shook his head. All those years, she had haunted his dreams. He’d thought he had known her, thought they had something that deserved a second go when the time was right. He’d definitely never felt that connection with anyone else.

			But he had been wrong. Dead wrong.

			A woman who would marry a man like she had was not someone he knew at all. He imagined she fully comprehended what the world thought of her choice about now.

			Irrelevant, he reminded himself. The past was the past. Nothing he could do about the years he wasted wondering about her. He was happy in Nashville for now. He had just turned thirty-two, and he had big career plans. There was plenty of time to get serious about a personal relationship. God knew his parents and his sister constantly nagged him about his single status.

			Maybe after this case was buttoned up. The witness had to be at trial on Thursday. After that, he was taking a vacation and making some personal decisions. Maybe it was time he took inventory of his life rather than just pouring everything into the job.

			The hospital had that disinfectant smell that lingered in every single hospital he’d ever stepped into. The odor triggered unpleasant memories he’d just as soon not revisit in this lifetime. Losing his younger brother was hard as a ten-year-old. He couldn’t imagine what his parents had suffered.

			His mom warned him often that he shouldn’t allow that loss to get in the way of having a family. He had never really considered that he chose not to get too serious about a relationship because of what happened when he was a kid, but maybe he had. His parents had spent better than twenty years telling him that what happened wasn’t his fault. Didn’t matter. He would always believe it was. He should have been watching more closely. He should never have allowed his little brother so close to the water’s edge.

			He should have been better prepared to help him if something went wrong.

			Why the hell had he gone down that road?

			Jax shook his head and strode across the lobby, kicking the past back to where it belonged—behind him. A quick check with the information desk and he was on his way to the third floor. He followed the signs to Holloway’s room.

			His gaze came to rest on his old friend, and he grimaced. The left side of the man’s face was bruised and swollen as if he’d slugged it out and lost big-time. What he could see of Holloway’s left shoulder was bruised, as well. “You look like hell, buddy.”

			Branch Holloway opened his eyes. “Pretty much feel like it, too. Glad you could make it, Stevens.”

			Jax moved to the side of his bed. “What happened? You tick off the wrong cowboy?”

			Tennessee was full of cowboys. Jax had tried a pair of boots. Not for him. And the hat—well, that just wasn’t his style. He was more a city kind of guy. Jeans, pullovers and a good pair of hiking shoes and he was good to go. He was, however, rather fond of leather. He’d had the leather jacket he wore for over a decade.

			“I wish I could tell you a heroic story of chasing bad guys and surviving a shootout, but it was nothing like that. A deer decided my truck was in his way. I didn’t hit him, but I did hit the ditch and then a couple of trees. One tree in particular tried real hard to do me in.”

			Jax made a face. “Sounds like you’re damned lucky.”

			“That’s what they say, but I gotta tell you right now I’m not feeling too lucky. My wife says I will when I see my truck. It’s totaled.”

			“Can I get you anything?” Jax glanced at the water pitcher on the bedside table.

			“No, thanks. My wife was here until just a few minutes ago. She’s hovered over me since the paramedics brought me in. Between her and the nurses, I’m good, trust me.”

			Jax nodded. “You didn’t want to discuss the case by phone. I take it this is a dark one.” Some cases were listed as dark. These were generally the ones where the person or persons who wanted to hurt the witness had an abundance of resources, making the witness far more vulnerable. Sometimes a case was dark simply because of the priority tag associated with the investigation. The least number of people possible were involved with dark cases.

			There were bad guys in this world, and then there were really bad guys.

			“Need-to-know basis only,” Holloway said. “We’re only days out from trial. Keeping this witness safe is essential. At this point, we pretty much need to keep her under surveillance twenty-four hours a day until trial. This couldn’t have happened at a worse time.”

			“Understandable,” Jax agreed.

			“I’m sure you’re familiar with the Armone case. It’s been all over the news.”

			Jax’s eyebrows went up with a jolt of surprise. “That’s not a name I expected to hear. I knew the patriarch of the family was awaiting trial, but I haven’t kept up with the details. Besides, that’s a ways out of our district.”

			“The powers that be felt moving her out of Georgia until trial would help keep her safe. They’ve kept the details quiet on this one to the greatest extent possible. Even with all those precautions and a media blackout, her first location was jeopardized.”

			Her? A bad, bad feeling began a slow creep through Jax.

			“Hell of a time for you to be out of commission,” he said instead of demanding who the hell the witness was. This could not happen. Maybe it was someone else. A secretary or other associate of the old man. Or maybe of the son, since he was dead. His death may have prompted someone—an illicit lover, perhaps—to come forward.

			“Tell me about it,” Holloway grumbled.

			“Why don’t you bring me up to speed,” Jax suggested. “We’ll go from there.”

			“The file’s under my pillow.”

			Jax chuckled as he reached beneath the thin hospital pillow. “I have to say, this is going the distance for the job.”

			“We do what we have to, right?”

			“Right.” Jax opened the file, his gaze landing on the attached photo. He blinked. Looked again. She looked exactly as she had ten years ago.

			“You okay there?” Holloway asked. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

			“Full disclosure, Holloway.” Jax frowned. “I know this woman.” No. That was wrong. He didn’t just know this woman—he knew her intimately. Had been disappointed in and angry with her for years now.

			“Well, hell. If this is a problem, we should call someone else in as quickly as possible. I’ve got the local sheriff, a friend of mine, taking care of things now. But I can’t keep him tied up this way. No one wants this bastard to get away this time. We’ve got him. As long as she lives to testify, he’s not walking.”

			Holloway was right. The Armone family had escaped justice far too long. “I’ve got this.” Jax cleared his head. If Holloway thought he was not up to par, he would insist on calling in someone else. Jax was startled, no denying it. But he wanted to do this. He had to do this. For reasons that went beyond the job. Purely selfish reasons. “You can count on me. I just wanted to be up front. We knew each other a long time ago.”

			“If you’re sure,” Holloway countered. “I’m confident I can count on you. I just don’t want to put you in an unnecessarily awkward situation. Sometimes the past can adversely affect the present.”

			Jax felt his gut tighten. Maybe he wasn’t as ready for this as he’d thought.

			No choice.

			If he didn’t do this, he would never fully extract her from his head.

			The what-ifs would haunt him forever.

			“I can handle it. Like I said, we haven’t seen each other in years,” he assured the other man. “No one wants this family to go down more than me.”

			That part was more true than he cared to admit.

			“If we’re lucky, that family will be history when this trial is done,” Holloway said. “The son is dead. Now all we need is for the father to be put away for the rest of his sorry life.” Holloway searched his face as if looking for any uncertainty. “I can ask Sheriff Tanner to show you the way to her location if you’re sure we’re good to go.”

			“That works.”

			“Thanks, Stevens. I’ll owe you one.”

			
 
			THE CABIN WAS well out of town. Sheriff Colt Tanner had met Jax at the courthouse and led the way. Tanner had last checked on the witness an hour ago. At this stage, Jax wasn’t going to simply check on her—he was to stick with her until she walked into that courtroom to testify. Protect, transport...whatever necessary.

			On the drive to her location, he had decided he really didn’t have a problem with doing the job. He couldn’t deny that he had spent a great deal of time trying to find Allison James, aka Alice Stewart, the widow of Harrison Armone Jr., illegal drugs and weapons kingpin of the southeast. In fact, he wanted to do this. He wanted to learn what had happened to the sweet young woman he had known during his training. How had the shy, soft-spoken girl become the wife of one of the most wanted bastards on the minds of FBI, ATF and DEA agents alike? Maybe it was sheer curiosity, but he needed to understand how the hell that happened.

			The actual problem, in his opinion, was how she would feel about him being the one charged with her safety. She no doubt would understand that he was well aware of who she had gotten involved with and would be disgusted by it. Members of law enforcement from Atlanta to DC had wished for a way to eradicate this problem.

			He guessed he would find out soon enough.

			Jax parked his SUV next to hers and got out. She was likely watching out the window. Tanner had updated her on Holloway’s condition and told her that a new marshal would be arriving shortly. Jax had no idea whether the sheriff had given her his name. If he had, she might be waiting behind that door with her weapon drawn. Not that she had any reason to be holding a grudge. He’d asked her to go with him to Seattle, but she had turned him down. No matter that he shouldn’t—didn’t want to—he wondered if she had attempted to track him down at any time during those early years after he left and before she made the mistake of her life.

			Had she even thought of him?

			He hadn’t asked her to marry him, but they had talked about marriage. They had talked about the future and what they each wanted. She’d had expectations. He had recognized this. But that hadn’t stopped him from leaving when an opportunity he couldn’t turn down came his way. She wouldn’t go. Her father was still alive and alone. She didn’t want to move so far away from him. What was he supposed to do? Ignore the offer he had hoped for from the day he decided to join the marshal service?

			That little voice that warned when he had crossed the line shouted at him now. He had been selfish. No question. But he’d had family, too, and they had been on the West Coast. An unwinnable situation.

			He walked up to the porch. Climbed the steps and crossed to the door. Aware she was certainly watching, he raised his fist and knocked.

			She didn’t say a word or make a sound, but he felt her on the other side of the door. Only inches from him. He closed his eyes and recalled her scent. Soft, subtle. She always smelled like citrus. Never wore makeup. She had the most beautiful blue eyes he had ever seen.

			The door opened and she stood there, looking exactly the way she had ten years ago—no makeup, no fussy hairdo, just Ali. The big black Lab the sheriff had told him about stood next to her.

			For one long moment, she stared at him and he stared at her.

			He inhaled a deep breath, acknowledged the scent of her—the scent he would have recognized anywhere.

			“Say it.”

			For a moment he felt confused at her statement.

			“Say it,” she repeated. “I’m not letting you inside until you do.”

			He understood then. “Superhero.”

			She stepped back, and he walked in. The door closed behind him, locks tumbling into place. The dog sniffed him, eying him suspiciously.

			She scratched the Lab’s head, and the dog settled down. “No one told me you were the one coming.”

			She stood close to the wall on his left, beyond arm’s reach. Now that he had a chance to really look, she was thinner than before. Fear glittered in her eyes. Beyond the fear was something else. A weariness. Sadness, too, he concluded.

			“I didn’t know it was you until I arrived in Winchester.” He held her gaze, refused to let her off the hook. He didn’t want this to be easy. Appreciating her discomfort was low. He knew this, and still he couldn’t help it. “I’m glad I’m the one Holloway called. I want to help. If that’s okay with you.”

			“I’m certain Marshal Holloway wouldn’t have called you if you weren’t up to the task.” She shrugged. “As for the past, it was a long time ago. It’s hardly relevant now.”

			She was right. It had been a long time. Still, the idea that she played it off so nonchalantly didn’t sit so well. No need for her to know the resentment or whatever the hell it was he harbored related to her decisions or the whirlwind of emotions she had set reeling inside him now. This was work. Business. The job. It wasn’t personal.

			He hitched a thumb toward the door. “I picked up a pizza. It’s a little early for lunch, but I was on the road damned early this morning.”

			“Make yourself at home. You don’t need my permission to eat.”

			No, he did not. “I’ll grab my bag and the pizza.”

			He walked out to his SUV. He took a breath. Struggled to slow his heart rate. He had an assignment to complete, and it was essential he pulled his head out of the past and focused on the present. What happened ten years ago or five years ago was irrelevant. What mattered was now. Keeping her safe. Getting her in that courtroom to put a scumbag away.

			He grabbed his bag and the pizza and headed back to the cabin. She opened the door for him and then locked the four dead bolts. He placed the pizza on the table and dropped his bag by the sofa. He imagined that would be his bed for the foreseeable future. The place didn’t look large enough to have two bedrooms.

			“This is Bob, by the way,” she said of the dog who stayed at her side.

			He nodded. “Nice to meet you, Bob.”

			Bob stared at him with a healthy dose of either skepticism or continued suspicion.

			“Would you like water or a cola?”

			Since beer was out of the question, he went for a cola. She walked to the fridge and grabbed two. On the way to the table, she snagged the roll of paper towels from the counter and brought that along, as well. She sat down directly across the table. Apparently she had decided to join him. He passed her a slice, grabbed one of his own and then dug in. Eating would prevent the need for conversation. If he chewed slowly enough, he could drag this out for a while.

			She sipped her drink. “You finally get married?”

			He was surprised she asked. Left her open for his questions. And he really wanted a number of answers from her. At the moment dealing with all the emotions and sensations related to just being in the same room with her was all he could handle.

			“No. Never engaged. Never married.”

			Silence dragged on for another minute or so while they ate. Keeping his attention away from her lips as she ate proved more difficult than he’d expected. Frankly, he was grateful when she polished off the last bit.

			“Technically,” she pointed out as she reached for a second slice, “we were engaged—informally.”

			He went still, startled that his heart didn’t do the same. He hadn’t expected her to bring that up under the circumstances. “Technically,” he repeated, “I suppose you’re right.”

			“How long were you in Seattle?”

			“Until last year.” He wiped his hands on a napkin. “I’m sorry about your father.”

			“It was a tough time.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure it was.” He had come so close to attending the funeral, but he had wondered if he would be welcome, so he hadn’t.

			He bit into his pizza to prevent asking if that was why she’d ran into the arms of a criminal. Had she wanted someone to take care of her? A sugar daddy or whatever? Fury lit inside him. He forced the thoughts away. It didn’t matter that they had spent months intensely focused on each other, practically inseparable. That had been a long time ago. Whatever they had then was long gone by the time she married Armone. All this emotion was unnecessary. Pointless. Frustrating as hell, actually.

			“What about your parents?” She dabbed at her lips with a napkin. “Your sister?”

			“The parents are doing great. Talking about buying a winter home in Florida. Is that cliché or what?” He managed a smile, hoped to lighten the situation.

			She looked completely at ease. Calm. Maybe he was the only one having trouble.

			Her lips lifted into a small smile. “A little.”

			“My sister is married with three kids.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how she does it.”

			“She’s lucky.”

			“You have kids?” He knew the answer, but he didn’t know the reason.

			“No. He didn’t want children. He had two with his first wife.” She stared at the pizza box for a moment. “Looking back, I was very fortunate he didn’t.”

			For now, he guided the conversation away from the bastard she’d married. He asked another question to which he already knew the answer. “You were determined to finish school. Did you manage?”

			“I did. With taking care of my father it took forever, but I finally got it done.”

			“That’s great.”

			More of that suffocating silence. He stared at the pizza, suddenly having no appetite.

			“Your career is going well?” she asked.

			“It is. The work is challenging and fulfilling.”

			She stood. “Thank you for the pizza.”

			He watched as she carried her napkin and cola can to the trash. She stood at the sink and stared out the window.

			The urge to demand how she could have married a man like Harrison Armone burned on his tongue, but he swallowed it back.

			“I think maybe they should send someone else.”

			Her words surprised him. Flustered him. He stood, the legs of his chair scraping across the wood floor. “Why? I see no reason we can’t put the past behind us.”

			She turned to face him but stayed right where she was, her fingers gripping the edge of the countertop as if she feared gravity would fail her. “If he finds me, he will kill me. If you’re in the way, he’ll kill you, too.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			The man she had fallen head over heels in love with when she was barely twenty-one stared at her as if she’d confessed to the world’s most heinous crime. How could he be the one they sent to protect her?

			It shouldn’t be him.

			She didn’t want it to be him.

			Too dangerous.

			“I’m a highly trained US marshal with a decade of experience under my belt. You don’t need to worry about me, Ali.”

			Ali. Her throat tightened as she attempted to swallow. His voice, the one that had haunted her dreams for a decade. Even when she’d told herself she loved her husband—before she learned his true identity—this man had stolen into her dreams far too often. No matter that the monster she had married had showered her with gifts, no matter that she had bought into the whole fairy-tale life...all of it, every single moment, had been an attempt to erase this man from her heart.

			Hadn’t worked.

			Now, here he was, prepared to put his life on the line to protect hers. Or maybe he wanted to see the person she had become. The widow of one of the most sought-after criminals in the country.

			A lie.

			Her entire existence these past five years had been a lie.

			She had no one to blame but herself. She had allowed herself to buy completely into the fantasy.

			Now she would be lucky if she survived.

			“Why?” she demanded.

			His gaze narrowed—those brown eyes that made her shiver with just a look. “Why what?”

			“Why you? There’s what, a couple thousand marshals? Why you?” she repeated.

			“Holloway and I worked together in Nashville for a while before he relocated to Winchester. When he had his accident, he reached out to me. There wasn’t time to go through the usual red tape. He needed someone with you ASAP. So here I am.”

			She shook her head. “This doesn’t work for me.”

			She surely had some choice in the matter. After all, she was the witness—the star witness, according to the prosecutor. Without her, their case would fall apart at the hands of the dozen or so powerful attorneys Armone kept on retainer.

			Jax shrugged. “I can pass along your objection to the powers that be. It’s possible someone else could take over for me, but that would take time, and time is short. The trial is in four days. We don’t want to do anything that might draw attention to where you are.”

			No. This would not work. She couldn’t be this close to him. Night and day in such a cramped space. Impossible. More important, she did not want him to get hurt. “Call them. See what they can do.”

			He took a step toward her. Then another. She told herself to breathe, but her lungs refused the order.

			“Is there some reason you don’t trust me? Maybe you believe I’m not capable of handling the job?”

			“I have no idea what your credentials are,” she improvised. “I’m just not comfortable like this...with you.”

			He nodded once. “I see. You don’t like being alone with me?” Another step disappeared between them.

			Her heart refused to stop its pounding. She stared at him and told the truth. The truth was all she had left. “In light of the circumstances, I would like to be reasonable, but I’m having some difficulty. Yes.”

			For a moment he hesitated, then he said, “I’ll stay out of your personal space. You have my word.”

			He backed away, turned and crossed to the other side of the room, and sat down on the sofa.

			When she could breathe again, she dragged in a lungful of much-needed air. “I usually take a walk at this time every afternoon.”

			It wasn’t necessary for him to know she’d already taken a walk this morning. Sometimes she took a couple of walks in a day in addition to a nice long run. Right now, she needed out of this too-tight space. She needed to breathe. To think.

			“All right.” He stood. “I’ll go with you.”

			Well, that didn’t work out the way she’d planned. “I usually go alone. With Bob, of course.”

			“Starting today, you don’t go anywhere alone.”

			No point arguing the decree. He likely had been briefed on things she was not privy to as of yet. She understood there were aspects of the case she shouldn’t or couldn’t know. At first she hadn’t been happy about that part. Eventually she had come to terms with focusing on her role and allowing the marshal and the prosecutor to do what they needed to do.

			Frankly, it wasn’t that different from her life with Harrison. He had told her what to do and when to do it. The funny thing was, she hadn’t realized how controlling he was at first. In the beginning, their life together had felt as if he were pampering her and taking exquisite care of her. Her entire adult life had been about taking care of others. First her mother and then her father. Not that she had minded. She had done what any daughter would do. College had been more of the same. Go to class, do the work. Since she’d had to squeeze college in around the health issues of her parents, she had been twenty-five when she finally attained her undergraduate degree. Then she’d moved to Atlanta and met Harrison, and everything had changed.

			Suddenly someone was taking care of her. Making the decisions. Showing her the world and showering her with luxurious gifts.

			It was hard to believe now that she hadn’t recognized her fairy-tale life was too good to be true.

			The trouble was, she had needed it to be true. Sometimes a need was so powerful that it overrode good sense.

			She had thrown good sense and logic out the window.

			Beating herself up about it more wasn’t going to change the facts. She’d done what she’d done, and now she was in the middle of this situation.

			“Let’s go, Bob.” She patted her thigh, and he jumped up to follow her.

			She locked up and handed Jax the key she typically kept in her pocket. If he was in charge, she might as well turn that over to him, as well.

			The sun hovered near the treetops as they walked away from the cabin. She surveyed the blue sky. It was supposed to snow late tonight or tomorrow. Snow would be nice. A dusting or two had happened since she arrived in this location. A whole two inches had fallen on Christmas Eve night. She had needed that beautiful display of nature. She’d felt so intensely alone.

			Christmas afternoon Marshal Holloway had shown up with a veritable buffet of goodies. His wife and mother had made a lovely Christmas lunch, and they had wanted to share with her. He’d also brought a little decorated tree. The sort you picked up at the grocery store. Those simple gestures had touched her so deeply. That was the moment when she realized she might actually be okay eventually.

			If she survived beyond the trial, she could make a new life. There were still plenty of good people in this world. She would be fine.

			If she survived.

			“What’s your plan for when this is over?”

			The sound of his voice, the deep rumble that had whispered in her dreams for so long, made her pulse flutter.

			“I really haven’t thought that far ahead. Mostly I’m focused on surviving.”

			“I’m sure you’ve met with the AUSA in your case and done the necessary prepping.”

			Assistant US Attorney Samuel Keller was the federal prosecutor in the case against the Armone family. Ali had met with him twice. An attorney had been assigned to represent her interests, and she’d met with him the same. The situation was fairly cut-and-dried. She had never been involved with the family business. She had only in the past two years started to learn and document information she intended to one day take to the FBI.

			“Yes. His name is Keller. Samuel Keller.”

			Jax nodded. “I’m familiar with Keller. He has a high conviction rate, and he’s ambitious. Two important assets for the case.”

			Ali hadn’t liked him very much. He’d made her feel cheap during their first meeting. When they’d met the second time, he had been far kinder. Perhaps someone above him had warned that he shouldn’t frustrate or anger their star witness.

			“I don’t think he’s a very nice man,” she admitted. Not that she could trust her instincts as well as she’d once believed. They had steered her wrong with Harrison. Dead wrong.

			“Being nice isn’t necessarily a good thing when it comes to prosecutors. Ruthlessness and fearlessness are far more attractive in their line of work.”

			The notion made some sort of sense, she supposed. “I guess so.”

			Bob galloped ahead, spotting a bird or a squirrel. A gust of chilly wind whipped through the trees. She shivered, despite the sweatshirt she wore.

			“When did you move to Atlanta?”

			She studied his profile a moment, noting the little differences. A laugh line or two around the eyes. Slightly more angular jaw. He was leaner. “I finished my last semester of college, and I just couldn’t see going back home to that empty house. Mom and Dad were both gone. I needed a fresh start. Something new. A challenge.” She shrugged. “I was offered a position with an up-and-coming company. It felt right, so I threw caution to the wind.”

			More so than she intended.

			“Did you sell the farm?”

			He had been to her parents’ farm once. It wasn’t anything to brag about. A rambling old house on a hundred acres. She had loved the barn and the big old oak trees best of all. She’d lived there her whole life except for when she was away at college and then had moved to Atlanta afterward.

			“I did. It was a difficult decision, but I couldn’t stay. There were no career opportunities in the area, and I was reasonably certain that farming wasn’t my strong suit. I was pleased that a guy who attended high school with me had just gotten married and wanted to buy the place. He and his wife have two kids now. They’ve fixed up the house and are really making a go of the farming gig. My dad would be happy.”

			Silence settled for a long while. The sun was dropping, leaving the sky streaked with faded grays and blues. The temperature was dropping, too. She should have grabbed her jacket. But she had been thinking of only one thing—getting out of that tiny cabin.

			“Does your father still build boats?”

			Ali had met his parents twice. Once when they came to Georgia to visit him and once for Thanksgiving when she and Jax flew out to visit them. They lived near the water, and boating was his father’s love—second only to his family. He was one of the few people who still built fishing boats by hand. The craftsmanship was utterly amazing. Despite the gray hair, it had been easy to see that Jax had inherited his good looks from his father. His mother was a schoolteacher and a very lovely woman. She and Ali had quickly connected. Ali’s mother had died the year before, and she had desperately needed that bond.

			“He is. I can’t see him ever stopping. He loves it too much.”

			Ali appreciated that level of passion. “What about your mother? Is she still teaching?”

			“She is, but not in the classroom. She’s the middle school principal now.” He chuckled. “I’m just glad that didn’t happen when I was in school. It was bad enough knowing she was in the same wing teaching biology during eighth grade.”

			Ali smiled. “She insisted you were a really good student.”

			“She only told you that because she liked you and didn’t want to scare you off.” He glanced at her. “I was a bit of a class clown.”

			Ali looked away. She watched as Bob sniffed at the undergrowth farther up the path. She wondered if she would be able to keep Bob when this was over. She couldn’t imagine life without him. They’d been together for six months. The same amount of time she and Jax had spent together a decade ago.

			Ali picked up her pace. It was getting colder, and the sun would set soon. They should probably turn back at the top of the next rise. As they reached it, she called Bob to come and waited for him to reach her side. Then they started down together, Jax trailing after.

			The idea that he would be sleeping on the sofa no more than thirty feet away needled at the back of her mind. She didn’t want to be that close to him in the darkness.

			Too late to do anything about that now.

			
 
			BY THE TIME the clearing came into view, it was dark and the occasional snowflake floated down in front of them.

			Bob abruptly froze. A growl sounded low in his throat.

			“What’s the matter, boy?” Ali surveyed the area as she spoke.

			Jax suddenly pulled her into the tree line. “Someone’s at the house.”

			The whispered words no sooner brushed against her ear than she spotted the man peering into the house via the back door. He looked for a moment and then moved to a window. He tried the sash to see if it would move. It didn’t. She kept the windows locked. Then he moved around the corner of the house.

			“Take Bob and disappear deeper into these trees,” Jax whispered with a nod to his left.

			She nodded and did as he’d told her, ushering Bob along when he wanted to stop and stare and growl. Thank God he didn’t bark. She crouched down between two trees and watched the clearing. Bob sat next to her, his warm body reassuring.

			The quiet was deafening. She stretched her neck in an attempt to see Jax. It was too dark to see well. She could see the cabin because she’d left the lights on. The moonlight lit up the area around it the slightest little bit. She tried not to blink for fear she’d miss Jax or the other man.

			Shouted voices echoed in the night. She strained to see.

			Wherever they were, it wasn’t on the back side of the cabin.

			More angry voices. Then only one.

			Jax.

			She pushed out of her crouch and started forward. Bob stayed right on her heels. She moved closer to the clearing, careful to stay in the tree line. Jax had the man pushed against the cabin, his weapon boring into his skull.

			Was this someone Armone had sent?

			She eased closer still.

			Jax repeated his demand to know the man’s name. Finally he sputtered, “Teddy Scott. I work for the utility company. There was a call about the service out here. I came to check it out.”

			“On Sunday?” Jax asked, his skepticism clear.

			“Hey, man, I just do what I’m told. I work nights, days, weekends. Whenever the call comes.”

			Except no one had called. Not from this address.

			She dared to slip from the tree line. The guy’s gaze strayed to her. Jax jerked his errant attention back to him.

			“Everything okay?” she called out to Jax.

			“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not. Go out to my car and grab the handcuffs from the console, would you?”

			Ali hurried around to the front of the cabin. She went to his SUV and opened the passenger side door. She leaned over the seat and opened the console. She reached in and grabbed the metal cuffs.

			She rushed back to where he held the man and handed him the cuffs.

			“Turn around,” he ordered the interloper.

			The man turned around. “Seriously, if you’ll just call the utility company, you’ll learn I’m telling the truth. The call came in, and I came out.”

			“I’m not saying I don’t believe you, Mr. Scott.” Jax snapped one cuff onto the man’s right wrist and one onto the metal pole attached to the cabin. “The problem is, I have to be sure.”

			Needing someplace to look besides at the man who may have been sent to find her, Ali traced the path of the pole. It went up to the roof. Antennae. As many times as she’d walked that path beyond the cabin, she hadn’t paid the slightest attention to the antennae. It was just a part of the house.

			And now it was the part that would keep Mr. Scott right here until Jax figured out exactly who he was or what to do about him. He withdrew the man’s wallet and checked his ID, she presumed. He carried no weapon, which seemed odd for one of Armone’s thugs.

			Jax started toward her. She braced herself for his touch as he reached for her. His fingers wrapped around her upper arm. “Get your purse, if you carry one, and let’s go for a ride. I’ll call Sheriff Tanner and let him get to the bottom of this.”

			Ali hurried inside and grabbed her cross-body bag. She tucked the emergency cell phone inside. “Come,” she said to Bob.

			Her faithful friend followed her to the front, where Jax waited. He was on his cell phone, presumably with Tanner. He provided the man’s description and the name he listed on his ID, which was the same one he’d given. Jax listened for a bit and then ended the call.

			“Is Tanner coming?” Her stomach churned with uncertainty. Six months and this was the first time another living soul besides Holloway and Tanner, then Jax had set foot up here.

			Couldn’t be good.

			“Tanner and one of his deputies are coming up to talk to the man. If he was sent by Armone, hopefully we’ll know soon.”

			“Where are we going?” She told herself not to be nervous. If she had to move again, she would move again. Whatever she had to do to get through this.

			Four more days.

			“Away from here.” He ushered her and Bob toward his SUV. “We’re not waiting around to see how this turns out.”

		
	

			Chapter Four

			Jax drove faster than he should on the narrow dirt-and-gravel road that would lead to the main highway at the bottom of the mountain. This was not the place to run into trouble. The road was only wide enough for one vehicle. If someone else appeared on the road...

			He wasn’t going there just yet.

			From the corner of his eye, he saw Ali struggling with the panic no doubt clawing at her. She was worried. She had a right to be. He was damned worried.

			He didn’t take a deep breath until they hit the Y in the road. Left went up another mountain road, while the right went to the highway. He gunned the accelerator and barreled to the right. Ali grasped the armrest on her door.

			Car lights on the road ahead had him holding his breath again.

			The vehicle passed. No brake lights lit up in the rearview mirror. Good. The driver kept going.

			“What do we do now? Are we going someplace specific?”

			He glanced in her direction. “I don’t know. I’m not familiar with this area. You?”

			She shook her head. “No. I’ve been here six months, but I’ve only left that mountain a couple of times.”

			They drove on through the darkness, the silence thickening.

			Tanner would call and they would make a plan. Until then, Jax would drive.

			“Could I go to the hospital and see Marshal Holloway?”

			Her question gave him pause. Sometimes witnesses grew very attached to the people assigned with the responsibility of their protection. He’d heard stories of bizarre obsessions, but he didn’t believe this was one of those times. She’d asked about his condition after she learned of the accident, but she hadn’t appeared unduly concerned. Maybe a stop at the hospital would get her mind off whatever was going down back at the cabin.

			“I don’t see why not.” He reached beyond the console into the back seat and grabbed the ball cap he’d tossed back there and passed it to her. “You might want to tuck your hair up.”

			“Okay.”

			As her fingers threaded into all that blond hair, a jolt of tension roared through him. His mind instantly conjured dozens of images of him running his fingers through the silky length. Feeling the whisper of it against his skin.

			He blinked away the images and focused on regaining his bearings. He’d driven from the hospital to the sheriff’s office and then here. But that had been in the daytime. There weren’t that many identifying road signs.

			A few more miles had him reasonably certain he was lost. Then he spotted the sign he needed. Left to Winchester. It wasn’t long after that left when he began to see familiar landmarks. The drive to the hospital only took a few more minutes from the city limits.

			Jax decided to park at the ER entrance and go in from there. Ali gave Bob a rub behind the ears. “We’ll be back soon, boy.”

			Jax’s thinking was that anyone watching for Ali would more likely be waiting in the main lobby. He wound through the corridors until he found a staff elevator. Ali glanced around nervously as they waited for the doors to open. Once they were inside and moving upward, she seemed to relax.

			When the elevator stopped he said, “Almost there.”

			He didn’t know why he felt compelled to make her feel more comfortable. He’d told himself he wouldn’t feel anything like that toward her, but he did all the same. The doors opened, and a scrub-clad woman stared at them as they exited. Jax gave her a nod and kept walking. Ali stayed close behind him.

			At the room where he’d visited Holloway earlier that day, he hesitated and knocked.

			The door opened, and a man Jax didn’t recognize looked directly at him and asked, “Can I help you?”

			Jax glanced at the bed about the same time Holloway said, “It’s Stevens. Let him in.”

			They walked into the room, and the stranger closed the door behind them. Holloway frowned. “What’s going on, Stevens?” He gave Ali a tip of his head. “Ma’am, you okay?”

			She nodded. “I wanted to see if you were okay and to speak to you. Privately.”

			“I should probably go,” the stranger said. He thrust his hand toward Jax. “I’m Chief of Police Billy Brannigan.”

			Jax shook his hand. “Jaxson Stevens.”

			“The marshal who’s filling in for me,” Holloway explained to the chief. “Keeping a low profile,” he added as he shifted his attention to Jax.

			“We had a guy claiming to be from the utility company show up. Tanner is checking him out. I didn’t want to hang around in case more trouble was headed our way.”

			“Maybe I ought to check with Colt and see if he needs any help,” Brannigan offered.

			“Thanks, Brannigan. I would appreciate it.”

			“In that case, I’m gone.”

			When the door closed behind Brannigan, Holloway looked from Jax to Ali. “Is something wrong besides your unexpected visitor?”

			“I’d like to speak to you privately,” she repeated.

			Jax got it now. “I’ll be outside.”

			If the woman didn’t want him on the case, he wasn’t going to argue with her. She could do as she pleased.

			He left the room, pulling the door closed behind him. Rather than pace the corridor, which was his first thought, he leaned against the wall and waited.

			Frustration twisted inside him. He supposed he should have handled the situation better. He’d thought they had reached an agreement of sorts. He would do his job and stay out of her personal space. Four days. It was barely more than half a week. He could get through four days. Why couldn’t she?

			Damn it all to hell. He shouldn’t have allowed the past to color his attitude. This was an important case. She needed the best protecting her.

			Maybe she didn’t think he was up to the job.

			He resisted the impulse to storm into the room and tell her she was wrong. There wasn’t anyone better.

			Damn it.

			
 
			“HAVE A SEAT, ALI,” Marshal Holloway said, worry lining his bruised face.

			Ali suddenly regretted having come here this way. It was selfish of her to impose upon this injured man. She sighed. Closed her eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry.”

			“First off, you don’t need to be sorry.”

			She opened her eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay? I really should have thought this through better. This is not a good time for you and—”

			“Second,” he interrupted, “every single thing related to this case is about you. Whatever you need, all you have to do is tell me. Marshal Stevens or I will make it happen. You can count on that.”

			“Marshal Stevens is the problem.” Her throat ached from having held the words back so long. But they were out there now. Marshal Holloway looked even more puzzled now.

			“Is there a problem with Stevens? He mentioned that the two of you knew each other, but he assured me there wouldn’t be a problem.”

			Now she was the one confused. “He knew I was the witness in this case before he came to Winchester?”

			“No, ma’am, we’ve kept your identity and location as deeply covered as possible. He learned who you are when he arrived and I showed him your file.”

			So he’d seen her file. A cold hard knot formed in her chest. “Everything?” She moistened her lips and tried to swallow to do the same to her suddenly dry throat. “He knows everything?”

			His blue eyes lit with understanding. “No. No. None of that is in the file I showed him. Ali, those parts of what happened aren’t necessary for Marshal Stevens to carry out his duty. Information about you and this case is on a need-to-know basis.”

			Thank God.

			She nodded. Grateful for that small measure of relief. “Still, I would prefer someone else. I don’t want to cause any trouble for Marshal Stevens, but I’m not comfortable with him.”

			Holloway released a big breath. “I can make the call and try to get someone here, but be aware that every exchange of information creates a possible opportunity for that information to end up in the wrong hands. It’s a shame that we can’t fully trust all the players in a case, but they’re only human. Every human has his or her breaking point. Some have a price. It doesn’t usually start out that way, but life happens. People change.”

			He was right. She understood this. She wasn’t completely naive to these sorts of things. Harrison and his father had had only a few they trusted with everything. The rest were only allowed a tiny piece of knowledge—only what was required to carry out their mission.

			But she had to be firm. This was what she wanted. “I apologize for making this difficult for you, Marshal Holloway—especially under the circumstances—but I’m willing to take the risk. I would like you to send Marshal Stevens back to Nashville.”

			He studied her a moment. “If you’ll tell me the real reason you want him to go, I promise I’ll make it happen if that is truly what you want.”

			The real reason. She glanced back at the door. She had promised herself that she would never allow lies into her life again. If that rule didn’t start with her, what was the point?

			“We both know there is a strong chance Armone’s people will find me no matter what we do or how careful we are.” When he would have interrupted, she held up a hand to stop him. “It may be as I walk up the steps at the courthouse or as I enter the courtroom.” She shrugged. “In the car on the way to the airport. At the airport. There are just a million opportunities for it to happen.”

			The weariness and probably pain he struggled with filled his expression, but Holloway nodded his understanding. “You’re right. It’s possible one of those scenarios could happen. Are you having second thoughts?”

			Startled by his question, she pressed her hand to her chest. “No. Not at all. Whatever happens, I’m going to testify as long as I’m still breathing. It’s not me I’m worried about. It’s him.”

			Realization dawned on his face. “You’re concerned that if they come after you, anyone in the way will be hurt or worse.”

			“Yes. I don’t want to cause him harm.” How did she explain this without sounding like a fool? “I know his family. His mother is a wonderful woman. He has a sister with three kids. I don’t want to risk being the cause of his family losing him.”

			Holloway seemed to consider her explanation for a moment. “Ali, that’s incredibly noble of you.” He spoke as if he were choosing his words carefully. “But you must be aware that Marshal Stevens risks his life every day on the job. If he leaves this assignment, he’ll only go to another that could be even more dangerous.”

			She couldn’t deny the former, but she had her doubts about the latter. Armone, the bastard, was completely ruthless, and he had endless resources. There had to be something she could say that would change his mind. What he’d said to her at the onset bobbed into her frantic thoughts.

			“You said whatever I wanted,” she reminded him. “All I had to do was ask.”

			He gave a nod. “You’ve got me there.” He stared at her for a long moment. “Jaxson Stevens is one of the very best. We’re very lucky he was available. Anytime there’s a touchy situation, he’s the one they go to. They would likely have put him on this case instead of me, except he wasn’t available then.”

			He was going to say no. Her hopes fell.

			“All that said,” he went on, “if you’re set on having someone else, I’ll make it happen. But I think it would be a mistake. Has he done or said anything to you that has you feeling upset or uncomfortable?”

			“No, not really.” Truth, she reminded herself. “I was deeply in love with him once.” She shrugged. Felt like a fool.

			Holloway held up his hand to prevent her from saying more.

			“I need to say this,” she warned. “The truth is maybe I still am even after all this time. All I know is that I can’t allow him to risk his life for me.”

			“You don’t get to make that decision.”

			Her heart dropped to the floor at the sound of his voice.

			Holloway sighed. “I tried to stop you when the door opened.”

			He had, and she wouldn’t listen. Her back was to the door, and she’d had no idea. Oh God, he’d heard her declaration. She told herself it wasn’t entirely true...only partly so.

			Jax joined her at the marshal’s bedside. Ali couldn’t look at him. Not after what she’d said. How she wished the floor would crack open and swallow her up. Good grief, could she have stuck her foot any deeper into her throat?

			“Ten years,” Jax said, his voice oddly neutral. “It’s been ten years. We’ve both moved on. Whatever you think you feel is more likely resentment because I left.”

			Heat scalded her cheeks even hotter. Lovely. Now Holloway knew the rest of the sad story of their shared history. She and Jax had had an intense relationship ten years ago, until he got an offer he couldn’t refuse and then he was gone.

			She was a fool. Then and now.

			Ali turned to him. “Or maybe you’re just feeling guilty for walking away and now you have something to prove.”

			He moved his head slowly from side to side. “Trust me, I have nothing to prove. You’re a witness in a high-profile, very important case. I’m here to make sure you stay alive until you’ve testified. Nothing more.”

			Anger fired inside her. She shifted her attention back to Holloway. “Fine. Let him stay. If he gets himself killed, it won’t be on me.”

			Holloway struggled to sit up straighter. Ali winced at the pain on his face.

			“I don’t like this one damned bit,” he said then grimaced, “but we are too close to risk a screwup.” He stared at Jax. “Can you handle this?”

			“What the hell, Holloway? You know better than to ask.”

			“Tell me you won’t get distracted.”

			He shook his head. “I will not get distracted. Like I told you, whatever we had was over a long damned time ago.”

			His words were like a slap to her face. Ali pinched her lips together. Anything else she said at this point would only make her look more foolish.

			Holloway slumped against his pillow. “If I could get out of this bed, we would not be having this discussion.”

			“I’ve got this, Branch,” Jax said, using the marshal’s first name.

			Apparently the two knew each other better than she had realized.

			Jax reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his cell. “It’s Tanner.”

			He answered the call, explained their situation and set the phone to speaker. “Go ahead, Tanner.”

			“The man posing as a utilities worker is Rafe Sanford.”

			Holloway looked from Jax to Ali and back. “Sanford is a local thug. In and out of trouble all the time.”

			“Always has been,” Tanner reiterated. “Mostly petty crimes, but there have been rumors of bigger jobs but no evidence to ever tie him to any of it. I’ve got him in lockup now. He says a man sought him out and hired him to see if a certain blonde lady was holed up anywhere around town. He suggested Rafe keep an eye on Marshal Holloway and me, as well as Chief Brannigan as a way of finding what he was looking for.”

			Ali’s mortification from what Jax had overheard vanished as her fears were realized. Armone had found her again.

			“He says he was caught before he could report back to the guy. He has a cell number to call. He says the guy was wearing a suit like he was some big hotshot. Waited for him at the pool hall. Looked about as out of place as a bald guy at a barbershop.”

			“Have you confirmed his story?” Jax asked.

			“I did. Kenneth Prince, owner of the pool hall, described the same guy hanging out twice this week.”

			“Is Sanford supposed to meet with him again?”

			“Only if he finds her location. He gets one thousand dollars in cash.”

			Ali felt sick to her stomach. That was the Armone way.

			Holloway was trying to sit up again. Jax shook his head and ushered him back down.

			“You think we can set up a sting operation?” Holloway asked.

			“We?” Jax laughed. “You’re not leaving this hospital. I’m taking this witness—” he glanced at Ali “—someplace safe.”

			“I’ve already notified the FBI,” Tanner said. “They want this guy.”

			“Damn.” Holloway blew out a breath. “The more activity in this area, the more attention we draw.”

			“Deputy James Carter is headed to your location now. Stevens, he’ll take you to a place to stay tonight.”

			“We need security at Holloway’s home and on his room here at the hospital,” Jax said.

			Ali hated this. She didn’t want anyone else hurt because of that bastard.

			Holloway protested. “I don’t need—”

			“Don’t argue,” Jax ordered.

			“Making that happen now,” Tanner said. “We can’t be sure what this man knows. If Sanford doesn’t come through for him, he may move onto bigger fish.”

			Holloway muttered a curse.

			While Tanner and Jax continued to talk, Holloway looked at Ali. “You okay?”

			She managed a nod. “You guys have the tough job. All I have to do is stay alive.”

			
	

Falls Mills Bed & Breakfast

			SHERIFF TANNER WAS friends with the owner of the historic bed-and-breakfast. Since there were no guests tonight, he had turned the place over to Tanner.

			The bed-and-breakfast was a small two-story cabin built in the late 1800s, according to the brochure on the table by the door. The location was sort of off-the-grid. Not as much as the cabin where she’d stayed for the past six months, but definitely on a road less traveled.

			She glanced at the clock—almost nine. Not so late, but she was exhausted. The owner had closed and locked the gate to the main property. Of course that wouldn’t stop a man like Armone.

			“Here we go.”

			Jax was on one knee in front of the fireplace; Bob watched him intently, his tail wagging. Jax had started a fire. He had a bit of trouble in the beginning. Ali had thought about telling him that she could do it, but she’d decided to avoid conversation as much as possible. She did not want him to ask her about what she’d said to Holloway. She’d come up with an excuse to explain it away, but she’d rather not talk about it.

			Ever.

			He stood. “You hungry? Tanner said the place was stocked. We can have a look, see what’s available.”

			“I think I’ll just go to bed.” She needed some time alone to regroup and pull herself together.

			She could not linger here any longer and have him stare at her the way he was right this second.

			“We eat and then we sack out.”

			“Okay.” She started toward the kitchen, moving past him as quickly as possible. Bob trailed behind her.

			Jax followed. She didn’t have to look back—she could feel his nearness. How could she be so keenly aware of him after all these years?

			To distract herself from him and to get this whole eating thing over, she perused the cabinets and the fridge in the small kitchen. Nothing she saw made her the slightest bit hungry. But he was right. She had to eat or she wouldn’t be able to function at her best. She grabbed a can of soup and crackers along with a bottle of water. While he prowled, she heated her soup in the microwave. There was no dog food, so she opened a can of little sausages for Bob. Then she went to sit on the floor by the fire.

			She couldn’t get warm.

			She needed a shower. A toothbrush and clothes.

			It felt as if this nightmare was never going to be over. She forced herself to eat the soup and munch on a cracker. It would be nice to say she couldn’t wait to go home, but she had no home. She had nothing. Not even a vehicle. The one at the cabin didn’t belong to her.

			Nothing belonged to her. Not even the few items of clothing in the bureau in that cabin she would never see again.

			Tears burned her eyes, but she refused to cry. Crying was pointless. Besides, she was utterly exhausted. She lacked the energy to cry.

			Every family photo she possessed was at the house she had shared with Harrison. The necklace her father had given her for her sixteenth birthday, the watch her mother had worn every day of her life and dozens of other mementos.

			Armone had probably had them destroyed.

			He would love hurting her that way. Bastard.

			“About the thing at the hospital.”

			She dropped the spoon into her empty bowl. Somehow, she had finished the soup. “What thing?”

			“What you were saying to Holloway.”

			He was staring at her. Waiting for her to look at him. She refused. Kept her gaze locked on the bottle of water in her hand. “I said what I thought I had to say to get him to take you off the case.”

			It was a good excuse and kept her from looking totally pathetic.

			“I see.” He scooped up another spoonful of cereal.

			“Good night.” She got to her feet and started toward the kitchen with her bowl.

			“For the record,” he said.

			She stopped but didn’t look back.

			“It doesn’t matter. This is what I do. Nothing more.”

			She took another step and then another until she reached the kitchen. Careful not to drop the bowl, she placed it in the sink, her hand shaking. The crackers went back into the cabinet. He came into the kitchen and placed his bowl in the sink next to hers. She braced herself for walking past him once more.

			“Good night,” he said as she passed.

			She kept walking, Bob on her heels.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Three days until trial

			Monday, February 3

			A sound woke her.

			The room was pitch-dark. Ali lay still and listened. The distant sound of the falls, the occasional splat of something wet against the metal roof. More snow?

			She had no idea what time it was.

			Throwing the handmade quilt aside, she sat up. Her bare feet settled on the cold wood floor. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness. Across the room the other bed was empty. The white linens beneath the other handmade quilt confirmed her conclusion.

			Where was Jax?

			Maybe he’d awakened early and gone down for coffee. Ali drew in a deep breath. Since the loft was open on one side to the first level, the scent of brewed coffee would surely have wafted up to her.

			No hint of coffee lingered in the air. Just the cold air flavored with the slightest scent of lavender. There were bunches of the dried herb neatly placed throughout the room. Pushing up to her feet, she righted her clothes. The sweatshirt had twisted around her waist, and the jeans had crawled up above her ankles. Somewhere around the bed were her socks and shoes. She should find them before going downstairs. She moved slowly around the bed, swiping one soundless foot across the wood until she bumped the pile of abandoned footwear.

			Where was Bob?

			Settling on the floor, she gathered the socks first and tugged them on. Then the shoes that were her favorites. This was the only footwear she’d brought with her when she walked away from that gym. When this was over, she would certainly need to refresh her wardrobe.

			Assuming she needed something more than a burial dress.

			She shivered. The cold, she told herself. She wasn’t afraid. Not really. Especially now. She was far more afraid of Jax being hurt than she was of her own mortality. She had bought in to this tragic nightmare. He had not. He was only attempting to do his job. She cringed at the memory of him hearing what she’d said to Marshal Holloway. It wasn’t true, of course. The assurance rang hollowly in her head. Yes, she had feelings for him. He had been her first love. But she wasn’t still in love with him.

			Not possible.

			She got up and moved quietly to the stairs. They were narrow, not made for more than one person at a time. Downstairs was just as dark as upstairs. She opened her mouth to call his name, but some deeply entrenched instinct stopped her.

			It was too quiet.

			If he was up, why wasn’t a light on? Why didn’t she smell coffee?

			Another step downward and then another. Maybe he’d gone outside to look around. Check the perimeter or whatever bodyguards did.

			She took the final step down to the lower level and turned toward the kitchen area. Moonlight filtered in through the window. No Jax.

			A firm hand closed over her mouth. Her scream lodged in her throat.

			A strong arm locked around her and flattened her against a hard body. “Quiet,” he whispered.

			Jax.

			Thank God.

			Holding her tight against him, he shuffled soundlessly away from the stairs and the meager light trickling into the kitchen.

			When they were in the darkest corner of the room, his mouth brushed her ear again. She shivered, and it had nothing to do with the cold.

			“There’s someone outside.”

			Her pulse accelerated. She pinched her lips together to prevent any sound from escaping. Holloway had been right. The closer the trial date got, the more desperate Armone would become. All these months had been so quiet, so uneventful. She closed her eyes and focused on steadying her breathing.

			Where was Bob? She opened her mouth to ask, but the dog’s warm body brushed against her leg, alleviating the need. Her fingers trailed the length of his back.

			Jax guided her to the area beneath the narrow stairs. Bob scooted in next to her. Jax touched her lips with one finger in the universal sign for quiet.

			As he moved away, she lost sight of him in the darkness. The other windows in the cabin, including the one in the door, were covered with curtains. Jax had carefully closed them all when they first arrived. Only the kitchen window was uncovered. If trouble was here, they needed backup. He shouldn’t do this alone.

			She reached into the hip pocket of her jeans, thankful her phone was still tucked there. Squatting deeper beneath the stairs, she turned it on and waited for the home screen to appear. Her fingers shaking, she quickly typed a text message to Holloway.

			SOS

			The promising dots that he was responding appeared, and she held her breath.

			Relief swam through her veins. A thumbs-up meant he had received the message and would send help. Since there were two thumbs-up images, she assumed Jax had already called for assistance.

			Everything would be okay. If they arrived in time. As far as she could tell driving in the dark last night, they were sort of in the middle of nowhere.

			A scratching sound whispered through the darkness.

			The air trapped in her lungs.

			The urge to rush out there and help in some way hurtled through her.

			Be still!

			This entire case depended on her survival to testify. If something happened to her, the old bastard would get away with everything the same way he had for decades.

			She could not allow that to happen.

			Glass shattered at the front of the cabin. Next to her, Bob’s body tensed. The door opened.

			Ali twisted just enough to see beyond the stair treads. The staircase was open with no risers or anything that would block her view.

			With the door open, moonlight arrowed across the floor. The instinct to draw away nudged her, but she didn’t dare move. A shadow blocked the light.

			Her heart bolted against her sternum. Bob pressed closer against her, his fur standing up. She gave him the hand signal to stay. He was trained not to move or to make a sound when given that signal.

			The slightest brush of a shoe sole against the hardwood. Then another and another. He—whoever he was—moved about in the darkness. Ali held her breath. Tried to make herself as small as possible.

			The sigh of his weight settling onto the first tread sent fear roaring through her.

			Another brush of rubber against wood as he braced a shoe on the next step.

			A grunt echoed in the darkness.

			The tread squeaked with movement.

			For a moment there were only grunting sounds and fabric rustling. She tried to make out what was happening, but she could only see movement in the darkness. It was impossible to discern what she was looking at other than she understood the two men were struggling.

			“Do not move.”

			Jax.

			His order was directed at the other man. Bob issued a low growl.

			Again, the urge to get out there and help somehow prodded at her.

			Blue lights suddenly throbbed in the darkness.

			Backup had arrived.

			“On your feet,” Jax instructed.

			With the headlights of the official vehicles shining on the cabin, she could see the man scramble to his feet.

			“Hands behind your head.”

			He obeyed Jax’s command.

			Tanner and two uniformed deputies filed in through the door. Chief Brannigan followed. Someone flipped on the overhead light. Ali squinted until her eyes adjusted to the brightness.

			“Everything okay?” Tanner asked.

			Jax nodded. “Just caught this scumbag trying to slip in and mess up my vacation.”

			The last was an effort to throw the man off. No one wanted him reporting back to whoever hired him that he had indeed found the witness.

			Tanner cuffed the man’s hands behind his back.

			“I have a few questions for him before you take him away,” Jax said.

			“Let’s step outside and have a chat,” Tanner suggested.

			Flashlights bobbed in the night. Ali supposed there were other deputies out there searching the area. There was always the possibility that this guy hadn’t come alone.

			Before walking out, Jax said something to Brannigan for his ears only.

			When the door closed, Brannigan came around to the back of the staircase and couched down. “You all right, ma’am?”

			Bob’s tail thumped on the wood floor as if he recognized one of the good guys.

			“Yes.” The word was rusty. She managed her first deep breath since waking up.

			“I think it’s safe for you to come out now.” He offered his hand.

			Ali put her hand in his and scrambled from her hiding place, Bob right behind her.

			“Thank you.”

			“Anytime.”

			Brannigan was like Tanner and Holloway. He wore the cowboy boots and the hat. He had the same polite manners, as well. All this time she’d believed cowboys were overrated. Maybe not. Her mind was whirling with silly thoughts and ideas. She was too tired and too stressed and coming down off an adrenaline rush fueled by fear. On cue, her knees attempted to buckle.

			“Steady there.” Brannigan took her by the arm and ushered her to the nearest chair.

			She sat, managed another thanks. When she’d composed herself a bit, she asked, “Do we know if he’s one of Armone’s men?”

			“I figure we’ll know that any minute now.”

			He was probably right.

			The phone still clutched in her hand vibrated.

			She looked at the screen.

			?

			Holloway wanted to know if she was okay. She sent him a thumbs-up, and he shot back a smiley face.

			She suddenly felt tremendously lucky to have been stashed in Winchester. Everyone had been so nice to her. It wasn’t at all like her first location, where she’d felt like a prisoner, an outsider...a criminal.

			Before she could stop the reaction, tears spilled down her cheeks. She felt like a complete idiot. Bob set his head on her knees and stared at her with sad eyes.

			Brannigan crouched down beside her chair. “Hey, now. We’ve got the situation under control. No need for tears.”

			He stood and crossed the room, came back with a box of tissues.

			She pulled out a couple and swabbed at her cheeks. “Sorry. I guess I was due for a little breakdown.”

			“I’m certain of it,” he assured her. “We all need a way to blow off steam from time to time. There’s no rule that says you can’t do it this way.”

			She sucked in a big breath and attempted to compose herself.

			“You need a place to stay until we figure out what happens next,” he said. “I thought you and the marshal could stay in town at the funeral home.”

			“Funeral home?” A frown pulled at her weary face.

			“Several generations of DuPonts grew up there,” he said with a smile. “I live there with Rowan DuPont. But there’s plenty of room in the living quarters above the funeral home. You’ll be safe there.”

			She’d expected to possibly end up in a funeral home before this was over. She just hadn’t expected to be alive.

			
 
			JAX MADE SURE Ali and Bob were tucked in for the night before going into the living room. Chief Brannigan waited for him. He’d introduced Rowan DuPont, the owner of the funeral home, to them when they first arrived an hour ago. She had gone to bed soon after, up on the third floor. Brannigan had explained that Rowan’s family had built the funeral home more than a century and a half ago. DuPonts had lived on the second and third floors since. Rowan was the only one left now.

			Jax had heard about her. Before her father’s death, Rowan had worked with Nashville Metro. A serial killer had become infatuated with her and murdered her father. In fact, the bastard was still out there, haunting her from afar.

			Sometimes it felt like the bad guys won too often.

			Kept guys like him fighting an uphill battle.

			“Tanner brought me up to speed on the case,” Brannigan said. “He and Holloway will have a new safe house for the two of you by daylight.”

			Jax nodded. “Good. I’ll need to inspect my vehicle more closely in the light of day first. The guy pretending to be from the utility company, Teddy Scott, stuck a tracker on my SUV. If I hadn’t been in such a hurry to get out of there I would have thought of that and checked first.”

			He wasn’t sure he could forgive himself for that mistake. Ali could have been killed. The bastard he’d taken down wouldn’t talk other than to demand a call to his lawyer. A quick cell phone pic sent to a deputy at the jail, and Scott had confirmed the man was the same one who had hired him to look for Ali.

			Armone hadn’t sent him. He was a damned investigative reporter from Atlanta. Jax had known something was off when the man broke the glass in the door. What kind of hired killer announced his presence by busting his way inside?

			There was always the chance he had a team with him, in which case it wouldn’t have mattered, but one man alone would have wanted to keep his presence unknown for as long as possible.

			Outrage rushed through him again just thinking about the kind of person who would put a photo op before a person’s life—including his own.

			“I have people who can help with going over your vehicle,” Brannigan assured him.

			“I appreciate your support, Chief.” Jax couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so tired. Lots of cases were tough, but this one was taking it out of him fast.

			Doesn’t have anything to do with the identity of the witness.

			The lie echoed in his brain.

			Brannigan shook his head. “The dead husband was one sick puppy.”

			Jax knew a great deal about the man professionally, but he knew very little about his personal life. One of the reasons the bastards had escaped justice so long was because of their ability to keep their personal lives as tight as a vault.

			“Most of them are.” He’d never met a criminal at Armone’s level who was anything but pure evil.

			“Frankly, I don’t see how she survived. It took real courage not to just take the easy way out and end the pain.”

			What the hell was he talking about? “I don’t know what you mean.”

			Ali had married Harrison Armone of her own volition. Had stayed married to him for five years.

			“You didn’t read the file?”

			“I read the file Holloway showed me at the hospital, but there wasn’t any information about the relationship between her and him other than the fact that she was his widow.”

			Surprise flashed across Brannigan’s face, but he quickly schooled his expression. “I see.”

			Jax went inordinately still. “You read a different file.”

			It wasn’t a question. What he had been shown was the bare minimum. After all, he was a US marshal, the same as Holloway. He knew who and what the Armone family was. He hadn’t needed all the dirty details.

			“I was made aware of additional information.” Brannigan stood. “I think I’ll try to get a couple more hours of shut-eye. You should do the same.”

			Jax stood. “I’d like to know what you saw that I didn’t.”

			Brannigan held his gaze for a moment. “You should talk to Holloway about that, or maybe the lady in question. Good night, Stevens.”

			He headed for the stairs that would take him to the third floor.

			Jax walked down the hall to the room where Ali slept. Rowan had explained that it had been her parents’ room. The night-light in the hall cast a dim glow into the room and across the bed. Ali slept soundly.

			What had she been through that she didn’t want him to know? Not just her. Obviously, Holloway had made the decision that passing along those personal details wasn’t necessary for Jax to do his job. And it wasn’t.

			But he wanted to know.

			His gut tied up in knots when he considered the possibilities. There were some sick individuals in this world.

			He couldn’t help wondering if he’d stayed in Georgia with her if he could have...

			He pushed away the thought. He couldn’t undo the past. He wasn’t even sure he would want to if he could.

			Before he started kicking himself for that long-ago decision, he needed to know the truth. He had regretted his decision on some level, sure. He’d been crazy about her ten years ago. He’d wanted to spend forever with her. Whatever forever meant to a twenty-two-year-old guy with a burning desire to save the world.

			She had only wanted to get through college. She’d had to delay starting for more than a year after high school to help her father take care of her mother. After her mother passed, she’d resumed her plan. That was how they’d met. She was in college and he’d been at Glynco, and they’d ended up at the same pizza place.

			She was the prettiest girl he’d ever seen and so shy. The shyness had really intrigued him. He’d had to dig for every nugget of information. She was the only woman he’d ever taken home to meet his family.

			His mother and sister had adored Ali. His father, too. He’d told Jax that she was the one. At twenty-two, who listens to their old man?

			The whole family had been upset with him when he moved to Seattle alone. On some level he had known it was a mistake, as well. But he hadn’t taken steps to make it right until it was too late and she’d married a monster. He hadn’t allowed her to creep into his thoughts again...until yesterday.

			No point beating a dead horse. It was done. It was over. She was the one who’d married someone else.

			He checked the door locks and the security system key pad then slipped quietly into the room where she slept. Bob was stretched out on the floor next to the bed. He lifted his head, eyed Jax for a moment, then relaxed on the floor once more. Jax went into the en suite bath and closed the door before turning on the light.

			Rowan had supplied fresh towels and toiletries. He placed his weapon and cell phone on the floor next to the shower, turned on the water and shed his clothes and shoes. He stepped under the hot spray and just stood there for a while, allowing the water to slide over his body.

			Every muscle tightened when he thought of the way Ali’s body had felt against his when he’d pulled her to him to whisper in her ear. Even under the circumstances, he had felt that old familiar need to keep holding her, to turn her around and to kiss her the way he used to.

			He didn’t want to feel that way. Not after she’d lived with a man like Armone.

			Scrubbing the soap over his body, he tried his level best to banish thoughts of her, but she wasn’t going anywhere.

			He thought of the comment Brannigan had made. Had he been wrong all these years?

			No. He let the hot water wash away the soap then he reached for the shampoo. She’d married the bastard because she wanted to. No one forced her. He’d seen them together.

			The idea that he had watched her for days five years ago after he had discovered she was married was another of those memories he would like to evict from his head. No matter that he had been the one to walk away, he had somehow always expected to end up with Ali. When she finished school, if he still felt as strongly about her, he would hunt her down and sweep her off her feet. Dazzle her and change her mind about moving to the northwest. He’d wanted that time and distance to give her a chance to decide what she really wanted. He had been certain his shy, small-town love wasn’t going anywhere. She would be waiting for him. Only he’d been wrong.

			He had been an arrogant fool.

			She had found someone new.

			He had made the mistake of his life.

			She was just as pretty as he remembered, but she was with him.

			He’d told himself that she couldn’t possibly understand what kind of man Armone was, but his pride had overrode any doubt or sympathy,

			He turned off the water and climbed out of the shower. That was the part that didn’t add up. Why would she even go out with a man like Armone? Didn’t she recognize evil when she saw it?

			She couldn’t possibly have married him without at least some idea of who he was.

			This was the part he couldn’t overlook. That really got to him. That he couldn’t forgive.

			She hadn’t looked back, either. Hadn’t tried to call him. Hadn’t called his mom or his sister. She had just gone on with her life and married someone else. That part was on him. No denying it.

			He toweled off and pulled his clothes back on. Whatever Brannigan knew that he didn’t wouldn’t make any difference.

			Maybe that made him heartless, but if you didn’t want to be bitten, you didn’t climb into a den of snakes.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			A dusting of snow had fallen during the wee hours before daylight.

			Ali stared out the window over the yard behind the funeral home. Funny, it looked like any other backyard. Freud, Rowan’s German shepherd, pranced around the yard as if he wanted to make as many footprints in the snow as possible.

			But this was no typical residence. Downstairs people were prepared for their final journey in this life. Funerals and wakes were carried out. She shivered. How fitting that she would be in this place. Her life the past five years had been nothing more than a facade for a dead marriage to a killer.

			With a shudder, she pushed the thought away. She’d stirred at some point just before daylight. Jax had been sleeping in a chair on the other side of the bedroom. A lamp on the table next to the chair had cast a soft glow over his face.

			Taking care not to make a sound, she had sat up in bed and watched him for a long while. The few lines around his eyes had relaxed in sleep. A day’s beard growth shadowed his jaw. She didn’t want to smile, but her lips formed the expression, anyway. He had hardly changed. Still good-looking. A little leaner in places, more heavily muscled in others. The boy right out of college and psyched about attending marshal training had been full of energy and excitement. This Jax was all man. All grown-up and slightly jaded after a decade in his chosen career.

			He was quieter...more still. She suspected all that energy and excitement had calmed a bit and that the newer, deeper emotions were kept close, behind the tin star he carried. But in sleep, he looked so much like the very young man she had fallen so hard for. She had been so naive, which was kind of sad, since she hadn’t started college until she was twenty. Certainly she hadn’t been the starry-eyed eighteen-year-old fresh out of high school. Ali had spent two years taking care of her mother before she passed away. She’d barely gotten three years of college under her belt when her father had fallen ill. Another year at home with him, and then she’d found herself completely alone. Those final two semesters of college had been so lonely. Moving to the big city had seemed like the perfect change.

			Instead, it had been the biggest mistake of her life.

			Somehow she’d drifted off to sleep again, and now she dreaded leaving this quiet room. She’d heard people stirring. Heard the low rumble of Jax’s voice as well as the softer voice of a woman. Rowan DuPont, she imagined. Ali had met her only briefly last night. Like Ali, she had long blond hair. She, too, had that look in her eyes—the one that said she had experienced deep pain.

			Ali righted her sweatshirt and smoothed a hand over her jeans-clad hips. Bob waited by the door watching her. He was probably starving. Rowan had a dog, too. Thankfully Freud hadn’t seemed to mind the company—not even Bob. The two dogs had eyed each other speculatively but neither bothered to growl.

			Ali needed fresh clothes. Hopefully, Sheriff Tanner could bring her clothes from the cabin. She slipped on her shoes and ran a brush through her hair again. Then she headed out to learn what would happen next.

			The living room was empty. Listening for the voices, she followed the sound into the kitchen. Both Jax and Rowan turned her way as she entered the room.

			“Good morning.” Rowan smiled. “The coffee is strong and hot, and Billy made breakfast before he had to head to the office.”

			A chief of police who cooked. Judging by Rowan’s smile, she was very happy that he did. “Thank you.”

			Jax poured a mug full of the steaming brew and passed it to her. She thanked him.

			“There’s cream and sugar,” Rowan said, “if you don’t like it black.”

			“Black is fine.” Ali noticed that Jax remembered. She kept her gaze away from his for fear he would recognize that she had noticed.

			Rowan crossed the room and picked up a plastic bowl filled with kibbles and placed it on the floor. “Bob,” she said to the dog, “this is for you.”

			Bob trotted over to the bowl and dug in.

			“Thank you,” Ali said to her, immensely grateful for the extra mile.

			Rowan smiled. “Well, I have a client coming at nine. I should probably start preparations.”

			“Thank you so much for your hospitality,” Ali offered. She was immensely grateful to all the people who had gone to such lengths to help her do this.

			“Good luck, Ali,” Rowan said. “You’re doing the right thing.”

			Ali nodded and watched her go. She wondered at the things the woman had been forced to do in her life. There was a sadness about her, but it didn’t overwhelm her. Ali hoped the past few years would not define her for the rest of her life.

			She stared at the lovely breakfast spread across the counter. Eggs, biscuits, bacon. Her stomach knotted at the thought of eating.

			“You have to eat.”

			She turned to the man, who could clearly still read her like an open book. “I’m really not hungry.”

			“You’re going to need all the strength and courage you can muster. To do that, you need to eat.”

			“What about you?”

			“I’ve already eaten.”

			She gathered a plate and fork and went through the motions, forcing herself to consume a few bites of egg and a biscuit. Once she started, her appetite roused and kept the ordeal from being entirely awful.

			The coffee gave her a shot of energy, chasing away the lingering shadows from last night’s drama.

			“How long will we be staying here?” It wasn’t the idea of the funeral home below that bothered her. The trouble was that her presence put Rowan and anyone else here in danger. Ali didn’t want anyone to suffer because of her.

			“Tanner and Holloway should have a new safe house for us in a few hours. The last time we spoke, he was going to check out a location.”

			She downed the last gulp of her coffee. “What about my clothes from the cabin? Is there any chance he can bring those?”

			“One of his deputies brought your things to the sheriff’s office. They’ll be at the new location when we arrive.”

			“Great.” She needed a shower. She needed clean clothes and some time away from the rest of the world.

			This time three days from now, she would be sitting in a courtroom preparing to testify against old man Armone. It seemed strange that the idea of testifying didn’t scare her. She looked forward to the opportunity. Worry about who would get hurt ensuring she had that opportunity gnawed at her relentlessly. She thought of Marshal Holloway and his wife and daughter. Sheriff Tanner and his family. She thought of Chief Brannigan and Rowan. And she thought of Jax.

			So many people who could be hurt.

			Rather than dwell on the worrisome thoughts, she busied herself cleaning up. She tucked the dirty dishes into the dishwasher. Someone had already cleaned the stove and washed the cooking utensils. There was really nothing else she could do in here. Rather than try making amiable conversation with Jax, she went back to the bedroom and made up the bed.

			When she was finished, she lingered. The desk in the room was covered with dozens of notebooks. She walked closer and decided the notebooks were journals. This had been Rowan’s parents’ room. They were both gone now. She wondered if the journals were her mother’s.

			She touched an open page, traced the handwriting. Her own mother hadn’t kept a journal. But she had meticulously documented each photo in the family photo albums. Time and place and a note about whatever was happening. Her father had been far more pragmatic. He was eternally focused on work and what needed to be done next. A farmer’s life was challenging. Hard work, lots of worry and rarely a decent payoff for the two.

			Certain she had sequestered herself in this room for as long as possible without risking Jax showing up to check on her, she walked back into the living room. He was in the kitchen, his low voice and the cell phone tucked against his ear telling her he’d heard from someone. Perhaps there was news about what happened next.

			Then again, it could be a personal call. He’d said he’d never married and had never been engaged—which was not entirely true—but that didn’t mean he was without a girlfriend. He could have someone up in Nashville waiting for him to come home. The idea hadn’t even entered her mind. She had expected him to be married and have a kid or two. That he was not had thrown her for a bit of a loop. Maybe he enjoyed the bachelor lifestyle too much.

			He was only thirty-two. He could certainly enjoy a decade more of the single life before bothering to settle down. Made life far less complicated. As a marshal, he could be gone for days or weeks at a time. Without a wife or children to worry about, he was free as a bird.

			He hadn’t been pathetically needy and lonesome the way she had been.

			Bob most likely needed to go outside and do his business. It was possible Jax had taken him out earlier, but she couldn’t be sure. She didn’t see any reason why she couldn’t take him out.

			“Come,” she said to the animal as she patted her leg.

			Bob trotted over, and the two of them exited the living quarters, heading for the staircase. Since there was a fenced backyard, she wouldn’t have to worry about the leash. At the top of the stairs, she looked down at the lobby. The place was certainly grand enough. Behind her a towering stained-glass window depicted angels ascending toward heaven. As she descended the staircase, she surveyed the numerous elegant sitting areas—conversation groupings of furniture. The double entrance doors were equally grand.

			It really was a beautiful place.

			“Hey, Ali.”

			She turned to Rowan, who was walking toward her down a corridor. On the wall, arrows pointed to that corridor showing that the lounge and restrooms as well as the office were in that direction.

			“Hi. I thought I should take Bob out, if it’s okay.”

			“Of course. Follow me.”

			Rowan led the way through a set of doors labeled Staff Only. Another corridor seemed to lead to the back of the house. Doors lined the corridor, but none were labeled. Toward the end was an elevator. Next to the back door was another set of double doors and a second staircase, this one rather narrow.

			Her guide opened the back door and waited for Bob to trot out across the porch.

			She watched him for a moment then smiled at Ali. “He’ll be fine outside. Did you need anything else?”

			Ali shook her head. “No, thank you. I’ll just wait here to let him in.”

			“All right.”

			Rowan walked away, and Ali’s gaze returned to the backyard.

			Bob and Freud were prancing around in the snow.

			She would love to go out there and join them, but it wouldn’t be safe.

			For nine months now, everything had revolved around keeping her safe. She’d lived like a recluse. Barely setting foot outside where anyone might see her. Bob had been her only constant companion.

			If she survived this, she wanted to do more with her life. Have a real career. Make a difference.

			Have a family.

			The idea that Jax’s face came immediately to mind when she thought of family warned that she was in more danger than anyone knew.

			
 
			THE HOUSE WAS rustic like a cabin but with all the amenities of a contemporary home. It sat deep in the woods, high on a hillside. To reach the house, Jax had to drive across a stream and up a steep, curvy road that was just barely wide enough to accommodate his SUV. The narrow road had been carved out of the mountainside. Looking over the edge might have been a little unsettling if not for the dense, soaring trees on both sides. Many were bare for the winter, but many more were evergreens and blocked the view of the dirt track from the paved road below.

			Not that Jax was particularly worried about anyone finding them too quickly. The right he’d taken off Highway 64 as they neared Huntland had wound deep into the countryside. The only sign of civilization was the worn-out asphalt that was just shy of two actual lanes and the occasional farmhouse. They drove for miles without seeing a thing except trees and that faded asphalt snaking out ahead of them before a small white house surrounded by barns two or three times its size and sweeping pastures appeared. More trees followed.

			This, Jax decided, was the sticks. He made a left just past the curve Tanner had described. If possible, this road was even less populated. Trees, trees and more trees. He spotted the wide stream, ice crusting its outer edge. The temperature hadn’t risen high enough to melt off the snow. It clung to the branches of trees and the landscape like a coating of powdered sugar on the chocolate cake his mom made every year at Christmas. The memory had his stomach rumbling. Breakfast had been hours ago.

			After a meeting with Holloway and Tanner, they sat in on a conference call with the AUSA from Nashville, Adam Knowles. He and his counterpart in Atlanta had decided that a conference call was necessary to ensure Ali was ready for trial. Tomorrow morning at eleven they were to be in Nashville at the AUSA’s office.

			Jax didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one damned bit. Holloway was mad as hell. He’d refused at first, but eventually the AUSA had won him over. Now it was up to Jax to take all sorts of back roads and unexpected routes to get Ali to the man’s office. She hadn’t objected. She’d basically agreed to whatever he suggested. Even her damned attorney, who was also on the call, hadn’t objected.

			Who the hell was the guy working for?

			Still furious, Jax unloaded the last of their supplies from his SUV. This house and its forty mountainous acres belonged to a close friend of Tanner’s. It was unoccupied just now, but the power remained on for insurance purposes. The house remained furnished, since the family used it from time to time when they visited their hometown. Just beyond the house, a large water tank sat on a towering stand and gathered water from the underground streams coming from the mountainside. The house also had a generator and a basement.

			All the comforts of home—and fully self-sustainable.

			Tanner had provided Jax with additional ammo and an extra handgun. Jax had turned on the lights downstairs and checked the two bedrooms upstairs. There was a bathroom upstairs and down. A big kitchen and nice-size family room. The fireplace was huge. Firewood was stacked on the back porch.

			It was almost like a vacation rental, except it wasn’t.

			Ali stood by the fire he’d started as if she couldn’t get warm after walking around the property to get familiar with the territory.

			“You hungry?” She hadn’t eaten much at breakfast.

			“I’m good with a peanut butter sandwich.” She turned and walked toward the kitchen.

			Bob looked at him before following her.

			He did the same. “Peanut butter it is, then.”

			Food wasn’t usually such a dominating subject on his mind, but it was a topic he could broach with her without worrying where it might lead.

			After she had prepared her sandwich, he did the same. While he placed two slices of bread on a napkin, she went to a fridge for a bottle of water. She passed one to him.

			“Thanks.” He placed it on the counter and continued spreading peanut butter on one slice of bread.

			Without a word, she took her lunch to the family room.

			“I guess I’m in for the silent treatment,” he said to Bob, who had hesitated before following her.

			He slapped the two slices of bread together and grabbed his water, then took the same path she had taken. She stood at the front window peeking through the blinds. Her sandwich and water had been abandoned on the coffee table.

			“It’s snowing again.”

			She said this as if she were speaking to herself rather than to anyone in particular. He joined her at the window and leaned his head to the right far enough to see through the two slats she had parted. She drew away the slightest bit.

			“Looks like the meteorologist got it right for once.” Snow had been in the forecast, but in this part of the country there was rarely a follow-through.

			She released the slats and walked back to the sofa. It was a large L-shaped one. He settled on the opposite end from her. He didn’t need a crystal ball to tell him she wasn’t interested in having him too close.

			“You worried about tomorrow?” He tore off a bite of the sandwich and chewed as he waited for her response.

			“Not really.” She nibbled her sandwich, eating like a bird.

			“I’ve already mapped out a route.” He’d been thinking about it since the command performance was issued. There was little likelihood of them being discovered en route with the precautions he had outlined. There was always the risk that their travel plans could be leaked. It had happened before. To ensure that didn’t happen again, he had not provided the route he intended to take to anyone. Better to be safe than sorry.

			“I’m not worried,” she said in case he hadn’t gotten it the first time.

			She chewed and swallowed, chewed and swallowed. Clearly she wasn’t enjoying the food. He figured if he hadn’t mentioned that they should eat, she wouldn’t have bothered. It was his job to keep her safe and to ensure she was ready to testify at trial on Thursday. To that end, his duties included seeing that she ate, slept and behaved responsibly.

			“If you have any questions about how things will go on Thursday, I can probably answer them.” She hadn’t asked a single question during the conference call.

			“I don’t have any questions.” She drank more of her water and wadded the napkin she’d used for a plate.

			“Good.” He finished his sandwich and chugged the rest of his water.

			The silence was deafening. He considered going back to the kitchen and making coffee, but the enthusiasm just wasn’t there. There were things he wanted to ask...to say, but none of it would come out the way he wanted. He was too angry about what she had done. Angry might not be the right word. He wasn’t exactly angry. He was disappointed. The crazy part was he had no right to feel either way.

			As she had so accurately pointed out, he’d been the one to leave.

			No point going down that path again.

			He stood and returned to the kitchen. Tossed his trash and made a pot of coffee. The silence was a lot easier to tolerate if he found some way to occupy himself.

			The scent of fresh-brewed coffee filled the air, and he relaxed marginally. Today and tonight were going to pass painstakingly slowly. They had both said plenty, maybe too much on some subjects. There was nothing else to discuss.

			Words weren’t going to change deeds.

			What was done was done.

			“I do have one question.”

			Surprised that she had walked into the room without him detecting her presence, he turned to face her. “What might that be?”

			“The day we go to trial, will you be wearing a bulletproof vest?”

			So they were back to his safety, were they? “I’ve already told you there’s no reason for you to worry about me. I know how to do this.”

			She stared at him, unblinking, determined. “You asked me if I had any questions. That’s my question.”

			“Yes. And so will you.”

			Apparently satisfied with his answer, she turned and walked away.

			Was it possible that she was actually that worried about him?

			He shook his head. Made no sense.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The snow had stopped, leaving enough to cover the grass and adorn the trees and rooftop. Ali had always liked snow, but growing up in Georgia she had rarely seen it outside Christmas movie marathons. On the rare occasion it did snow, it was a given that it wouldn’t last long. Vivid memories of both her parents romping in the snow with her when she was a child assaulted her, took her breath.

			Bob nudged her with his nose, and she smiled down at him. “Sorry, boy, I was lost in thought.”

			Somewhere close by, Jax would be trailing her. There wasn’t really any place to go unless she wanted to attempt climbing higher up the mountain. The edge of the tree line provided a sweeping view of the valley below. Even the faded asphalt far below that zigzagged through the valley was covered in snow. Not a single vehicle had driven along that road since their arrival. She hoped they would be safe here until the day after tomorrow, when they headed to Atlanta for the trial.

			According to the conference call this morning, they were booked under aliases on a commercial flight from Huntsville, Alabama, to Atlanta. The airport in Huntsville was less than an hour away. Jax had said they would leave early Wednesday morning and, per the usual protocol, take back roads until they had no other choice.

			When this began, her attorney had mentioned to her the possibility that dedicated followers of old man Armone might haunt her for many years after his incarceration. Assuming she survived to testify and all went as expected during the trial. There was always the chance, she supposed, that a jury could be intimidated or bought off.

			But no one was going to let a man who shot his own son get away with it. Right?

			Ali hugged her jacket tighter around her and turned back toward the house. Jax lingered a few yards behind. His gaze caught hers briefly as she walked past him. She had been thinking that it might be best to try and make amends of some sort. If she didn’t live through this, the idea of him spending the rest of his life harboring this resentment he felt toward her was more than she wanted to take to her grave.

			He was the one who’d left, and in her mind he owed her the apology, explanation, whatever. Not vice versa. But he didn’t see it that way. All he saw were the facts. She had married a ruthless criminal. Had stayed married to him for five years until he was murdered. Admittedly, that didn’t look so great.

			But there were so many things he didn’t know. Things she could not bear to tell anyone beyond the official statement she had given over the course of a week when this thing began.

			Rather shortsightedly, she had walked into that FBI office in Kentucky and identified herself. No further explanation had been needed. Immediately, the powers that be were gathered into conference rooms across the southeast and decisions were made. She was interviewed over and over for weeks. Finally when a course of action was decided upon, she was whisked away into hiding to await trial.

			There had been no fanfare, no sense of adventure or excitement. Just more loneliness. The deep, sad loneliness she had felt for years by that point. At least the physical pain had stopped.

			Oddly, the physical pain was the only aspect of those last three years of her marriage that reminded her she was still alive. She had felt dead most of the time. A body floating through time. The numbness that had overtaken her life had been profound—except for the physical pain he wielded. Sometimes she even looked forward to the moments when the pain reminded her that her heart was still beating.

			She wasn’t sure what a psychiatrist would say about that. Most likely she didn’t want to know.

			Stamping the snow from her shoes at the back door, she smiled as Bob shook himself, as well.

			“Come on, boy.”

			They went inside, and Jax followed. She peeled off her jacket and hung it in the mudroom before continuing on into the kitchen. Rubbing her hands together, she went in search of a treat for Bob. She found a small bag of jerky that was still in date.

			Bob shifted from paw to paw with excitement as she opened the bag. She gave him a piece, and he sauntered off to pile up in front of the fireplace. Bob liked being near the heat and maybe the crackle of the logs. Then again, it didn’t take a lot to make him happy. The occasional scratch behind the ears, walks and food.

			In her opinion, he had the right idea. She longed for simple again.

			Finally, she turned to face the man watching her. “We need to talk.”

			He lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “Talk.”

			“Can we go in the other room and sit while we talk?” No matter that the sun was dropping, light poured into the kitchen’s western-facing windows. She didn’t want to have this discussion in such unforgiving light.

			He gestured to the other room. “After you.”

			She sat in a chair near where Bob lay. The fire had died down a little while they were out walking. Jax added a couple more logs to fuel the flames. He settled on the sofa, which allowed him to stare directly at her.

			“Just so you know,” he said before she could begin, “you don’t owe me an explanation. You’re right. I left. You had every right to move on with your life as you saw fit.”

			His face told her he didn’t really see it that way.

			“After you left for Seattle, I focused on my classes. It was lonely and I was heartbroken.”

			He started to speak but she held up a hand to stop him.

			“I was young. I hadn’t even turned twenty-two yet. You were my first love and, of course, I was devastated. I was a bit of a late bloomer, so I hadn’t experienced that kind of intense relationship before.” She swallowed, mustered the courage to say the rest. “It wasn’t your fault that I had been so sheltered until then.”

			She waited to see if he had anything to say. When he didn’t, she moved on.

			“For the next two years, I hung on to the idea that you would be back.” She laughed softly. “I was confident you loved me just as much as I loved you and that you’d come back and all would be well again.”

			His expression changed then. The defensive face melted into something softer, something aching.

			“Then my father became ill, and I had to leave school to take care of him. I only had two semesters left, but there was no putting off going home. He was very, very sick.”

			She fell quiet for a moment, remembering those pain-filled days. Her father was the only family she’d had left. Saying goodbye to him had been so very difficult.

			“Before he died, he made me promise that I would go back and finish school. So I did. I left everything at the farm just as it was and completed my final semesters. By that time I felt as if I could go back and pack things up. Do what I had to do. It took a couple of months, but I got it done. The farm sold practically before I could put it on the market. I decided I wanted to go someplace where I could disappear into the energy and excitement. Atlanta felt like the place.”

			“You went to work for Clayton and Ross, and the rest is history,” he said, the defensive face and tone back in full swing.

			“I had no idea the accounting firm had anything to do with the Armone family.” She shrugged. “I had no idea who the Armone family was. The firm offered a very competitive salary plus a bonus. They would pay for my master’s. It was a win-win situation. I found a small apartment and even bought a new car with part of the money from the farm.” She shook her head. “I was so happy. It felt like a fresh beginning. I had been lonely and sad for so long.”

			Jax stood. “Then what? Let me guess. Armone came in and swept you off your feet. You had no idea who he was. Thought he was a knight in shining armor.” He walked over to where she sat and crouched down to her eye level. “But you stayed married to him for five years. Five years. Nearly two thousand days and nights. You had to have figured out who he was way before that much time elapsed. But you stayed.” He pushed to his feet. “You’re doing the right thing now, and that’s great. I’m here for you. But for far too long, you pretended you had no idea who the man you were crawling into bed with every night was.”

			Fury and regret made her lips tremble. “There are things you don’t know.”

			He planted his hands on his hips. “Tell me.”

			She shook her head. She couldn’t tell him those things. Ever. The idea of how he would look at her was too painful. She couldn’t bear it. Let him think what he would. She had tried to make things right between them.

			“I guess there’s nothing else to say.”

			With that pointed announcement, he walked away.

			That was the thing with Jax. He always walked away.

			
 
			THE SUN HAD DISAPPEARED, and darkness had settled over the landscape. The thin layer of snow reflected the light from the moon. Jax had spent the evening checking the perimeter and ensuring all was locked up tight.

			Ali’s words about being sad and lonely kept echoing in his brain. He didn’t want to feel the regret that had crowded into his chest. She had made her own decisions. Yes, he was the one to leave. But he’d been young, damn it. A fool. And yes, it took him a long time to see that fact, and by then it was too late.

			Why did she feel compelled to keep trying to make him understand?

			He didn’t understand. He didn’t want to understand. He wanted to keep an emotional distance between them, because he didn’t want to feel what he was feeling.

			Damn it.

			She had said there were things he didn’t know.

			Probably just another excuse. She’d had everything she wanted. Money, power, prestige. Who knows what prompted her to decide to testify against the old man? Maybe she was afraid she would be next after he executed his own son.

			Or maybe she and the old man had something going on.

			He closed his eyes. Hated himself for even thinking such a thing. Anger, resentment, regret—all those emotions were driving him right now. He had to work through this. To keep his head clear.

			Brannigan had mentioned the pain she had endured. Did that have something to do with the part she refused to share with him?

			Before going back in the house, he put through a call to Holloway.

			“Everything okay?” The worry in the other marshal’s voice was palpable.

			“Yeah. Everything’s fine.”

			“You don’t sound fine.”

			Holloway knew him well enough to hear the doubt in his voice.

			“I need to see the entire file.” A part of him wanted to argue with his own words. That part of his instincts that warned he would regret knowing nudged him. He ignored it. He had to know the whole story.

			Holloway didn’t respond for a bit. Finally, he said, “If she wants—”

			“She’s not going to tell me,” Jax said, cutting him off. “Holloway, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t necessary. If Brannigan can be briefed on the part I don’t know, I can, as well. I need to get my head screwed on right with this.”

			More of that lingering silence.

			“You said this wouldn’t be a problem. Tell me now if you were wrong. I don’t want Ali at even more risk because you can’t get beyond the past. As for what I shared with Brannigan, that was necessary. I needed his input.”

			“I can handle her security,” Jax argued. “I just need to know the rest so I can get...” He exhaled a big breath. No use lying to the man. He would see through it. “I need to get my personal feelings sorted out, and I can’t do that until I understand what she isn’t telling me.”

			“This is her life, Stevens. She doesn’t have to tell you anything.”

			“You know I’ll hear it at trial,” Jax reminded him. “Better for me to know now and be prepared.”

			Holloway was the one letting go of a sigh now. “You’re right. Maybe I should have given you the whole story to begin with. But understand, this is intensely personal. You don’t need to know in order to do your job.”

			He was aware that Holloway was only agreeing to indulge his personal needs.

			“I don’t want to go into this on the phone. I’ll make sure you see the entire file tomorrow while you’re in Nashville for the teleconference. There’s a video you need to see. I think that will take care of whatever is nagging at you.”

			“All right.” He could wait until tomorrow. “I appreciate it, Holloway.”

			“You may change your mind when you see the video.”

			His gut tightened. “Better to know the whole truth,” he argued.

			“Sometimes maybe not,” Holloway countered. “Just keep her safe, Stevens. This might sound lame, but if anyone has ever needed a real-life hero, it’s this woman.”

			The call ended, and Jax stared at the house. Ali had been standing at the window watching him, but she wasn’t there now.

			He’d said too much. Every time they talked about the past, his anger got the better of him. Not once in his adult life had he had this problem with anyone else. He’d always been easygoing, nonjudgmental.

			But he couldn’t maintain his objectivity in her presence.

			This was the real problem. He still had feelings for her, and it drove him crazy.

			He didn’t want to feel any of this. He just wanted to do his job.

			Inside the back door, he locked up and removed his jacket. Maybe he should make another pot of coffee and see if she would open up to him. Why hear the truth from a stranger when she was right here?

			He emptied the carafe, rinsed away the old grounds from the brew basket and prepared a fresh pot. When it started to brew, he went in search of her. She’d already shut herself and Bob up in her room. He stood outside her closed door and tried to think of something to say.

			Finally he shook his head. Tomorrow would just have to be soon enough to hear the rest of her story.

			
 
			ALI STOOD AT the door, her hands pressed to the cool wooden surface. She closed her eyes and laid her cheek there. As much as she wanted his forgiveness, his understanding, she could not tell him the details of her marriage.

			It was too painful. She couldn’t bear to see the pity in his eyes.

			When this was over, he would go on his way, and she would go hers. Vying for his understanding was a selfish luxury that was not necessary to her continued existence. She would get over the hurt. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d had her heart fracture over Jaxson Stevens.

			He moved away from the door. She felt his withdrawal more than heard it. She moved away, as well. It was only eight o’clock. Going to bed this early was a little ridiculous, but it was safer than allowing that little voice in her head to goad her into telling him the whole story.

			What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him or change what he was assigned to do. It would, however, devastate her.

			In hindsight, there were parts she wished she hadn’t shared in those initial interviews. But she had been desperate, vulnerable. The story of her marriage to Harrison Armone had poured out of her like a poison her body had needed to expel. Each time she fell silent, the interviewer was there, prodding her for more. No one would ever hear those parts, the agents had promised.

			As time moved on, she had slowly but surely been informed that it might become necessary to use those details as proof of her motivation for coming forward. The fear, the humiliation and endless abuse she suffered could be an incredible asset for setting the tone for the jury.

			Ali was a victim, and the jurors needed to see that victim. They needed to feel her pain.

			She paced the room. Keeping Jax out of the courtroom was likely impossible. He would hear all the gory details, and there was nothing she could do to prevent it. But at least she wouldn’t have to look at him. She would focus on the man questioning her.

			As much as she dreaded that part of the questioning, she would do whatever necessary to see that the bastard went away. He could not be allowed to get away with all that he and his son had done.

			It was time he paid.

			She climbed onto the bed and closed her eyes. After all she had endured, it would be almost worth it to see the look on his face when the jury announced, “Guilty.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Two days until trial

			Tuesday, February 4

			Ali pulled on her jacket and finished off her second cup of coffee. She stared out the window over the sink. Thin patches of snow lingered here and there, but it would be gone by midday with the subtle rise in temperature. The interstate to Nashville wouldn’t be a problem either way, but some of the back roads might still be icy this morning.

			Jax had said back roads would be the word of the day. The only person who knew their exact route was Marshal Holloway, and even he didn’t know the turn-by-turn details. Both she and Jax trusted him implicitly. They’d spoken this morning. She was so thankful he had been released from the hospital late yesterday. He was still on leave because of his injuries, but he was healing. Ali appreciated all that he had done for her this past six months. The first marshal assigned to her hadn’t been so friendly. She had gotten the impression he had considered her a lesser life form. But he had done his job and gotten her out of danger when the time came.

			“You ready?”

			She turned to the man who had spoken. They hadn’t said a word to each other since that unpleasant exchange late yesterday. Not even good morning.

			He’d gone outside and checked his SUV. Not that he’d told her what he planned to do when he walked out the door. She’d watched from a window. He’d gone over the vehicle very carefully. Surely if anyone who had intended to do harm had found their location, they would have burst into the cabin and done so last night. Then again, she supposed it was better to be safe than sorry.

			When he’d finished his inspection, she was back in the kitchen pulling on her jacket. She decided not to worry about her purse. All she needed was her driver’s license and lip moisturizer. Those she carried in her left jacket pocket. The emergency cell phone Holloway had given her was in the other pocket.

			“I am,” she said in answer to his question. She rinsed her cup and placed it on the counter before turning to face him.

			“We should get started just in case we run into any closed roads.”

			She crouched down and gave Bob a hug. “You take care of the place while we’re gone.”

			His tail wagged, and she gave him a scratch on the head as she stood. She followed Jax out the front door and to his SUV. A minute later they were rolling down the treacherous road that led back down to the paved one below. Ali found herself holding her breath more than once.

			Once they were on the paved road and moving along at a faster speed, she relaxed. She’d pinned her hair up and back in a makeshift twist this morning. She rarely wore it that way, but it was important not to look like her usual self.

			No matter that she had prepared for the trial, trepidation was building inside her. She tried to tamp it down, but there was no holding it back. In forty-eight hours, she would have the opportunity to tell the world just how evil the Armone family was. Truly, viciously evil. She wanted to do this. Nothing outside of a bullet to her brain would stop her.

			But that didn’t mean she wasn’t scared.

			Of course, she said this to no one.

			Jax rolled to a stop at the Highway 64 intersection. He reached across to the glove box, and she found herself holding her breath again. He popped it open and pulled out a pair of sunglasses.

			“Put these on.”

			She accepted the eyewear and slid it into place. “Thank you.”

			The half hour that followed was thick with tension and silence. He drove around, bypassing Winchester proper. The road they were on now felt like a tunnel through a dense wood. Traffic was light. School buses were already off the roads. The other time she’d gone to Nashville, it had only taken ninety or so minutes but Marshal Holloway had taken the interstate. This would likely take a lot more time. But they had plenty.

			She closed her eyes and allowed his scent to envelop her. After ten years how was it she could recall the scent of him so precisely? Whatever aftershave he wore, it was subtle. Earthy like amber, with the slightest hint of something sweet like honey. She’d loved the smell and taste of his skin. They had been so young—all they wanted to do was get lost in each other.

			He was her first love, her first in every way.

			Her eyes opened, and she forced away the memories. Not a good idea to get lost in those.

			“Do you have any questions or concerns about today?”

			She dared to turn her head to study his profile. Those lean, angular features tugged at her. The swell of his lips, the straightness of his nose. High cheekbones. His thick hair fell over his forehead. How many times had she seen that face in her dreams?

			She blinked, faced forward. What was wrong with her this morning? “No.”

			He was doing his job, not trying to make conversation. He had made that very clear last night.

			Could she blame him for not understanding how she came to be Mrs. Harrison Armone? Not really.

			I guess you had to be there.

			Last night she had decided not to pursue trying to make him understand. This was her burden to carry. The idea of him feeling the way he did about her forevermore was painful, but she had no power to control his feelings. She could only control her own, and she had spent far too much time as a prisoner to someone else’s desires and demands. She would not be a prisoner any longer.

			“We’ll stop just before we arrive in Nashville for a break.”

			He didn’t ask if she was good with that, simply made the statement. To her way of thinking, a response was not required.

			She closed her eyes and rested her head against the seat.

			It was time to think about the future. For months she had feared she wouldn’t have a future. Finally she could see the tiniest flicker of light at the end of the tunnel. Why not make a plan just in case she did survive?

			
 
			THE TELECONFERENCE WAS scheduled in the Estes Kefauver Federal Building on Ninth Avenue South, only steps from Broadway and countless legendary country music spots, like the Ryman Auditorium and the Country Music Hall of Fame.

			Rather than park in the designated parking area, Jax drove over a street and parked in the lot of a huge church. From there he called an Uber that would take them right up to the door. Considering only half a dozen people—people he knew—were aware of this meeting, he hoped he didn’t have to worry about a leak, but he wasn’t taking the risk.

			Ali had answered the few questions he had when they started out, but she hadn’t said a word otherwise. He’d said too much last night. That he’d felt tremendously guilty only minutes later made no difference, since he’d opted not to apologize. In forty-eight hours, this assignment would be over. He could manage two more days without running his mouth off again.

			He’d received the color and make of the vehicle as well as a picture of the driver when he made the reservation, so he spotted the tan-colored sedan when it turned into the parking lot. He allowed the driver to go past their position before getting out. Since he drove slowly, Jax was able to identify him.

			“That’s our ride. Don’t get out until I’m at your door.”

			He climbed out and went around to the passenger side of the car. After surveying the area, he opened her door and she emerged. He hit the lock button for his SUV and waved down the Uber driver.

			Once they were in the sedan, Jax leaned forward and said, “We’ve changed our mind about where we want to go.”

			In the rearview mirror, Jax watched the guy’s eyebrows lift in question.

			“Estes Kefauver Federal Building. Ninth Avenue entrance.” He passed the man a fifty.

			The driver shrugged. “Works for me.”

			The walk would have only been two blocks, but that wasn’t the point. The point was to maintain some semblance of cover until they reached the entrance.

			Jax scanned the street in both directions, the sidewalks. He watched to ensure no vehicles were braking near where they wanted to get out. All they had to do was get out of the car on the passenger side and hustle across fifteen or so feet of sidewalk.

			When the car stopped the driver asked, “You need an updated receipt?”

			“No, thanks.” Jax opened the door and climbed out.

			He scanned the street and sidewalk again and then motioned for Ali to get out, as well. Once she was out of the car, he shoved the door shut and rushed her across the span of sidewalk and through the doors.

			Once they were beyond the security checkpoint, he relaxed. The third floor was their destination. Ali stopped him before they reached the elevators.

			“I’d like to find the ladies’ room.”

			He nodded. “This way.”

			A short corridor right off the lobby led to the restrooms. He stopped her before she pushed through the door.

			“I need to check it out first.”

			She started to argue but then shook her head.

			Keeping her close to his side, he pushed the door open and shouted, “Hello! Anyone in here?”

			He waited three beats, and when no one responded, he walked inside with Ali.

			“You shouldn’t be in here,” she said.

			He held up his hand. “As soon as I know there’s no one else in here, I’ll get out of your way.”

			One by one he checked the stalls. Looked all the way around the room. Clear.

			“I’ll be right outside.”

			She nodded and watched until he was out the door. He stationed himself directly in front of it to ensure no one else went inside until Ali was finished.

			After they’d gone through security, he noticed that she looked a little pale. She was more nervous than she wanted him to know. Understandable.

			She wore jeans as she had every day since he arrived, but today she wore a pink sweater instead of the usual sweatshirt. The color made her look even more vulnerable. He doubted that had been her goal. Her wardrobe was limited, but he had seen a black skirt and jacket in a hanging bag. For court, he assumed.

			He shifted his weight to the other foot and wondered what was taking so long. Just when he’d decided maybe he’d poke his head in and check on her, the door opened with a hydraulic whoosh.

			They continued to the bank of elevators. He moved in front of her as an elevator opened. Two people emerged, and only when he ensured the car was empty did they walk through those doors. He selected the floor and hoped the elevator didn’t stop on two.

			When the elevator stopped on three, she looked at him. “Will you be in the room?”

			“Only long enough to ensure you’re settled, and then I have some things to take care of across the hall. But I won’t be more than a few steps away.”

			She nodded, her expression clearly relieved.

			AUSA Knowles and his assistant waited in the conference room, along with Tom Phillips, another of the marshals assigned to Nashville, and FBI special agents Willis and Kurtz. These were all people Jax knew well.

			Introductions were made, and the teleconference began. Once Ali’s attorney and the AUSA from Atlanta were online, Jax slipped out and went across the hall. Agent Kurtz followed. He had agreed to prepare the file and accompanying videotaped interview for Jax’s perusal.

			“Good to see you, Stevens.” Kurtz said as he opened the laptop on the table. “How’s Holloway?”

			“He’s doing better,” Jax said, “but he’ll be out of commission for a while yet.”

			Kurtz pointed to the screen. “This file contains all the case documents. This one has the video interview. I’ll be across the hall if you need anything.”

			Jax thanked him and turned his attention to the laptop. The room was a small meeting area designed for separate discussion when the need arose during a larger meeting across the hall.

			First, he skimmed the documents. A good deal of the file was compilations of the material gathered over decades regarding the suspected activities of the Armone family. He read page after page of how Ali had come to know Harrison Armone and when they had married. He hadn’t known the more intimate details, like the fact that he’d run into her in the lobby at the firm where she worked and then he’d shown up at her office every day until she agreed to have dinner with him.

			The words sickened him. He kept seeing that bastard touching her. He closed his eyes and shook his head. If he didn’t know better, he would think he’d just gotten jealous reading about some other guy with Ali.

			No way.

			This was something else altogether. He just couldn’t name what it was.

			He plowed through the fairy-tale first year. Travel, expensive jewelry, lavish shopping sprees. The castle of a home.

			He cleared his throat of the bile that threatened.

			Then the day a covolunteer had asked the question that changed her life.

			You’re married to Harrison Armone?

			On that day, she opened her eyes.

			Her first mistake had been discussing the question with her husband.

			The evidence and the terror started to build until there was no way for her to pretend. She had tried to keep up the pretense but Armone had felt the change...saw it in her eyes...felt it in her touch.

			The fairy tale was over.

			Then I became his prisoner.

			The statement startled Jax. He read it three times before moving on.

			The file then referenced the videotaped interview. It was standard procedure to record statements. For the purposes of a jury trial, it was always better to have a living, breathing witness, but in the event something went wrong, the video could make the necessary difference.

			Jax closed the folder and moved on to the one containing the video. He double clicked the icon dated just over nine months ago and waited. The screen opened, and Ali came into focus. The interviewer instructed her to recite her name and other pertinent information. She did this. He was impressed with how calm and strong she looked as she spoke. She recited a lengthy monologue that basically recounted what he had read in the file.

			He stretched his back and repositioned himself. His body felt as if he’d been sitting here for hours when it had only been forty or so minutes.

			“How was Mr. Armone able to keep you prisoner?” the interviewer asked. “Did he lock you in a room? Shackle you in some way? The jury needs to understand why you continued to live with a man like Armone and why you didn’t come forward sooner.”

			Jax would like to understand that, as well.

			Ali’s chest rose with a deep breath. She moistened her lips. “He told me what he would do if I ever left him.”

			“What did he tell you he would do?”

			Another big breath. “He said he would kill me and bury parts of me all over the city.”

			Jax felt his shoulders tense.

			“How could you be sure his threat was real? Had you seen him murder anyone?”

			She shook her head.

			“You’ll need to voice your answers,” the interviewer reminded.

			“No. Not then. I had overheard phone calls about taking care of situations and cleaning up problems. But he was very careful what he said over the phone. It was the discussions between him and his father that warned me I shouldn’t doubt what he was capable of. They would drink and smoke cigars once a week in my—in Harrison’s study. I started taking every opportunity possible to listen in.”

			“Did you learn anything specific?”

			One by one, she listed names and dates of “fixes” and “cleanups.” Jax didn’t need to refer to the file to know those were dates that major power shifts occurred. Bodies showed up. New people took over in the Armone operation.

			The interviewer referenced a document that would be listed into evidence. The document was a timeline that laid out the murders that occurred on the dates she recited.

			“You were gathering this evidence for a reason?” he asked.

			“Yes. I wanted to have enough for the FBI to arrest him and his father.”

			“Again, I ask, how did he keep you from leaving for so long?”

			She blinked, looked away from the camera for a moment before answering. Jax watched her eyes, saw the fear mingling with the determination.

			“In the beginning, when he wasn’t home, I was forced to spend part of the day shackled in my room. Whenever I was allowed to leave the room, one of his men accompanied me. To the bathroom, when I showered. Anywhere I went—to the dentist, shopping, whatever, I was escorted. I was never out of his sight. Never.”

			“But you attempted to escape, did you not?”

			She nodded. “The first man, Tate. I’m not sure whether that was his first name or his last.” She stared at her hands a moment. “Harrison had a big dinner party coming up. I told him I needed to go to the spa for my hair and nails. He ordered Tate to take me there and shopping for something new to wear. At the spa, when I went back to change into a robe was the first time Tate had not followed me into a changing room. He got a call on his cell. I guess he was distracted.”

			“What did you do?”

			“I went out the back and ran.”

			She stared at her hands again.

			“But he found you.”

			“Tate caught up with me. He took me back home and called Harrison. He came home immediately. I was terrified.”

			“What did he do?”

			She lifted her gaze and looked directly into the camera. “He shot Tate right in front of me. Told me his death was on me.” She swallowed hard. “Then everything got worse.”

			“Worse? He’d just killed a man in front of you. What could be worse?”

			Her eyes glittered with emotion. “There are worse things than dying.”

			She dropped her gaze for a moment.

			“The jury will need to understand what that means, Ms. Armone.”

			Jax’s gut tightened at hearing her called that. He rubbed at the back of his neck. Sweat had popped out on his skin.

			“He punished me severely for forcing him to kill an old friend.”

			Jax drew slightly away from the screen.

			“Punished you how?”

			“He withheld food. Water. Kept me shackled naked in my room for days with the lights off and the blinds closed tight. Once he felt I had been sufficiently punished for trying to run away, he removed the shackle and told me he had decided on new rules.”

			The silence throbbed for too many seconds.

			Every muscle in Jax’s body had grown rigid with tension.

			“He told me what to wear. Clothes, makeup. Everything. How to walk. When to speak. When to eat. If I made a mistake, he...”

			She stared at her hands as she went on. “He tortured me.”

			Those three words stabbed deep into Jax. He wanted to push away from the table. To shut off the volume. But he had to keep listening. He had to know the rest.

			“Sometimes he used a leather whip. The number of lashes I received was determined by the severity of my mistake. Did I say the wrong thing or wear the wrong perfume?

			“Over the course of the next two years, I had a dislocated shoulder. A fractured arm. Two concussions and a series of burns.” Her breath caught, yet somehow she managed to go on. “There were other, more intimate methods of inflicting pain he utilized, depending upon my infraction.”

			Jax stared at the face on the screen. It hurt to breathe. The crushing sensation against his chest was unbearable. Why hadn’t she told him any of this?

			Why the hell hadn’t Holloway told him?

			“Were you taken for medical attention?”

			“His personal physician always came and attended to my injuries.” A single tear rolled past her lashes and slid down her cheek.

			“This was a very painful time for you.”

			“Yes.” She flinched. “But I never cried.”

			She shook her head. “I would have died before I let him see my pain. He’d already taken my pride, my hopes and dreams. I wouldn’t allow him to have anything else.”

			“On May 2 of last year, you witnessed one last travesty. Describe that event for the jury.”

			“My father-in-law, Harrison Sr., came for his weekly visit. He and Harrison went to his study for the usual evening of cigars and scotch. I recognized an added layer of tension between the two.”

			“Was there anyone else in the house?”

			“Always. But Harrison had sent them outside. He and his father preferred complete privacy.”

			“Did you overhear anything different this night?”

			“I didn’t have to try and overhear this time. Mr. Armone asked me to join them. He told me to stand by the window so he could look at me as he and Harrison spoke. I was very uncomfortable. Harrison only laughed. I suppose he had bragged to his father about how he was punishing me.”

			She paused to draw in a deep breath.

			“Mr. Armone suddenly announced that he was aware of what Harrison was doing—attempting to take over the business. Harrison denied the allegation. He stood and paced the room, ranting about how someone was only trying to cause trouble between them. Mr. Armone ordered him to sit. He did as his father said. Then Mr. Armone circled him as if considering what to say next. He paused, drew a handgun from his jacket and fired a single shot into the back of his son’s head. Harrison slumped forward in his chair.”

			“What did you do?”

			“Nothing.” She blinked. “I stood there the way I’d been told.”

			Outrage burst inside Jax, so powerful that he couldn’t stay seated. He pushed to his feet, his hands searching for a place to land.

			“What happened next?”

			“Mr. Armone looked at me and told me that now I belonged to him.”

			Jax hit Pause, his gut pulsing with the need to vomit up the sick details he’d just heard. He stared at her face...at her pale skin, her weary blue eyes.

			He had been wrong. Dead wrong.

			The one thing he knew for an absolutely certainty was that the bastard would never get his hands on Ali again.

			He’d have to go through Jax to get to her, and that was not going to happen.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“Everything go okay?”

			Jax asked even though he was aware that it had. He’d caught the last fifteen minutes of the meeting. Ali had sounded strong and calm. The AUSAs had sounded satisfied that she was ready for trial.

			The two of them had left the building the same way they arrived. He’d had the driver circle the lot where his SUV was parked three times before he stopped. During those slow circles, he had carefully surveyed their surroundings as well as his SUV. When the other car had driven away, he’d checked the SUV more closely before they loaded up.

			For the first fifty or so miles, she hadn’t spoken and he hadn’t, either. On some level he had known if he said anything he would say too much. The things he’d read...the words she had said in that video had ripped him apart inside. A whole new guilt had settled on him then. It was his fault this had happened. If he hadn’t left...if he had stayed, she would never have gone to Atlanta and met the SOB.

			But he hadn’t stayed. He’d left her alone. He hadn’t even come back when he’d learned her father had passed away. It was days after his funeral when Jax discovered that he’d died. Why hadn’t he come back then? There had been nothing left holding her in Georgia at that point.

			Pride. Plain and simple. He had practically begged her to go with him ten years ago, and she’d said no. He wasn’t going to ask again. This time she would have to make the decision on her own. What a fool he’d been. He should have realized she was devastated by the loss. Overwhelmed with settling her father’s estate. He should have come back, been supportive. Then if she hadn’t mentioned wanting to try again with him, he would know he had done all he could do. He would have done the right thing.

			Too late now.

			His pride had kept him away, and the longer he’d stayed away the easier it had become.

			“Yes,” she said in answer to his question. “It was basically the same as the last conference call. Nothing I wasn’t expecting.”

			“Good.”

			He clenched his jaw before words he couldn’t say burst out. If he said he was sorry, she would ask about what, and then he would have to tell her something. Anything he said would likely lead her to understand that he had seen the video. He was in hell. Trapped in this place where he now knew the truth but couldn’t tell her. She would feel humiliated and betrayed. He didn’t want to add to the pain she had already suffered.

			What he wanted was to kill Harrison Armone Jr., except the bastard’s father had already done that. His gut clenched at the idea that the old man had dared to kill his own son and then assume he could claim his widow for his own.

			“You want to stop for food?” He hadn’t intended to stop, but he was confident they were in the clear. He had taken a different route, still back roads, but not the same ones they had used on the drive up.

			“I’d just like to get back to Bob.” She turned, allowed her gaze to meet his but only briefly. “If you don’t mind.”

			“No problem. We should reach Huntland in about thirty minutes.”

			The silence closed in on them again. He didn’t attempt to restart a conversation. Maybe later.

			He had to find a way to say the words burgeoning in his chest. He owed her an apology. He needed her to understand that he hadn’t meant to...

			What?

			Leave her vulnerable? Be a coward?

			That was the real problem. He’d blamed her for not choosing him over everything else in her life when the truth was he had known she wouldn’t desert her father. He had been a coward. She had consumed his entire existence. He hadn’t been able to think of anything but her. They had both been so young.

			He’d needed time.

			But he’d taken too long.

			It was far too late to make that right now.

			
 
			ALI WAS GRATEFUL when they started the precarious climb up that narrow mountain road. Not really a road, she decided. Just a really long, infinitely tight driveway. The snow was gone now. But the sun was slipping downward and the temperature was dropping. This gravel and dirt road would be truly treacherous with a layer of ice on it. The drop-off on the cliff side provided no leeway for mistakes.

			At the top of the rise, the house came into view. No matter that it was still daylight, the gloom that hung from the darkening sky warned that more snow might just show up. The last few minutes of the trip, she hadn’t been able to bear the silence any longer, so she’d turned on the radio. When the hour rolled around, the local news had included a weather forecast. The meteorologist mentioned the possibility of another dusting of snow. Probably not more than an inch.

			Jax parked and got out, locking her in until he was certain the house was clear. Per the usual protocol, she waited while he had a look around. He checked the front door and started around the house. He would make a complete circle and then take her inside.

			She glanced toward the woods. It would be dark soon. It had been a long day. She didn’t like reviewing the horrors of the past five years, but it was necessary to ensure her testimony went smoothly. It wasn’t like she would ever forget a single moment of the horror—not if she lived a thousand years.

			Movement at her door made her jump.

			Jax.

			She pressed a hand to her throat, her heart threatening to burst out of her chest, then reached for the door.

			“Get down,” he ordered through the glass. “Stay down until I tell you otherwise.”

			Fear pulsing through her, she scrambled to the floorboard, hunkered down to make herself as small as possible.

			She kept her eye on the window of her door and reminded herself to breathe. The idea that any second she might hear gunfire seared through her. Jax could be killed. She would be next.

			What about Bob?

			What felt like long minutes later but was likely only a few, Jax appeared at her door once more. This time he opened it and extended his hand to help her out.

			“What happened?” She struggled to ease her hips between the seat and the dash.

			“The back door was standing open.”

			That fear that had twisted deep inside her expanded now. “Where’s Bob?”

			“He’s not inside.”

			Ali rushed to the house. She started to call his name the instant she was through the door. Jax had told her he wasn’t in the house, but she needed to see for herself. She bounded up the stairs and checked the bedrooms.

			No Bob.

			Jax waited for her at the bottom of the stairs.

			“We have to find him.” She shook her head. “Why would someone break in and take him?”

			His eyes told her the answer without him having to say a word.

			“No.” She shook her head.

			“Let’s not go there just yet,” he said gently, more gently than he had spoken to her since he walked back into her life. “I checked the lock. It doesn’t stay latched every time, so it may not have been an intruder. I locked and unlocked it several times. If the latch doesn’t catch properly, it doesn’t lock. Bob may have swiped past it and caused it to open. Maybe the house has settled and the door is no longer square in its frame.” He pushed it to and showed her how the door drifted open on its own when the lock wasn’t fully engaged.

			Her heart slowed to a more normal rate. “So he’s probably out there in the woods somewhere.” Her gaze sought his. “Lost. It’s going to be cold tonight. We have to find him.”

			“We’ll look for him. Let me get the flashlight from my SUV just in case it gets dark on us before we find him.”

			“Thank you.”

			She didn’t know why he had suddenly started to be so nice to her, but she didn’t care as long as he helped her find Bob.

			They walked around the perimeter of the property and called the dog’s name. The third or fourth time, they got a response. Bob started to bark.

			Ali scanned the tree line. “Where is that coming from?”

			They moved faster now, calling out to him to prod him to bark again.

			“This way,” Jax said as he turned and hurried toward the side of the property that overlooked the valley below.

			Ali’s heart dropped into her stomach. If he was on that side...

			The barking was louder now.

			Jax called out to him, and Bob barked as if he understood they needed to follow the sound.

			Please let him be okay.

			The cold had cut through her clothes and invaded her bones. Her fingers felt numb, but she didn’t care. They had to find him.

			At the edge of the cliff, Ali stood, her heart pounding as she stared into the gloom enveloping the trees and brush that covered the mountainside.

			His bark was more enthusiastic now. He was close, and he recognized their nearness.

			“Where are you, boy?”

			“I can’t see him,” Jax muttered, roving his flashlight over the area below them.

			“I need to climb down,” she said, worry clawing at her. It was the only way to find him. Obviously he was trapped somehow. Or possibly injured. Otherwise he would have run to them by now.

			“You stay put,” he ordered. “I’ll go down.”

			He removed the weapon from his shoulder holster and handed it to her, butt first. “Don’t hesitate to use it. Holloway says you’re a good shot.”

			Ali nodded. She couldn’t have spoken if her life depended upon it. She turned around a dozen times, checking behind her, while Jax disappeared below. Bob’s bark had grown frantic.

			Her body started to shake from the cold and maybe from the fear. Adrenaline or something.

			Finally, she heard Jax coming back up.

			Even in the darkness she spotted the big old black lab in his arms. She rushed to help him.

			“We have to get him to a vet,” Jax said. “I believe he has a broken leg.”

			
 
			ALI SAT IN the back seat holding Bob as Jax drove toward Winchester. He had called Holloway, and he’d made arrangements. Burt Johnston was more than happy to meet them at his veterinary clinic in Winchester.

			“Did you get lost or spooked, boy?” Ali rubbed his head and wished she could do something for the pain. His nose was warm, and his respiration was quick and shallow. She felt so helpless.

			“I’m thinking he got outside and chased some animal that wandered into the yard. He got too close to the edge and slipped over. Broke his leg in the fall.”

			Ali cringed. Couldn’t bear to picture him falling.

			“Considering the drop, I’m surprised he’s not hurt worse.”

			“Are we almost there?” She had no idea where the clinic was. Wherever it was, getting there was taking far too long.

			“According to my GPS, we’re almost there.”

			Ali stroked the animal and hummed softly to him. It was the strangest thing, but he liked when she hummed to him—like a kid. She smiled. She wondered if Bob was the closest thing to a child she would ever have. How could she have gone her whole life and not known the love of a dog?

			“Here we go,” Jax said as he slowed for a turn.

			Relief rushed through her. “It’ll be okay soon, boy.”

			A man who looked to be around their age met them in the parking lot.

			He opened the back door and reached in to stroke Bob. The dog tensed. “Easy now.” He looked to Ali and then to Jax. “I’m Tommy Wright, one of Burt’s vet techs. We should get this guy inside.”

			It took some maneuvering, but they finally got him out and into the man’s arms. “What’s his name?”

			“Bob, and I’m Ali—Alice Stewart,” she said. “He’s four years old and, to my knowledge, in good health. I hope he’s not hurt too badly. He fell quite a distance.”

			Holding the door, Jax said, “About eight feet.”

			When Tommy had gone through the door, Ali followed. Jax closed the door. She heard the click of the automatic lock.

			“What do we have here?” A tall, older man asked as they entered what looked like an operating room.

			Tommy repeated what Ali and Jax had told him.

			“I’m Burt, by the way.” The older man glanced at her and smiled. “The best vet in these parts, and the county coroner.”

			A smile spread across her lips despite the worry twisting inside her. Burt Johnston was seventy-five if he was a day. His demeanor was kind and even a bit charming. She was grateful.

			“Why don’t you two have a seat in the corridor beyond that door and we’ll take care of Bob.”

			As much as it pained her to leave him, Ali did as Burt asked. Jax sat in the hard, plastic chair next to her. When they had sat in silence for a while, her gaze glued to the activities beyond the open door, she pulled her attention to the man beside her.

			“Thank you for rescuing him.”

			“Holloway says he’s in the best hands available with Burt. He’s been taking care of animals his entire life.”

			Another smile tugged at her lips. “I wonder how he became the coroner.”

			Jax chuckled. “I don’t know the answer, but I guarantee you it’s quite a story.”

			She sighed. “I miss this.”

			He turned to her. She didn’t have to look—she felt the heat of his stare.

			“Sitting in a cold corridor with me?”

			She smiled again in spite of herself. “No. I mean, the small-town way of life. Everyone knows everyone else. Neighbors help each other out. I didn’t realize until now how much I missed that sense of family.”

			“I know what you mean,” he said.

			She turned to him, surprised. “I thought you were all about the city.”

			Wasn’t his desire to go to Seattle in part about being part of a thriving city atmosphere?

			“Seattle is a nice city. Going there was about being close to my family. As you recall, they live only an hour outside Seattle, in a small town very much like Winchester.”

			“Right.” She wanted to throw in that she’d forgotten, but that would be a lie. She remembered everything about his family.

			“Why did you move to Nashville?”

			She shouldn’t be asking personal questions since she certainly didn’t want to answer any of his, but she had to know. He’d wanted to get back to Seattle so badly ten years ago. Why the sudden change of heart?

			He shrugged. “It was a career move. I won’t be here long. Maybe another year at the most. If all goes well, I’ll end up back in the Seattle area with the experience I need for a supervisory position. If it works out, I’ll be there for the rest of my career.”

			“Oh.” It was the only thing she could think to say. He had a long-range plan.

			“What about you?”

			“I just want to get through Thursday, and then I’ll go from there.”

			They both fell silent, staring straight ahead. The urge to ask him if there was someone in Nashville or back home—someone special—prodded her.

			No. She wouldn’t ask.

			“You can start over. Put all this behind you.” He looked at her but she couldn’t meet his gaze. “You never have to look back, Ali.”

			Burt started toward the door, and she stood. Anything to move on from the moment.

			“Is he going to be okay?”

			Burt nodded. “He surely is. We’ll need to keep him overnight. Make sure nothing else crops up considering he took quite the tumble. You can pick him up tomorrow afternoon.”

			Ali wasn’t sure what to say to that. Tomorrow afternoon she would be in Atlanta, readying for trial.

			“We’ll actually be out of town for the next couple of days,” Jax explained. “Can he stay until we’re back?”

			She darted a glance at Jax. He was awfully confident she would be coming back. Her stomach suddenly rolled, and she fought the urge to heave.

			Nerves, she reminded herself. She would get through this.

			“Certainly. We’ll take very good care of him.” The last part he directed to Ali. “Would you like to say goodbye? He’s sedated now so he might be a little woozy.”

			“Thank you.”

			Bob didn’t raise his head as she came nearer, but his eyes followed her movement. She stroked his head and whispered in his ear.

			She would be back for him.

			Somehow.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			It felt strange to be completely alone with Jax.

			Bob had been a sort of buffer, at least in Ali’s mind.

			She sat on the sofa now, staring at the fire. It was late. She should go to bed. Tomorrow was a big day. The day after would be an even bigger one.

			But sleep would not be possible. Not just now.

			The one question she had been asked today would be the hardest to answer on Thursday.

			Why did you stay after you found out what he was?

			Shock, disbelief...fear.

			She had asked him about the reaction of her covolunteers. From that moment he had known that the fantasy was over.

			I knew the truth—at least a small fraction of that truth.

			In today’s world of fearless women and total independence, no woman on the jury would understand her simple truth.

			When she was in college and then after when she started her career, she had heard friends say that no man would ever rule them. Ali remembered feeling exactly the same way, especially considering how Jax had broken her heart.

			But Harrison had been different. He had not been a mere man. He had been a monster. Taught by the mother of all monsters...his father.

			Ali had been lucky to escape with her life.

			If the jury chose not to believe her story, she could do nothing to change their minds. All that mattered was that they believed her when she stated who had shot and murdered the man to whom she had been married.

			Nothing else about the trial mattered. It was not about her redemption or somehow proving she was not a total fool. It was about taking that bastard all the way down.

			Jax was suddenly standing over her. She hadn’t heard him come into the room.

			“You should eat.”

			How many times had he suggested she eat the past few days? She was not a child. She could decide for herself when to eat.

			“If I wanted to eat, I would eat.” Her tone was far sharper than she’d intended.

			He lowered to the coffee table, settling there so that he sat directly across from her. Too close. She drew back into the sofa cushion.

			“Thursday I’ll be in that courtroom with you. If there is anything you want to discuss with me now, it might make that day easier.”

			She stared at him then. Why did he care? “I’ll be answering the questions in front of all sorts of strangers. Why would I feel any differently about you?”

			Her words hit their mark. He flinched.

			“Because I want to hear them from you before all those strangers.”

			She was tired. Tired of all the pomp and circumstance of preparing for this trial. Tired of being protected. Tired of being alone.

			When this was over, no one who had been involved with this case would care what happened to her. She would be left to fend for herself. Anger ignited in her chest. She wasn’t a person to those people who wanted so desperately to destroy the Armone family. She was evidence. Nothing more.

			She looked directly into his dark eyes now. Eyes she had gazed into and gotten lost in all those years ago. “You want to hear all the dirty details of how he kept me in line? What prevented me from running away and going to the authorities sooner?”

			He didn’t answer, just sat there staring at her with such concern and regret. Yes, regret. She wanted to laugh out loud. He regretted what she had gone through. He most likely had no idea exactly what that was. But he understood it was bad.

			“All right. I’ll tell you why I stayed until the day I watched his father put a bullet in his head.”

			He swallowed hard, then visibly braced himself.

			In that clarifying moment, she understood without doubt that he already knew something. Part of her ugly story, at least.

			Maybe he would even enjoy hearing her say the words. Only one way to find out. “At first he assigned a full-time bodyguard to me. I wasn’t allowed to go into a bathroom without him. I wasn’t allowed to walk around the gated and guarded property without my personal guard at my side. At night one ankle was shackled to the bed.”

			She shrugged. “Maybe he worried that I would kill him in his sleep and try to run. This way, if I did shove a knife into his chest or use a hammer to bash in his head, I was stuck with his dead body.”

			She had considered both those methods for freeing herself. She closed her eyes for a moment. Not once in her life had she ever considering harming another human being until then. Thank God her parents were long gone. They would have been so ashamed of her.

			“How long did this go on?”

			His voice was too soft. She didn’t want his pity. She looked away from him. “We had been married a year and a half when one of the other volunteers at the center asked me if I was his wife. One by one, over the next couple of weeks, they all started to shun me. Eventually I asked him if there was something he failed to tell me before we married. Things went downhill from there.”

			Jax shook his head. “How did you survive?”

			She laughed. “I can tell you I wished for death many times, but it didn’t come.” Her mind went back to those darkest days. “Once I even asked my guard to kill me.” She closed her eyes and thought of the look on Tate’s face. He had laughed and told her she was trying to get him killed.

			And she had gotten him killed.

			The burden sat heavily on her shoulders...on her heart.

			“Harrison could have killed me.” Another shrug. “At first I didn’t understand why he didn’t. I slowly realized that he didn’t want me dead. He wanted to punish me for taking away his fantasy. With me he could pretend he wasn’t who he really was. He could be the wealthy businessman whose wife spent her time helping those less fortunate. The man whose wife looked at him with such adoration and respect. But I took that away from him. I suppose in part he wanted to keep up the facade. I helped him represent a different life than the one he actually lived.”

			“He would have had to admit that he’d made a mistake,” Jax suggested.

			She looked straight at him again. “Men don’t like to admit when they’ve made a mistake. I have the scars to prove it.”

			He lowered his head, staring at the floor before she could get a glimpse of his reaction to that revelation.

			Did he think she’d been held prisoner for more than three years and escaped unscathed? How nice that would have been.

			She didn’t want to do this anymore. Her emotions were churning, and she just wanted to escape the memories...the feelings. When she would have stood and announced as much, his words stopped her.

			“I made a mistake.”

			He lifted his gaze to hers, and for several beats she couldn’t move. She could only stare at him, searching his eyes for the sincerity in his words.

			Then the realization that it didn’t matter slammed into her chest, forcing the air out of her lungs. She launched to her feet. “Well, this has been...” There was no way to describe how this felt. “Anyway, I’m calling it a night.”

			He stood, putting himself toe to toe with her. “I made a mistake.”

			She didn’t want to look at him. Didn’t want to see what he might show her. But her body had a mind of its own apparently. Her eyes met his. “You said that already.”

			“I’d barely settled in out in Seattle when I realized that. We were so young. I figured we had time. So I kept an eye on you.”

			His words took her aback. “What do you mean, you kept an eye on me?”

			“I checked on you. I had friends in Glynco. I had them make sure you were doing okay. That’s how I knew when your father got sick.”

			What was he saying? This made no sense. She shook her head. “Why didn’t you simply call me?”

			“Pride? Stupidity? Take your pick.”

			This was a pointless waste of time and emotion. “I really—”

			“I almost came back. I knew how hard things were for you.”

			A realization barreled into her. “It was you.”

			Surprise flared in his eyes then he blinked it away. “I don’t—”

			“That private nurse who came to help with my dad because we couldn’t afford to hire help...that was you.”

			The nurse had said a private donor paid her salary. She would never say who. Ali had assumed it was some of her father’s friends who had gotten together and pooled their resources. God knew they had brought food every day. But she should have realized none of them could afford such a luxury any more than she could.

			“My family pitched in, too,” he confessed. “We wanted to help.”

			Ali held up her hands. This was too much. “I genuinely appreciate what you and your family did. I can’t tell you how comforting it was to have a nurse to help.”

			Tears burned her eyes, but she couldn’t let him see. Her chest felt so full she would hardly manage a breath.

			“When you went back to college, I was really happy for you. I knew how much that meant to you. I thought maybe when you finished I’d show up at your graduation and give you a hug to congratulate or something.”

			“I’m sorry, I really don’t understand why you just didn’t call.” This made no sense.

			“I thought there was time. I didn’t want to interfere with you finishing college. I was working hard to establish my career. Move up the ranks.”

			If he was watching her, why on earth hadn’t he stopped her from marrying the bastard?

			Before she could demand an answer to that question, he said, “I was sent on an extended undercover assignment, and while I was off the grid, you moved to Atlanta and got married.”

			So he did know. “You knew I had married into that family and you didn’t warn me?”

			This time she damaged him. Her demand shook him. His face told the story.

			“I couldn’t see how you didn’t know what he was. I thought you’d decided you wanted what he had to offer regardless of who and what he was.”

			How could he have thought such a thing? “Then you didn’t really know me at all.”

			He stopped her when she would have moved away from him. His hands seemed to burn her skin through the sweater she wore. “I was wrong.” He shook his head. “My ego was bruised. I thought that if you married someone else, you couldn’t possibly have cared about me the same way I did about you. I was jealous. Shocked. Torn up. I never checked on you again.”

			Whether he knew her as well as he should have, she did know him. He meant what he said. She had hurt him by marrying Harrison. But how could she have known Jax still cared or that Harrison was a monster?

			“For that,” he said, his fingers tightening around her arms as if he feared she would run away, “I am truly sorry. It’s my fault this happened to you. Instead of turning my back, I should have come to you and told you the truth. We could have worked things out. But I couldn’t see past my bruised ego.”

			She searched his eyes, felt the weight of his pain for her. “I wished a thousand times that you would show up and rescue me.” She laughed, tears slipping down her cheeks no matter how hard she tried to hold them back. “I thought of you so often. I think those little fantasies of you showing up to carry me away from the nightmare are what kept me from giving up.” Ali sucked in a sharp breath. “But you never came.”

			“I’m here now, and I will keep you safe. I can’t change the mistakes of the past, but I can make sure they don’t happen again. I will not let Armone touch you.”

			All those months that had run into years, she had longed to hear this man say those words. But now that was the part of all this that terrified her the most. She fully understood how ruthless Armone was. He wouldn’t hesitate to have Jax murdered. If he had the slightest idea Ali had feelings for Jax, he would relish the act of taking his life.

			She had realized when she arrived in Nashville this morning that she had only one opportunity to do what she had to do. She’d already tried with Holloway, and it hadn’t worked out. But it was done now.

			“I was thankful you weren’t in the room for most of the meeting this morning.”

			Tension riffled through him, tightening his hold on her even more. “Why is that?”

			“I spoke to AUSA Knowles. I told him I didn’t want you in Atlanta. He agreed that having you there would be a mistake. So once the plane lands in Atlanta, you’ll get on a flight back to Nashville. You won’t be leaving the airport. Another marshal will take over from there.”

			Anger flashed in his eyes. “I see what you’re doing. You think you need to protect me. You’re wrong.” He pulled her closer—too close. “I can take care of myself. I don’t need you protecting me.”

			She stared at his lips as he spoke. No matter that she hated herself for doing it, she couldn’t help herself.

			“I will call Knowles and straighten this out. There is no way I will let you out of my sight. If they try and stop me, they’ll have a fight on their hands.”

			Worry that she’d made yet another mistake twisted inside her. “You can’t do that.”

			“Oh yes, I can. This time I’m making sure nothing happens to you. I took my eyes off you once. That won’t happen again.”

			More tears spilled down her cheeks, and she wanted to scream at herself for falling apart.

			Then he kissed her. Slow and deep and sweet. The way he had kissed her hundreds of times before. She remembered his taste, every nuance of the way he kissed. And her heart ached with longing.

			She could not do this. If she let herself fall this time and he left again, she wouldn’t survive it. She wasn’t strong enough.

			She pressed her palms to his chest, for one single moment savored the feel of him, and then she pushed him away. “We can’t do this.”

			“Yes—” he pressed his forehead to hers “—we can.”

			She pulled free of his hold, her knees bumping the sofa. “I can’t.”

			Moving as quickly as she dared with tears clouding her vision, she hurried up the stairs. A long hot bath would help. Then she was going to go to bed and attempt to sleep.

			Tomorrow was the beginning of the end.

			
 
			ALI HAD NEVER been so grateful for a tub. Usually she preferred showers, but after this day she needed a long, hot soak. Strangely enough, she’d found some bubble bath under the sink, and all the necessities were available. Towels. Soap. Shampoo. She suspected the kind sheriff had ensured those items were on hand. He’d stocked the fridge and a few items in the pantry, too.

			Winchester and the surrounding communities were growing on her. So many of the people she had met were so nice.

			Once the tub was full enough and bubbles frothed up to the rim, she peeled off her clothes and slid into the welcoming heat. Her entire body sighed. She laid her head back, closed her eyes and did something not so smart by allowing that kiss to fill her senses. The way he’d tasted—pure Jax. In a hundred years, she wouldn’t have forgotten his taste. His strong arms around her had made her feel completely safe and far too needy.

			“Don’t make another mistake,” she murmured. Whether the words were an order or a plea for strength, she wasn’t sure she could hold back if he came near her again.

			She had dreamed of kissing him, making love with him a thousand times—perhaps more—over the past decade. Even when her monster of a husband had held her in his arms, she had found it necessary to push aside the memories of Jax. He had been such a part of her...so deeply entrenched in her soul.

			She sighed. Let go of the last of the tension and sank more deeply into the sweet-smelling bubbles. Her muscles slowly grew completely pliable. She felt as if she could melt into the hot water and just slip away.

			Except tomorrow was coming, and there was no way to change what she had to do.

			If Jax stood between her and a bullet—

			She squeezed her eyes shut and blocked the images.

			If something happened to him because of her—she couldn’t live with that. There had to be a way to prevent him from going to that courthouse with her. She slid beneath the water, allowed it to cover her completely. She lay there for a half a minute, listening to the heavy sounds of the beating of her heart. Then she sat up, pushed her hair back from her face, pulled her knees to her chest and pressed her cheek to them.

			She closed her eyes again and allowed memories of their time together to fill her. Maybe it was selfish, but she needed so badly to feel alive again, even if only for this one moment. Her body shivered with an abrupt rush of need. She should have responded more deeply to his kiss. Lost herself in his touch.

			Who knew what tomorrow would bring?

			What did it matter who did what ten years ago? He had been looking after her those first few years. Maybe if she hadn’t married that bastard, things would have been different. Jax would have come back for her.

			Why hadn’t she swallowed her pride and gone after him once her father passed away? She could have looked him up, said hello and...

			But she had been too hurt by his leaving.

			Lonely and alone.

			A dangerous recipe, which led to utter disaster.

			“Ali.” He knocked softly at the door. “Can I come in?”

			She hugged her arms around her knees more tightly. Did she dare? When he looked at her body, he wouldn’t see the smooth flawless skin from ten years ago. There were scars. Small and not so deep, but so many of them.

			Could she bear the pity on his face when he saw them?

			“I don’t want to talk anymore.” She pressed her forehead to her knees. Squeezed her eyes shut.

			If he came in and saw all of her, there would be more questions.

			Could she bear to tell him all the things that bastard had done to her? How he had nearly broken her? Actually, he had broken her, and somehow after witnessing his life ending, she had pulled herself together enough to run.

			She should have trusted Jax all those years ago. Should have followed him to Seattle. Coming home to take care of her father wouldn’t have been a problem. Jax would have understood. Still, she wouldn’t trade those last months with her father for anything. As certain as she was of that, she was also certain her father would not have wanted her to suffer the way she had the past few years.

			Before his death he had asked her twice what happened to the nice young man who was training to be a marshal. She never told him that she had given him up to stay close to home.

			All of that was behind her now. It was very possible that in another twenty-four hours she would be dead. Why deny herself this time with Jax? Whether she lived or died, he would move on to his next assignment and it wouldn’t be her.

			He would be gone.

			“Come in.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. Her mind still resisted, but her heart and the rest of her no longer wanted to refrain.

			The door creaked open, and he walked inside. She was thankful for the deep bubbles. Maybe he wouldn’t see.

			He knelt next to the tub, his forearms resting on the edge. “I’m sorry.”

			She frowned, searched his dark eyes. “Sorry for what?”

			“I should have manned up and come after you when your father was sick. I could have brought both of you to Seattle. I was a fool, and you paid a terrible price.”

			“I appreciate you saying so, but it wasn’t your fault. You did what was right for you. Far too often we don’t do that, and it’s usually a mistake. When you left, I wanted to go. Desperately. I should have. I should have gone to my father and told him we were moving. I shouldn’t have used him as an excuse. I should have done what was right for me. His health was already deteriorating. Looking back, I believe there was a good possibility he would have agreed.”

			“Hindsight,” he said, his lips smiling just a little, “is twenty-twenty. What you know now and what you knew then are two different things. You did the right thing.” He shrugged. “Maybe we both did, but there were consequences, and I am truly sorry you suffered the brunt of them.”

			Tears slipped past her restraint. “Thank you.”

			He reached for the shampoo. “Let me help you out with this bath. You deserve a little pampering.”

			He washed her hair, slowly, using his fingers to massage her scalp until she felt ready to moan. She ducked under the water and rinsed the shampoo away. When she surfaced again he washed her back, touching each tiny scar. She shivered. Hated for him to see. Then he leaned forward and kissed her skin, over and over.

			As he kissed his way up her neck, he shed his shirt. She reached out and unfastened his jeans. When he’d toed off his shoes and peeled off his jeans and socks, the boxers went next.

			And then he was in the water with her.

			The feel of his body against hers cleared all the hurt and worry from her mind. She could only feel his skin sliding against her own. His hard body pressing all the soft, needy places of hers.

			The sense of belonging...of being home filled her. Whatever else happened, this was right in every way.

			When his mouth covered hers, she stopped thinking at all.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			One day until trial

			Wednesday, February 5

			Ali stared at herself in the mirror over the bathroom sink. Today they would drive to Huntsville, Alabama. It was less than an hour away. There was an airport there. She would be on the noon flight to Atlanta. Yesterday it had been decided that a commercial flight would be safer than driving. A more controlled situation, AUSA Knowles had said.

			Jax hadn’t agreed, but he had been overruled. Last night he hadn’t mentioned his concerns, and she hadn’t asked.

			She had needed to escape.

			Her eyes closed as her mind immediately replayed their lovemaking. Even though she had loved Harrison in the beginning, her feelings for him had been different than her feelings for Jax. Their intimacy had been completely different. She had no other experience to which to compare, but being with Jax was in a whole other league. There was a depth to their connection that had been missing with Harrison. The absolute certainty that they were meant for each other had never been present in her marriage.

			Whatever happened tomorrow, she would cherish last night. This time she understood things were different. They were both mature adults and had their own lives to get back to. Not that she had much of a life anymore. She would be busy—assuming she survived beyond the trial—building a new life. After last night, it was easy to picture that life with Jax wherever his career took him.

			But she wasn’t foolish enough to believe that one night of lovemaking and truckloads of guilt had resurrected what he had once felt for her.

			They were different people now.

			She studied her reflection again. The glimpse of fear in her blue eyes tied a knot in her belly. She was no longer that naive young woman. Of course she was a little afraid. But that fear would not stop her from going into that courtroom and telling the truth.

			Nine months she had waited to tell the judge and jury the sort of monster Harrison Armone Sr. was. She had been fully apprised of her rights. Instructions on how to proceed with her testimony had been drilled into her head. She had been questioned and cross-examined in an attempt to confuse and frighten her, since this was what would happen in the courtroom.

			She was ready.

			A dark suit—skirt and jacket—as well as conservative flats had been provided for her to wear. She was to arrange her hair in a twist or bun so that she looked more reserved. No makeup or jewelry. She never wore makeup, anyway. Wore very little jewelry except when her husband had insisted.

			Ali turned away from the mirror and left the bathroom. She couldn’t hide any longer. She had still been asleep when Jax got up this morning. When she had awakened, she had smelled the delicious scent of coffee brewing. She’d showered and dressed, taking her time.

			It wasn’t as if they hadn’t made love before, she reminded herself as she descended the stairs. But this was different. She hadn’t seen him in a decade. He had seen her more recently. She’d been stunned at the idea that he had looked in on her and that he and his family were the ones to help with the private nurse. She needed to write a letter to his mother. Such a dear, sweet lady. How nice it would have been to have her for a mother-in-law. Ali imagined she was an amazing grandmother.

			The yearning for children wrapped around her heart and tightened. Ali stopped at the bottom of the stairs and marveled at the sudden reawakening. It had been so long since she dared wish for anything normal. But, she realized, she wanted a family. A real husband and at least two children.

			Had making love with Jax roused those long-forgotten hopes and dreams?

			As if the idea had summoned him, he was suddenly at the kitchen doorway, smiling. “Good morning.”

			She had been certain this morning would be awkward. That she would be embarrassed. But she wasn’t, at all. Instead, she melted instantly. He was the most beautiful man she had ever met. “Good morning. You were up early.”

			As she walked toward him, her heart started to pound and her pulse raced. She would love nothing better than to make love with him again, right now. When he’d left the bed this morning, his absence had pulled her from the most magnificent sleep she had experienced in years.

			“I checked the perimeter. Made coffee and whipped up a little breakfast.”

			A smile pulled at her lips, and her stomach reacted to the delicious smells coming from the kitchen. Looking at him had blocked all other stimuli, but his words drew her senses beyond him.

			“Smells wonderful.”

			“Pancakes,” he said, stepping aside so that she could walk into the kitchen. “Tanner is a good shopper. He didn’t forget the syrup.”

			As good as the pancakes smelled, Ali walked straight to the coffeemaker. She filled a mug and took a sip, relishing the taste and the heat.

			Jax touched her arm and she turned to face him. “Come sit with me.”

			She allowed him to usher her to the table. They took their seats, and she smiled at the not quite round pancakes.

			“They’re a little misshapen, but they taste good.” He added a couple more to his plate and drizzled syrup over them.

			Ali did the same. “Thank you. This is very nice.”

			She drizzled the syrup and then took a bite. He was right, the pancakes were really good. “Yum,” she said and watched his smile broaden to a grin.

			“I’ve learned a few things living alone all these years.”

			She didn’t say as much, but Ali wished she had been with him all these years. They would likely have children by now. A sigh whispered out of her, and she quickly poked another bite of pancakes into her mouth.

			He sipped his coffee then set the mug aside. “I’m certain now that my mother was correct.”

			Ali cradled her mug of coffee, warming her hands. It was cold this morning. The fire was roaring but still, it was chilly. Or maybe it was just nerves.

			“I told you about Seth, my little brother.”

			The memory tugged at her heart. “You did. Yes. It was a such a tragedy. I’m certain it devastated your entire family.”

			He nodded, stared at his now empty plate. “My parents have told me hundreds of times that it wasn’t my fault, but I couldn’t change how I felt.”

			“Your parents were right. You were a child yourself. You did everything you could. More, actually.”

			Ali remembered the story vividly. The family had been at their lake house. Jax and Seth had gone fishing on the pier. He had told his little brother repeatedly to stay away from the edge, but he hadn’t listened.

			When he fell in, Jax tried to save him. The autopsy confirmed that Seth had hit his head on the way down, so he’d been unconscious when he hit the water. Rather than struggling to reach the surface, he had sunk like a rock to the very bottom of the murky depths. Jax almost drowned going down over and over trying to find him.

			By the time he did, it was too late.

			His hands were flat on the table on either side of his plate, his gaze focused there as if the answer he needed would come to him. “I should have watched him closer. Made him sit down.”

			“Even the coroner said that it would have been sheer luck to have found him in time. The water was too dark around the bottom.” She hated to see him carry that burden. He’d only spoken of that day once in all the time they were together. Yet it was more than apparent that it was with him every day, particularly back then.

			He nodded, finally lifted his gaze and met hers. “My mother swears this is why I’m not in a long-term relationship. She says I don’t trust myself to take care of a family.” He grunted. “She believes the reason I became a marshal was to prove to myself that I could save lives. But nothing I do is ever enough, according to her.” He searched Ali’s eyes for a moment before saying the rest. “She says it’s the reason I let you get away.”

			Ali’s breath stalled in her throat. She, too, had wondered if that long-ago loss had kept him from wanting to fully commit, but she had been too young to trust her own instincts. It was easier to believe that he just hadn’t loved her as much as she loved him.

			“Your mother was right, Jax. It wasn’t your fault, and maybe you have been afraid to commit fully. If you recognize that now, you can choose differently moving forward.” This conversation was too much. She couldn’t do this. She stood, her chair scooting back. “Thank you for breakfast. It was very nice.”

			She took her plate and fork to the sink. Since he had cooked, she could certainly do the cleanup. That was the way it was done, wasn’t it?

			He moved to her side, placing his plate and fork in the sink on top of hers.

			She grabbed a paper towel from the roll and readied to wash their dishes. She couldn’t look at him. That awkwardness she had feared this morning was now thick between them—at least from her perspective. She couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. Her skin was on fire just being near him.

			“I was wrong, Ali. I shouldn’t have left without you. I’ve always believed a person made his own fate happen. Whether this moment was fate or not, we have an opportunity here. The potential for a do-over. And we can do it right this time.”

			Her hands stilled, suds dripping from her skin. How long had she dreamed of hearing those words? How often during those first years after he left had she heard the doorbell or the phone and rushed to answer, hoping it would be him?

			But she had been disappointed every time. Then she had run headlong into that horrible mistake of a marriage. From that moment she had known there was never any hope that she would see Jax again. Having a life with him was never, ever going to happen. Her dream had shattered, and she had clung to a new one that turned out to be a living nightmare.

			She turned to the man standing so close beside her. He was right. They did have an opportunity here, but she was terrified it wasn’t what it seemed. “It’s possible,” she said, the words hardly able to squeeze out around the lump in her throat, “that what you’re feeling right now is nothing more than guilt.”

			He started to argue with her, but she stopped him. “You felt guilty, which is why you helped when my father passed away.” She didn’t want to believe her own words—she wanted to believe that he had done it because he cared, but she couldn’t take that risk. “When you learned I had married into the Armone family, you were angry. You despised me, I imagined.”

			“No.” He shook his head. “I—”

			She held up her hand, stop-sign fashion. “Don’t lie to yourself now, Jax. It’s time we both faced the truth about our lives. We made mistakes, yes. You made far better choices than me. I made terrible mistakes, and I paid—” she drew in a sharp breath “—for those mistakes.”

			The pain on his face told her she’d read him right. He was only human.

			“Whatever you think,” he said, “you’re wrong. This isn’t about guilt.”

			When she would have argued, he touched his fingers to her lips. “Whether you’ve ever fully trusted me or not,” he said, “trust me now. I know what I feel. I know what I want.”

			She closed her eyes to block the hope in his. This was far too important to take the plunge without being absolutely certain. Deep breath. She opened her eyes and met his, that desperate hope in his squeezing her heart.

			“I trust you completely, Jax.” She hated herself as that hope evolved into happiness. “But I don’t want a relationship with you based on anything other than the real thing. True love and nothing else.”

			His hands dived into her hair and clasped her face. “I love you, Ali. If I ever doubted that, I was wrong.”

			Her damp hands rested against his chest to slow things down. Her heart felt ready to burst. “I want that to be true. So very, very much. But we’re in a high-pressure place right now. Fear and desperation make people do things they normally wouldn’t do.”

			He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I won’t change my mind tomorrow or the day after or the day after that.”

			“Let’s make a deal, then.” It was so incredibly difficult to think clearly with him touching her, looking at her this way. But she had to be strong, had to think clearly. This was far too important. “When this is over, if you still feel the same way, we’ll give us a new go.”

			He turned her face up so he could gaze deeply into her eyes. “Count on it.”

			Then he kissed her, and her fingers fisted in his shirt with longing.

			Before the moment got completely out of control, she drew her lips from his. Pressed her forehead to his chin.

			If she lived through this day and the next, she was going to spend the entire weekend making love with this man somewhere far away from here.

			
 
			JAX WATCHED ALI come down the stairs with the garment carrier that held her trial clothes. Over her shoulder she’d slung the backpack that held the rest of her things.

			“Let me help you with those.”

			When she reached the bottom step, he took the two bags. “I’ll put these in the car with mine.”

			“Thanks.”

			Taking his eyes from her was not easy, but he managed. They’d made a deal, and for now he had to focus on keeping her safe. He couldn’t allow anything to distract him.

			As he exited the house, he scanned the perimeter. Once he’d tucked the bags into the cargo area, he locked the SUV and did a walk around. It was damn cold, but otherwise all was as it should be.

			Back inside, he heard Ali talking in the kitchen. He locked the door and moved in that direction.

			“I know,” she said.

			She was using the small cell phone Holloway had given her.

			“It’s a lot to ask,” she sighed, “but I’d feel better if I knew Bob was going to be okay. If you can’t take him, Marshal Holloway, I understand.”

			She was making arrangements for the dog in case she didn’t make it. Jax closed his eyes and steadied himself. All these emotions were tricky. Keeping his head screwed on straight was the most important part of what he had to do right now.

			“Thank you. I really appreciate it.” Pause. “Yes, I checked with Dr. Johnston, and he said Bob is doing great.” Another pause. “I will. Thank you for everything, Marshal. You made the past six months bearable.”

			She ended the call and tucked the phone into her hip pocket.

			“You’ll be taking care of Bob yourself,” he said.

			She turned, surprised that he was standing so close. She nodded. “Hope so.”

			He was the one drawing in an extra-deep breath now. “It’s time to go.”

			“Okay.”

			They walked through the house, made sure everything was turned off. Jax flipped the breaker for the hot water heater to the off position, and then he locked the door behind them.

			Ali squared her shoulders and walked to his SUV. He opened her door, waited for her to buckle up and then closed it. Their eyes met for a moment, and the fear in hers tore him apart inside.

			He loaded up, turned the SUV around and headed down that narrow road.

			Just as they crossed the stream, his cell vibrated on the console. He picked it up. Holloway.

			“What’s up?”

			He supposed his friend just wanted to ensure they were ready and on the road.

			“There’s been a change of plans.”

			Holloway’s voice sounded as surprised and frustrated as Jax suddenly felt. “What kind of change?”

			He glanced at Ali. She stared back at him with mounting uncertainty.

			“AUSA Knowles is concerned about the commercial flight now.”

			“Fine,” Jax said before he could continue. “I prefer driving.” He would be more in control of the situation that way.

			“He still won’t agree to highway transport. He wants her on a plane.”

			What the hell? “So where are we going?”

			“There’s a private plane waiting at the Winchester Municipal Airport. Special Agent Wesley McEntire is waiting with the pilot.”

			Last-minute changes always made Jax nervous. But it happened. There were people whose job it was to assess transport options all the way down to the wire.

			“Okay. Give me the directions.” He listened as Holloway listed off the streets and turns he would need to make to reach the small local airport. “Thanks. I’ll confirm when we’re in the air.”

			“Good luck, Stevens. Take good care of her.”

			“If it’s the last thing I do,” he assured him.

			He dropped his cell back on the console.

			“I take it we’re not going to the airport in Huntsville.”

			The slight hitch in her breathing as she spoke twisted his gut. “They’ve decided we’re taking a private plane from the airport here in Winchester.”

			“Okay.”

			She stared forward. He did the same.

			“Is it normal to have last-minute changes on a day like today?”

			She didn’t glance his way, and her words sounded stilted. He hated that she was afraid. Wished he could assure her, but every instinct he possessed warned that this was wrong somehow. Risky.

			He glanced in the rearview mirror. No one behind them. He slowed and pulled to the side of the road.

			She stared at him, worry clouding her face. “What’s wrong?”

			He hesitated, but then he said what he felt. “We don’t have to do this.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“We can drive away. Go someplace where that bastard will never find you.”

			He sounded as if he’d gone over the edge. He recognized this. But the urge to take her out of this scenario and someplace else was overwhelming.

			“No.” She shook her head. “Your career would be over, and that monster would walk away scot-free. I have to do this, Jax. There is no other choice.”

			She was right. He didn’t know what he’d been thinking.

			Before he could apologize, she leaned across the console and kissed him. “Thank you for caring so much.”

			He forced a smile. “Let’s do this, then.”

			Every nerve ending in his body was humming with a warning.

			His instincts had only failed him once, and that had been ten years ago—when he walked away from this woman.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			The airport was smaller than she had expected.

			A man in a dark suit identified himself as FBI, producing his credentials. Ali watched from the passenger seat of Jax’s SUV as he spoke with the agent. He had told her to stay in the vehicle until he checked things out.

			Her nerves were vibrating, making her restless. She wanted to get on that plane, get to Atlanta and finish this. Most of all she wanted Jax to come through this unharmed, and for the first time since all this began, she desperately wanted to survive. For months she had hoped to survive, but if she didn’t—so be it. She would do this no matter how the circumstances ended for her. But now there was something to look forward to.

			Jax wanted to try again.

			He still cared about her.

			Her pulse started to pound with the thought. She pushed away the tiny doubts that attempted to sprout. He had no reason to mislead her. It wasn’t like he was attempting to persuade her to testify. That was a given. He had absolutely nothing to gain by suggesting that they needed to pursue their feelings.

			This was real.

			Jax returned to the SUV and opened her door. “They’re ready.”

			She was ready, too.

			Ready to put the past behind her once and for all.

			He stepped to the back of the SUV and grabbed their bags from the cargo area. Ali climbed out and walked across the tarmac with him. They climbed the stairs and stepped into the small jet. Inside there were six leather seats. Jax guided her to the middle row and gestured for her to have a seat.

			The jet was small but well equipped. This one was not nearly as large but similar to the one the Armone family owned. Sleek and luxurious from the lighting to the carpet. The seats were heavenly.

			The hydraulic sound of the door closing drew their attention forward. Beyond the small partition, the pilot was adjusting controls and speaking into his headset.

			Jax moved toward him. “What about the agent?”

			The pilot glanced back at him. “My orders are to transport only the two of you.” His attention shifted forward once more. “You and the other passenger need to prepare for takeoff. We have a tight schedule. If we don’t land on time, they’ll call out the cavalry.”

			Ali’s nerves were jumping now. Jax was right—this didn’t feel right. The fear and paranoia could be the root of her sudden uneasiness, but she worried that it was more.

			When Jax had settled into the seat next to her, he pulled out his cell.

			The plane started to roll forward.

			Ali focused on breathing. This would not be a good time for a panic attack. Flying had never bothered her before, but today was different.

			Jax dropped his cell back into his jacket pocket. “There’s no service.”

			His tension made her all the more anxious.

			To hold herself together, she focused on the mundane. She fastened her safety belt. Jax did the same.

			“How long does this flight take?” She hugged her arms around herself. Cold had seeped into every part of her.

			“Forty minutes, maybe. Less than an hour for sure.”

			Less than an hour. Good. “A car will pick us up and take us to the hotel?”

			“Holloway said that had all been arranged by a Marshal Steadman from the Atlanta office.”

			“I remember him,” she said, thinking back to the first big teleconference she’d participated in after arriving in Kentucky. She didn’t remember him commenting during the meeting, but he had been at the table.

			“Try to relax,” he suggested. “This may be your last opportunity for any semblance of calm. There will likely be meetings this afternoon and final prep for tomorrow.”

			“I’ll try, but no guarantees.”

			He smiled, and she relaxed the tiniest bit, allowing her arms to settle onto the armrests rather than hugging so tightly around her. His hand settled over hers, fingers lacing. The sensation of being protected slipped over her.

			She almost drifted off. She really did, but she couldn’t totally relax. Her mind kept going over all that had happened yesterday and last night—Bob’s injury, making love with Jax...talk of the future. Excitement shimmered just beneath the worries about tomorrow. She allowed her mind to wander. She would be facing Harrison’s father in the courtroom tomorrow. He would be sitting at the defendant’s table. She would be in the witness box describing all the heinous details of his life and work.

			His evil eyes would stare at her, hoping to intimidate her. She was well aware of the depraved things he did to those who angered or betrayed him. But she had made up her mind that fear was not going to stop her. She would see him go down for all the terrible things he had done.

			Her eyes drifted shut, and she almost dozed off. The sound of the pilot’s voice stirred her from that place between awake and asleep.

			“Marshal Stevens?”

			Jax unfastened his safety belt and walked to the front of the aircraft.

			Ali leaned forward to hear the exchange. Her heart had started that frantic pounding again.

			“We’re being diverted,” the pilot said.

			“On whose order?” Jax asked.

			“Marshal Steadman. There’s been a security breach with DeKalb-Peachtree. They’re diverting us to an airstrip about thirty-nine miles south of Atlanta. We’ll prepare for landing in another ten minutes.”

			“All right.”

			As he moved back toward his seat, the hard set of his jaw as well as the thin line of his lips told Ali that something beyond another change in the itinerary was wrong. He was not happy about this second change in plans. Her stomach twisted into knots. She wasn’t opposed to change—what worried her was his reaction to the changes. Jax had done this for a decade. His instincts were likely well honed. If he was worried, she certainly should be.

			“How worried should I be?”

			She saw no reason to beat around the bush. The next twenty-four hours were going to determine whether she had a future at all. The possibility that any future she might have could potentially include Jax had her even more determined to survive beyond tomorrow.

			“We should be on alert,” he said. “Anytime there are security breaches and changes are necessary, the risk factor is elevated.”

			Ali stared straight ahead. “He doesn’t want me to make it to Atlanta. If I don’t make it, he walks. I’m sure he would do anything to make that happen.”

			She gritted her teeth. He could not get away with all he’d done. The fact that he’d murdered his own son wasn’t even the worst of his crimes. Particularly since his son had been equally guilty. Ali suppressed a shudder. She had spent most of the past nine months attempting to evict memories of their time together from her mind.

			Years would be required to erase him and all that she had seen and experienced.

			She turned to Jax. He attempted another call on his cell. No luck. Staying in her seat was becoming more and more difficult by the moment. What if the marshal wasn’t waiting for them at the airfield? What if it was Armone? Or some of his goons? They would all be dead within minutes of landing.

			His gaze locked with hers. “We’ll get through this,” he promised.

			She had to trust him. To do anything else would make the next minutes and hours unbearable. With that in mind, she mustered up a smile. “We will.”

			“Descending now,” the pilot announced. “We’ll be landing soon.”

			Jax took her hand again and returned her smile. Somehow just seeing his smile boosted her confidence. The plane started to descend, and Ali’s pulse thumped harder and harder. Marshal Steadman would be waiting for them. Dozens of people were working on their security. This was, after all, the trial of the century.

			Ali stared out the window as they drew closer and closer to the ground. The airfield looked to be nothing more than an airstrip in the middle of nowhere. There were no hangars or other buildings. There was only one small block structure that could possibly be an office.

			Jax leaned over her to peer out the window.

			There was no car waiting. That grim expression claimed his face once more.

			The plane touched down, bounced and then settled back onto the ground again. The wheels bumped along the strip of asphalt. The plane slowed, the inertia forcing them forward in their seats. Her stomach always flip-flopped during landings. She appreciated that the landing was over fairly quickly, if joltingly.

			Before stopping completely, the pilot turned the plane around to face the entrance to the airstrip. “Your transportation hasn’t arrived yet. Marshal Steadman said you should stay onboard until your car arrives.”

			For a long minute, they stayed in their seats, just as the pilot had said. Ali stared out the window. The airstrip was so far outside Atlanta that all she could see in any direction were trees. Maybe the isolation was an added layer of security. Armone couldn’t possibly have eyes on every airfield and private airstrip in the tri-county area. This was probably a good move.

			Jax suddenly stood. He held out his hand. “I think we should wait outside.”

			She didn’t second-guess him or hesitate. She stood and put her hand in his. “I could use some fresh air.”

			When they started toward the door the pilot repeated, “Marshal Steadman said—”

			Jax reached for the weapon in his shoulder holster. “Open the door and lower the stairs.”

			The pilot, whose name she still didn’t know, turned back to the control center and took the necessary action to start the process Jax had requested. The hatch-style door slowly opened, and the staircase lowered to the ground.

			Jax moved down the staircase, pulling Ali behind him. When their feet were on the ground and they were clear of the aircraft, Jax pulled her close.

			“Something is wrong here.” He surveyed the area.

			The sound of traffic in the distance suggested they weren’t far from an interstate. But here, there was nothing. They could have been back on that mountain outside Winchester. There were no houses in either direction. A two-lane, unlined road with faded asphalt sprawled out in both directions. The problem was she had no idea exactly where they were. Thirty miles south of Atlanta, he had said. Her mind attempted to piece together a map and pinpoint a spot.

			“We may have to make a run for it,” he said, his gaze steady on the one entrance to the airstrip.

			“I can do that.” She’d done a good deal of running the last year of her marriage as well as since she’d moved to Winchester. That path she and Bob had traveled every day had been done in a dead run as often as in a leisurely walk.

			Ali never wanted to be weak or afraid ever again.

			“Pay attention,” he said, “and do exactly as I say when I say it.”

			She nodded, her heart starting to race. “How will we be sure who’s coming when the car turns in?”

			The windows could be tinted. No one had told them what kind of vehicle Steadman would be driving. Worry gnawed at her.

			A black sedan appeared in the distance.

			“Looks like our ride,” Jax said.

			The plane’s engine abruptly roared to life. Before the sedan she’d spotted had reached the turn to the airstrip, the plane was rolling toward takeoff at the other end of the airstrip.

			“That’s our cue,” Jax said.

			He was right. The pilot wouldn’t be taking off before he confirmed that they had been picked up unless he had reason to flee.

			He was leaving them here to die.

			Jax was suddenly tugging her along behind him.

			The plane had lifted off, and the sedan had made its turn. They hit the tree line and plunged into the woods.

			Ali had never been more thankful in her life for the cold weather. The chances of stumbling upon a snake were slim to none. Bears would likely still be hibernating. At least she hoped so.

			The sound of car doors slamming in the distance warned they wouldn’t be running through these woods alone for long.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Ali ran as fast as she could.

			Thank God for the running shoes she wore. And the warm socks and heavy jacket. Though it was warmer here than it had been in Tennessee, it was still cold.

			Jax held tight to her hand and plunged through the woods, darting around trees, plowing through underbrush. There was no time to try the quiet route. His goal, she suspected, was to put as much distance between them and the bad guys as possible.

			Slow and quiet could come later when they found some sort of cover or had gotten far enough ahead of those giving chase.

			Limbs brushed at her legs. Roots snagged at her feet.

			Don’t fall! Don’t fall!

			Hang on tight to his hand.

			Run.

			She clung to his hand with all her strength. His grasp was firm, unrelenting. Her fingers were growing numb, but she ignored it. She had to keep going. Ignore the burn in her lungs. Hang on. Hang on.

			A piece of tree bark popped into the air, pinged against her hair.

			Then the echoing sound of bullets being fired exploded in her head.

			They were shooting at them.

			Move faster.

			Jax suddenly stopped. She slammed into his back. He pulled her down to a crouch, his finger at his lips in a gesture of quiet.

			The thick brush swallowed them.

			He pointed to the water that was only steps away. Seemed too wide to be a stream...more like a river. She hadn’t even seen it until he pointed at it.

			Fear surged through her veins.

			They were trapped.

			He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled toward the water. She followed. He went in first, crawling until his body floated in the deeper water.

			Ice seemed to form around her as she did the same. The water was so cold.

			How could they escape like this?

			They would surely die of hypothermia first!

			He suddenly disappeared.

			Her breath caught. Where was he?

			His hand tugged her downward.

			She inhaled long and deep and slid beneath the surface. The water was murky, but not so dark that she couldn’t see the rocky bottom. She wasn’t sure how long she could hold her breath.

			Suddenly they were in total darkness. She drew back. Needed to surface. He pulled her onward. She needed air. She couldn’t stay under any longer.

			Suddenly he was pulling her upward. When her face broke the surface of the water, she gasped for air. Her lungs seized with need. Her body quaked from the icy water. He pressed his finger to her lips. She could barely see him. Why was it so dark? Light filtered in, but only a tiny amount.

			She forced her brain to think—to analyze their surroundings. The water was up around their waists, not quite to their chests. Sunlight filtered through...limbs and twigs and other natural debris. She understood now. A large tree had fallen into the water and served as a dam-like object, holding fallen limbs and twigs and...wait. She blinked to adjust her eyes. Maybe not all the debris was natural. An old beverage cooler, the disposable kind. What might be a black jacket and other trash.

			Distant shouting in the woods snapped her mind back to the danger close by. So damned close.

			Jax pulled on her hand. Ali watched as he lowered to his knees, his chin level with the water’s surface. She did the same, stretching to keep her nose and eyes above the surface.

			The ones chasing them were at the riverbank now. Their voices drifted through the cold, crisp air. She couldn’t make out every word, but obviously they were attempting to determine which direction the two of them had taken.

			Her body shivered. She struggled to contain the quakes. If she made a sound, she might draw their attention.

			Don’t move, don’t move!

			More frantic talking. Judging by their voices, they were extremely disgruntled that they had lost their prey.

			She closed her eyes and tried to ignore the odor of the water...of the rotting vegetation and something oddly musky. Where had that odor come from?

			Jax squeezed her hand, and her eyes opened. Movement in the water drew her gaze there.

			Snake.

			Her heart stuttered to a near halt. She held her breath as the urge to flee fired through her veins. That was the musky scent.

			Fear clamped like a vise around her chest.

			The long brown-and-black body glided along the water’s surface.

			Ali bit her bottom lip hard to prevent screaming. The sound burgeoned in her throat. Pressed against the back of her teeth.

			Had they inadvertently awakened a hibernating snake?

			Were there more? Was this their home?

			Jax held her hand so tightly she thought her bones might be crushed.

			Adrenaline buffeted her chest, roared in her veins. She could barely breathe. Prayed the thing would keep moving.

			And it did.

			As it glided away, the tension in her body lowered to a more tolerable level. Jax’s grasp on her hand loosened a fraction.

			She managed a shaky breath without dragging water into her nostrils.

			The voices had faded.

			Jax waited another minute. Each second ticked off like tiny explosions in Ali’s mind. Her body had started to quake. She couldn’t stop the reaction to the cold now seeped fully into every muscle and bone in her body.

			When they still heard no sound, Jax started to move in the direction away from where they had entered the water.

			Keeping their heads down, they progressed through the chest-deep water. A few minutes later, he was pulling her up onto the bank. Her body was numb. She shook uncontrollably.

			He burrowed into the underbrush and pulled her into his lap, wrapped his arms around her and held her tight to him.

			She closed her eyes and let the shaking overtake her. She couldn’t fight it any longer. The air around them was quiet. Not a sound beyond the water moving idly along the banks. Her fingers felt like icicles, her arms and legs like frozen slabs. She had never been so cold in her entire life.

			For what felt like hours but was certainly only minutes, they sat there, hugging each other, struggling to absorb each other’s body heat—what little there was. He stood, pulling her up with him. She couldn’t fathom how he found the strength to do so. She felt weak and shaky.

			He pressed his face to hers and whispered, “We’re going to move slowly for a while. Staying quiet is our goal.”

			She nodded her understanding.

			Again, he pulled her along, ushering her forward when her body wanted to collapse in on itself.

			Their only saving grace after that freezing dip in the water was that it was indeed warmer here than it had been in Tennessee. Still, she was so cold.

			But cold was far better than dead.

			
 
			THEY WALKED FOR what felt like miles. Her shoes still squished with every step, but her clothes were drying in some places. The legs of her jeans were reasonably dry. But the sweatshirt beneath her jacket remained soggy, as did the waist of her jeans.

			She was still cold, but not the kind of cold she had been before they began walking. It was doubtful that she would ever truly be completely warm again. Her body was working hard to move quickly across the wooded terrain, which forced her muscles to heat up.

			What she would give for a hot cup of coffee.

			Jax stopped and listened.

			She did the same.

			He’d stopped once already to try and use his cell phone, but the water had killed it. They needed dry clothes and a phone, he’d said.

			Ali wanted out of these woods. She had no desire to pee behind a tree again.

			Jax hadn’t said anything else. She understood that keeping quiet was extremely important. If those guys—she had no idea how many there had been—were still after them, they couldn’t risk the sound of their voices carrying.

			He didn’t have to say the words for her to know that he was focused on reaching a phone to call in for more reasons than one.

			Someone on his team had sold them out. The marshal, Steadman? The pilot?

			When the type of transportation and the place for takeoff had changed, he had sensed something was wrong. She had as well, to a lesser degree. His training had him on the highest level of alertness.

			As strong as she considered herself to be, she was depending solely on him to survive this new development.

			The stillness in the air, the absence of noise had them moving forward again.

			With the sun high in the sky, it had to be nearly noon. She had never appreciated the sun more than this moment. The bare trees allowed the rays to filter down to them. Her hair was dry, thankfully. She imagined it looked a mess, but she could live with a bad hair day. Jax’s leather jacket was likely ruined. Like hers, his sneakers still squished now and then.

			For the first time since this day began, her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten in a long while. Probably all the physical exertion. She pushed on, keeping pace as best she could with his long strides. Not an easy task. Her legs stung from all the slaps of brush against her jeans, particularly while they were wet.

			A faraway honking sound brushed her ears.

			Jax stopped. “Did you hear that?”

			“Yes.”

			“We may be getting close to a highway.”

			He started moving again, pulling her forward through the waist-deep brush and dead grass.

			More noise filtered through the trees.

			The faintest sound of barking...a dog.

			Jax slowed his pace.

			Then the reason punched Ali square in the face.

			Dogs.

			What if they were being tracked by dogs?

			Fear shot through her heart like a bullet.

			The barking stopped.

			She tightened her grip on his hand. He turned to her. “It wasn’t that kind of dog.”

			Relief flooded her, making her knees weak. She nodded. “Good to know.”

			They started forward again, moving slower and as quietly as possible.

			A wood fence came into view. It seemed to run for acres just beyond the tree line. Beyond the fence were rooftops.

			A neighborhood.

			More relief gushed through her. After reaching the fence, Jax stretched up and had a look. Ali waited, hoping this was perhaps someplace they could find a phone.

			“We’ll follow the fence line until we find the end.”

			She nodded. The going was easier here. For about three feet on this side of the fence line, the underbrush had been cleared. Fatigue was catching up to her now. Her muscles ached, and she was fading fast.

			It felt like another mile before they reached a turn in the fence line. A man-made pond stretched out before them. Beyond that was a fenced playground.

			Jax reached for her hand, and they started to walk again. Ali felt another shiver; she hoped anyone who looked out their windows would see them as just a couple out for a midday stroll around the pond. Except they likely looked like hell. Bedraggled and grungy. Thankfully it was a school day as well as a workday. If they were lucky, there wouldn’t be many people home to see the trespassers.

			“Should we just knock on a door?”

			Jax was surveying the neighborhood, smiling as if she’d said something funny. “Haven’t decided yet.”

			They walked the block, then made a left onto the next one. The street ended in a cul-de-sac where an empty lot and a home under construction rounded out the street with only one finished house. The finished house looked quite new itself and was for sale. Jax walked to the house under construction and studied it.

			“Nice place,” Ali said as she too pretended to survey the two-story skeleton of a home.

			“It is.” He glanced at her. “We’re going to walk around the house that’s for sale over there and see how difficult it will be to get inside.”

			“Ready when you are.”

			They followed the sidewalk to the house with the Realtor’s sign in the yard. Jax pulled a detail sheet from the flyer box. From that point, they alternately studied the flyer and explored. They walked up onto the porch and then back down the steps and around the side yard.

			“Looks as if someone is living here,” Ali noted.

			“Sure does. But I’m guessing they aren’t home.”

			“How can you tell?” They were in the backyard now with nothing but trees and a fence that cut between this backyard and the one behind it.

			“There were four newspapers in the swing on the porch. All still rolled and in wrappers.”

			She had noticed the swing but not the newspapers. “But if someone lives here, they probably have a security system.”

			“Mmm-hmm. But they probably don’t have it armed so Realtors don’t have to know the code to show the house. Too much of a hassle.”

			“Are we breaking in?”

			“We are.”

			He walked straight to the rear of the garage, where a walk-through door led from the garage into the backyard. Using a credit card from his sodden wallet, he worked some sort of sleight of hand and opened the door.

			“Did you learn that in marshal school?”

			He closed the door and locked it. “I learned that in high school, but I’ll take the Fifth on the rest of the story.” He walked to the door that led into the house. “We won’t be so lucky on this one.” He tapped the lock. “This one has a dead bolt.”

			He turned all the way around, checking the garage. There was a sedan parked on one side. A neat row of shelves on the wall beyond it. At the end, near the door they had entered, was a workbench with drawers.

			“What we need is a key.”

			Ali checked under the doormat. Jax felt along the top of the door frame. No key.

			He moved to the sedan and checked the wheel wells for one of those magnetic key holders.

			“Voilà,” he announced.

			Ali watched patiently as he unlocked the sedan and searched through it. He climbed out with a key ring loaded with keys.

			“Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

			She followed him to the door and watched as he tried key after key. Finally, he grinned. “This is the one.”

			As he opened the door, she held her breath. If an alarm went off...

			But the keypad was not blinking. Jax checked the status. “Unarmed,” he said.

			He locked the door behind them and tossed the keys on the kitchen counter. There was a phone with a built-in answering machine. Next to it was a list of numbers.

			She pointed to one of the numbers. “This one is for a hotel in San Francisco.”

			Jax picked up the list and turned it over. The homeowner’s agenda was written out on that side of the paper. He, she or they had left on Tuesday and wouldn’t be back until Sunday.

			They were safe for the moment.

			“Let’s have a walk through before we get comfortable,” Jax suggested.

			Ali followed him from room to room on the first level, then repeated the same on the second one. He looked for cameras or any other devices that might notify the owner of their presence or record their activities. The master bedroom was the only one that appeared to be in use. The other two bedrooms had very little furniture, and there were no clothes in the closets or drawers.

			Back downstairs, they returned to the kitchen and Jax checked the fridge. He grabbed two bottles of water and handed one to her. “Upstairs there was a laundry room. Throw your clothes and shoes in the washer and have a shower. I’ll stay down here and make sure no one comes in on us. Once your clothes are washed and dried, you play lookout and I’ll do the same.”

			“Are you going to call Holloway?” He would be worried. “We can trust him.” She was certain of that if nothing else.

			“I’ll call Holloway, and we’ll figure out what we do next. You go shower.”

			He didn’t have to twist her arm. She was still cold, and she was so tired she could scarcely remain standing. “Okay.”

			She forced her weary legs to climb the stairs once more. The master’s en suite was gorgeous. Lots of marble and a huge soaker tub. But she needed a shower to rinse all that murky river water off her body. She shuddered as she recalled the snake that had slithered past. But then, they had invaded his habitat.

			She walked back to the laundry room and opened the washing machine. She tossed her jacket, shoes and socks inside. Then peeled off her jeans, panties and sweatshirt. Bra, too. She threw the whole lot in the machine and added detergent and fabric softener. With the selection set to a quick wash cycle, she pressed Start and headed back to the shower. She turned on the faucet, set the temperature to hot and rounded up a towel.

			For a long minute or two, she stood under the hot spray and allowed the water to rinse and warm her skin. She washed her hair and added some of the conditioner that smelled heavenly. Then she spent a good long while slathering her body with the lavender-and-vanilla body wash.

			By the time she stepped out of the shower, she was warm and relaxed and felt relatively human again.

			With the towel wrapped around her, she moved her clothes from the washer to the dryer and started the cycle. She padded back to the bathroom and combed her hair. Since she had to wait for the dryer, she might as well blow out her hair.

			When she returned to the laundry room, she draped her towel over the hamper. Her panties, bra and socks were dry. With those items on, she walked back to the master bedroom and had a look in the closet. She found a Georgia Bulldogs T-shirt and pulled it on. The hem hit the tops of her thighs. Good enough.

			Downstairs, Jax had prepared her a peanut butter sandwich.

			“Your turn,” she announced. “The rest of my clothes are still drying.”

			He looked her up and down. “I got no complaints.”

			She grinned. “Thanks for the sandwich. Did you reach Holloway?”

			“I did. I’ll tell you all about it after I get this river stench washed off me.”

			“You will feel like a new man,” she promised.

			“You keep your eyes and ears open,” he called back from the stairs. “We’re not in the clear yet.”

			Her smile faded. This she knew well. There were no guarantees how long they would be safe here.

			There were no guarantees about any of this.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Jax had checked on Ali three times since his five-minute shower. Even five minutes was too long to allow her out of his sight, but one of them had to listen for any potential arrivals. Though the owners were out of town, a Realtor could stop by with a client at any time. For that reason, it was necessary to be vigilant.

			He opened the dryer—finally his jeans were dry. He’d hung his jacket up in the garage. He wasn’t sure how it would come out.

			This was not an ideal situation. Breaking and entering and basically stealing water, electricity and food were not a part of his training. As much as he disliked the idea of doing this, it was necessary for Ali’s safety.

			Until they understood the full ramifications of what had happened with their transport, extreme measures had to be taken.

			He had spent only fifteen seconds on the phone with Holloway. Though he trusted the man implicitly, that didn’t mean someone else wasn’t monitoring his calls. Holloway was aware they had escaped the ambush and were presently safe and unharmed.

			While Ali had showered, he had poured a bag of rice into a bowl and stuffed his phone into the center of it. He’d removed the case hours ago, hoping the phone might dry out and still function. He’d also found some oil to take care of his weapon.

			He would know soon enough if the phone was going to work again, he supposed.

			Dressed now, he returned to the kitchen, where Ali’s attention was glued to the television.

			“You okay?” He asked the question because her face was pale, and her arms were hugged around her body.

			“I’ve been watching the news for the past half hour, and there’s nothing about what happened to us.”

			“I’m sure the situation is being kept quiet. The AUSA will not want anyone to know his one and only witness is out of pocket. Of course, Armone’s people are aware of the situation, but they have no idea—hopefully—where we are at present.”

			She tipped her head in understanding. “So this—” she gestured to the television hanging on the wall “—is a good thing.”

			“A very good thing.”

			It was nearing four o’clock. He had to make a decision. “This might be a little too close to where things hit the fan. I’d feel more comfortable if we relocated to a hotel closer to Atlanta.”

			“Are we going to borrow the car in the garage?” She looked skeptical.

			“We are. I’ll leave a note for the homeowner in case they come home early. He’ll be reimbursed. I’ll make sure the car is returned when we’re finished.”

			“Works for me.” Beggars couldn’t be choosers. She would be thankful for however they escaped the trouble on their heels.

			“We should borrow a hat. Maybe a scarf for you.”

			“I’ll go upstairs and find what we need.”

			“I’ll make sure everything is squared away down here.”

			Jax walked through the first floor, ensuring all was as they’d found it. He’d already done this upstairs. He wrote a note to the homeowner and left it by the phone. Since he couldn’t be sure who might come in the house between now and tomorrow, he didn’t sign his name. No one needed to know they had been here until Ali had testified.

			He grabbed a couple more bottles of water from the fridge, mentally adding it to his tab. He removed his cell from the bowl of rice and cleaned up the mess he’d made. He used a paper towel to go over the phone to ensure there was no more moisture clinging to it. So far so good. He pressed the button to boot it up and hoped for the best.

			When the logo appeared and the screen flickered to life, he breathed a sigh of relief. He tucked it into his hip pocket. Since his jacket was still sodden, he’d opted to forgo the shoulder holster and carry his weapon in his waistband. To that end, he left his shirt untucked.

			They would need to pick up clothes for tomorrow. A big supercenter-type store would be the best for the purposes of staying anonymous. He always carried a prepaid credit card with him for moments like this. He would use it at the hotel.

			Ali descended the stairs. She’d used a scarf to pull her blond hair back. The way the fabric wrapped around her head, her hair was almost completely covered. She handed him a ball cap with the Bulldogs’ logo.

			“Thanks.” He gave her a nod of approval. “Good job on disguising your hair.”

			“I’m hoping there are sunglasses in the car.”

			“We’re ready then.” He settled the hat into place.

			Once they were in the garage, he locked the door leading to the house. Ali settled into the passenger seat and fastened her seat belt. He pulled on his own, as well. She checked the glove box and then the console.

			“Aha. Sunglasses for everyone.” She passed him a pair and slid her own into place.

			He tucked the sleek-looking pair she’d given him onto his face. “Nothing like traveling incognito.”

			They stared at each other for a long moment. He didn’t have to see her eyes behind the dark eyewear. She was afraid. She should be. But he would do all within his power to keep her safe.

			“Let’s do this.”

			He hit the garage opener and waited while the door slowly slid upward.

			Then he backed from the garage, tapped the button again to close the door and then eased out onto the street.

			Dusk had fallen, but it wasn’t quite dark enough to give him any extra confidence. All they had to do was roll through the neighborhood without drawing any attention and without running into trouble.

			
 
			ALI REMINDED HERSELF to breathe. Every person on the street seemed to be staring at her as they drove past. But she understood it was her imagination. Other cars glided slowly along the street. Residents coming home from work, probably. A suffocating mixture of worry and fear enveloped her as they met each vehicle.

			Would this be the one carrying the bad guys?

			How many were searching for them now?

			Could they possibly hope to survive the night?

			Another turn and they were on the main road, Highway 92, moving away from the neighborhood. The suffocating sensation seeped away. She relaxed against the seat and drew in a big breath. The first hurdle was behind them. Now all they had to do was find a decent motel or hotel close enough to the courthouse but still off the beaten path.

			Someplace no one would expect to find them.

			As they drove across town, traffic was murder. Their timing couldn’t have been worse. Commuters were leaving work, heading home, and everyone wanted to get there first. Patience was less than zero, and aggression was over the top. Ali couldn’t help scanning the faces in the cars jammed beside them, in front of them and behind them.

			Her nerves were strumming, her ability to breathe constricted again. She recognized the symptoms. She was barreling toward a panic attack. She’d only ever had a few, but she remembered each one distinctly.

			It was the most awful feeling. A sensation of being utterly out of control with an overwhelming sense of doom.

			“Breathe slow and deep, Ali.”

			His voice was low and soft, comforting. She would love for him to take the next exit and pull over somewhere so she could get out of this stolen car and run around in circles. Anything to work off the excess adrenaline rushing through her veins.

			She struggled to do as he said. Slow, deep, deep, deeper breath. Hold it, let it out slowly. She closed her eyes. Could not analyze another face. This was enough. Enough. It wasn’t like they could escape if a car pulled up beside them and the driver or a passenger pointed a weapon at them. There was no place to go in this bumper-to-bumper traffic.

			Another slow, deep breath.

			Then another.

			“We’re almost there,” he said, the deep resonance of his voice softening the sharp edges of her anxiety.

			He took an exit.

			Thank God.

			She leaned forward and noted the street was North Avenue. He merged into traffic on North and headed east. Then another turn onto North Highland. Traffic wasn’t so bad here.

			Another slow, steady breath.

			A final turn into the parking lot of an inn. He chose a slot far away from the street and shaded by a group of trees and shrubs.

			“When we go inside,” he said, “I want you to go into the ladies’ room. There will be one somewhere close to the lobby. I’ll follow you there and ensure there’s no one inside. Go into a stall and lock yourself in. When I have a room key, I’ll knock on the door and say ‘home free.’”

			“Okay.”

			He stared into her eyes, his showing more worry than she suspected he wanted to. “I don’t want you standing in front of that counter for the amount of time it will take to get checked in. Plus, it’s better if I check in alone. They’ll be looking for a couple. Later, we’ll go someplace and find clothes for tomorrow. We need to wait until it’s quieter on the streets.”

			“I understand.”

			He leaned across the console and kissed her forehead. “You’re doing great. This has been tough, and you’ve hung in there every step of the way.”

			She managed a smile. “Thanks.”

			Jax scanned the parking lot as they moved toward the side entrance to the lobby. No need to go through the main entrance since they had no luggage and didn’t need the assistance of a bellman. Two guests were at the counter checking in, so the clerks paid no attention to them crossing the lobby.

			The restrooms were only a few feet down the corridor beyond the registration desk. Directly across from the bank of elevators. He waited at the open door while she checked to ensure no one was in the ladies’ room.

			“It’s clear.”

			“Lock yourself in a stall, and I’ll be back as quickly as possible.”

			The door closed with a swoosh, and she inspected the four stalls, deciding on the one at the end. She slid the lock into its slot and closed the toilet lid. She sat down and pulled her knees to her chest. If someone came in, maybe they would think this stall was out of order.

			The crack in the door was quite narrow, but if anyone really looked they would see her in here.

			Hopefully that wouldn’t happen. Jax wouldn’t be gone that long.

			She pressed her chin to her knees and struggled to relax. It was almost over. This time tomorrow she would be out of Atlanta. The AUSA had promised that as soon as she had testified and been cross-examined, she was free to go.

			The hydraulic whoosh of the door opening had her head going up. There had been no knock. No code word.

			A distinct click, drag and shuffle vibrated in the air.

			Ali held her breath. Didn’t dare breathe.

			A stall door banged inward.

			Click. Drag. Shuffle.

			Then another door banged inward.

			Why didn’t the woman pick a stall already?

			Unless it wasn’t a woman looking for a stall.

			The urge to lean down and look beneath the stall wall was overwhelming, but the act would be impossible without dropping her feet to the floor.

			The third stall door banged inward. Then another click.

			Ali’s gaze glued to the floor and the metal legs of something beyond her stall door...and white leather shoes...

			A sharp rap sounded on the door. “I see you in there.”

			Ali’s heart thundered. She blinked. Her gaze slid around the stall. Stainless steel safety bar. The door had opened outward rather than inward.

			Oh hell. She was in the handicap-accessible stall.

			“Sorry. I... I’m finished.”

			Ali slid the lock back and cracked open the door. An elderly lady glared at her as she backed up a step with a click and a drag of her walker and a shuffle of her rubber-soled shoes.

			“I’m sorry.” Ali slid through the partially opened door. “I was upset and not paying attention.”

			Thin gray eyebrows arched high on her wrinkled forehead. “I hope you flushed the toilet.”

			A solid knock on the door followed by, “Home free,” saved her from an explanation.

			“I did. Sorry.”

			Ali rushed to the door, pushed it open enough to see Jax and practically fell into his arms.

			“You okay?”

			“I am now.”

			
 
			THEY ORDERED ROOM service and devoured the food. Somehow, despite the near panic attack she’d had, Ali dozed off on the ultra-soft king-size bed. She hadn’t intended to fall asleep, but she’d crawled onto the down comforter and snuggled into the mound of pillows to wait for Jax to say they were ready, and just like that, she was out.

			When she opened her eyes again, it was almost eight. She bolted upright.

			“Why didn’t you wake me?”

			He grinned. “You were exhausted. I didn’t want to disturb you. You have a big day tomorrow.”

			Like she could forget.

			She scooted off the bed and hurried to the bathroom. She relieved herself and finger-combed her hair. She was a mess. She desperately needed a hairbrush and a toothbrush.

			When she’d made herself as presentable as possible, she rejoined Jax, who waited at the door.

			“Let’s go pick up some clothes.”

			“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

			He checked the security viewfinder and then opened the door. “The stairs are on this end of the corridor. They’ll take us down to that side door.”

			Obviously he had done some exploring or research of some sort. The car was parked near that entrance, which would making escaping without being seen far easier.

			“Do you know where we’re going?” She knew of several supercenters within a twenty-minute drive. She doubted one was any better than the other.

			“The closest place and then back here to hole up for the night.”

			Every moment they were out in the open, the more danger they faced.

			“Have you spoken to Holloway or anyone?”

			“I called him on my cell.” He glanced at her. “It works, but not very well. I managed to get across to him that we would be at the courthouse on time in the morning.

			“He said something about an arrest, but I didn’t catch all of it. Too much static. I’m assuming that means whoever leaked information about our whereabouts has been found.”

			“That’s good news.”

			“Holloway is reporting directly to AUSA Knowles, who passes info along to Keller. But he doesn’t have our location. No one does. Not even Holloway.”

			“We should be safe, then,” she said, hopeful.

			“We should be, yes.”

			Until tomorrow, when they had to walk into that courthouse.

			At the supercenter, they moved quickly through the aisles. Toiletries and other essentials were first on Ali’s agenda. Jax grabbed a razor and toiletries of his own. She kind of liked his shadowed jaw. He hadn’t shaved since yesterday morning. It was sexy.

			“Why are you smiling?” He nodded to the shampoo she held. “You imagining how luscious it will make your hair feel?”

			She shook her head, glanced at his chin. “No. Just thinking how much I like this scruffy look.”

			He rubbed his hand over his jaw. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

			His grin told her he was flattered. She liked his smile. Always had.

			“Clothes,” he said.

			“Right.”

			The store was more known for its casual wear than for courtroom apparel, but she found a dress that would work. A sweater and shoes plus undergarments and she was good to go.

			Jax selected a pair of trousers and a button-down shirt. Socks, shoes and underwear. On second thought he grabbed a belt, too.

			Ali’s nerves were jittery until they had paid for their merchandise and made their way back to the borrowed car. She liked to think it was borrowed rather than stolen.

			She hoped none of this came back to haunt Jax. If his helping her jeopardized his career somehow, she would be devastated.

			Driving back to the inn, he asked, “Are you feeling calmer now?”

			“Yes. I am. I feel we’ve made our way over the biggest obstacles and we can see the light at the end of the tunnel.”

			“We’ll get through this,” he promised.

			The same parking slot was available when they reached the inn. He backed into the space so the license plate wouldn’t be visible to anyone cruising through the lot. They hurried inside and up the stairs. Once they were in the room and Jax had done a thorough search, Ali relaxed.

			“You hungry? Room service ends in about an hour. Speak now or you’re out of luck.”

			She grabbed the room service menu and perused the offerings. “Cheeseburger, fries and a soft drink.”

			He made the call and ordered the same as her. While they waited, they hung up tomorrow’s wardrobe, content to let the silence settle between them. She thought of all they had been through this day, and she couldn’t repress a shudder.

			“Jax.”

			He turned to her, his expression expectant.

			“I want you to know that no matter what happens tomorrow, I am very grateful for all you and Marshal Holloway have done.” She took a big breath. “I’m not sure I can adequately articulate what it means to me to have had the past few days with you. I never imagined we’d find each other again.” She smiled. “Whatever tomorrow brings, this time with you means the world to me.”

			He pulled her into a kiss. He said everything she wanted to know with his mouth and hands and then with his body.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Trial day

			Thursday, February 6

			“There are four FBI agents, four marshals besides me and a good number of Fulton County deputies watching everyone who enters the building.”

			Jax waited for her to catch up with all that he was saying.

			Ali looked worried. Worried and scared and yet strong and brave somehow. However terrified she was, she was damned determined to get this done. He was so proud of her.

			But he didn’t want to lose her. If there had been any questions whatsoever, those doubts and uncertainties had vanished last night. He had held her against his body and he’d known that she was the part of his life that had been missing all these years. He hadn’t wanted a long-term relationship with anyone else because his heart had always belonged to Ali.

			“Do you have a route planned out?” she asked as she stared at the map of downtown Atlanta he had spread across the desk.

			“We’re not taking any direct routes.” He pointed to the map. “We’ll take North Highland all the way down to Irwin. Then we’ll zigzag around and head up to Ivan Allen before dropping down to where we need to be.”

			“Where will we park?”

			“We’ll do the same thing we did in Nashville. Park at some church a few blocks away and call for a driver to take us to the front entrance. Sheriff’s deputies will come out of the woodwork when I give the signal and form a line on either side of the entrance so no one can get to you from the street between exiting the car and gaining entrance.”

			“What about some shooter who might be in a neighboring building? Taking aim from some window?” She shook her head. “I’ve probably seen far too many movies, but when I think of how vicious and ruthless Armone is, I know he’s capable of anything.”

			“We have that covered. Before we so much as step out of the vehicle, the deputies will cover and surround us, ushering us into the building. Making that shot will be virtually impossible. Inside, the marshals will take over and get us to the courtroom.”

			Ali moistened her lips. “Sounds like a good plan.”

			“We are prepared to react to anything that occurs.”

			“What about a bomb?” She tugged at the neck of the new dress. It was a floral print, and she looked so young and innocent in it.

			“Bomb squad is standing by. AUSA Keller isn’t taking any chances.”

			She turned to him. He let her look her fill without saying anything. The cheap trousers, shirt and tie would do. The jacket would work to cover his weapon. The clothes were far from spectacular. Yet she stared at him as if he were some celebrity dressed in a thousand-dollar getup.

			“You’ll be in the courtroom?”

			He smiled. “I will. Security is on high alert. No one is getting into that building with a weapon unless he’s a marshal, FBI agent or sheriff’s deputy.”

			It was going to be a long day. Her testimony would take hours, and then there was the cross-examination. As soon as the judge dismissed her, Jax was getting her out of there.

			They had made their plan last night. He had already scheduled a few days to visit his parents, but he’d put that off for this assignment. He wanted to take her to Seattle this very evening. She had agreed.

			No one was going to stop him.

			She had been worried about clothes. He had laughed and said he would buy her a whole new wardrobe.

			He held out his hand. “We should get going. You ready?”

			“I’m ready.”

			He’d already done the in-room checkout, so there was no reason to stop at the registration desk. They exited via the stairwell again. The parking lot was clear. They were in the car and exiting the lot in under three minutes.

			The route he’d mapped out went off without a hitch. He found a church at which to park and made the call for an Uber pickup.

			Ali grew more nervous with each passing moment. She couldn’t keep her hands still. Her eyes roved the parking lot.

			“I was thinking,” he said, drawing her attention to him. “My apartment is kind of small, and they don’t allow pets.”

			Her gaze widened at the idea that Bob wouldn’t be allowed at his place.

			“Once we’ve spent a couple of days with the family, we should probably look for a house. Something with a yard for Bob.”

			Her lips spread into a smile, and the sheer joy in her eyes affected the rhythm of his heart. “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”

			“I am absolutely certain,” he confirmed. “I want us to start our new life right away. No more waiting. No putting anything off. Life is too short and too precious.”

			She stretched across the console and kissed his lips. “I want you to promise me something.”

			Her face had gone completely serious now.

			“Name it.” Anything she wanted, if he had the power to make it happen, he intended to.

			“Promise me that if you suddenly realize that you’ve made the wrong decision—” He opened his mouth to argue, but she stopped him with her fingers. “If you’ve made this decision out of some sense of guilt and you come to realize that going back to what we had before is not what you really want, swear to me that you’ll tell me. I don’t want you spending your life trying to make up for a decision you made at twenty-two.”

			“You have my word,” he said instead of countering. “If I decide for some reason that I don’t want to spend the rest of my life with you or that I don’t want you to be my wife and have children with me, then I’ll let you know.”

			She blinked, startled. “What did you say?”

			“Which part?” He might be enjoying this a little too much.

			“The part in the middle just before the mention of children.”

			“I want you to marry me, Ali. Tonight, tomorrow, next week, whenever is good for you.”

			She threw her arms around him, and they hugged. “I love you,” he whispered against her hair. “I have for more than a decade.”

			Ali drew back and looked into his eyes. “I love you, too.”

			He swept a strand of hair from her cheek. Before he could say more, he spotted the car he was expecting. The driver matched the photo he’d been sent.

			“Here’s our ride.”

			He climbed out and walked around to her door. When she emerged, she took his hand and said, “Don’t get shot, okay?”

			He grinned. “You got it.”

			
 
			THE CAR PULLED to the curb in front of the entrance to the federal building. Ali’s heart was pounding so heart she could scarcely breathe.

			Immediately a line of uniforms formed on either side of the car door from which they would emerge.

			“Ready?”

			She nodded.

			As the car door opened, something large and black like some sort of tarp was stretched out overhead. Jax climbed out of the car and reached for her hand. She joined him on the sidewalk. As planned, the uniforms closed in around them. She and Jax hunkered down and moved with the mass of uniforms through the doors.

			Once they were inside, she managed a breath. The other marshals took over from there, surrounding them and ushering them toward the elevator.

			They stepped into the car, and Ali struggled to hold back a looming panic attack. She would not let this happen. Not now. What she was about to do was one of the most important steps in her life. She would not fail.

			She and Jax were sequestered in a private room until it was time for her to enter the courtroom. There hadn’t been time to don bulletproof vests. At this point it was no longer necessary. They were inside, well guarded, and anyone who stepped into that courtroom would be, as well.

			A few minutes later, she was escorted to the courtroom, Jax at her side. Silence fell over the room as she walked to the witness box. Jax sat behind the AUSA. She stood facing the courtroom, and her gaze immediately lit on Harrison Armone Sr. She stared at him, unflinching. He was surrounded by a team of attorneys, but they would not win. Not this time.

			While her former father-in-law stared at her, she took the oath to tell the truth and nothing but the truth. She sat down, and as she did, she smiled at him. She wanted him to know how very much she intended to enjoy this day.

			
 
			MORNING HAD GIVEN way to late afternoon by the time Ali was finished. They had taken a lunch break and she’d spent that time in the private room with Jax. She hadn’t been able to eat. She wasn’t sure she could again until she was far away from here.

			When she was dismissed, she was escorted out of the courtroom just as she had been when she entered.

			Another few minutes were required for her and Jax to be whisked away from the courthouse via a route where they wouldn’t be trapped by reporters. Jax had turned over the keys to the borrowed car and given one of the other marshals a list of items owed to the owner.

			To Ali’s surprise, Marshal Holloway and his friend Chief Brannigan showed up to drive them to the airport.

			“You’re looking far better,” she said to Holloway.

			“I don’t feel as much like death, that’s for sure,” he said with a laugh.

			She hugged him gently and thanked him again for all he’d done to keep her safe for six long months. He promised to see that Bob arrived safely in Seattle in a couple of weeks. Jax hadn’t told her until they were out of the courthouse that he’d already put in for a transfer back to Seattle. He would be on vacation until the transfer was approved.

			Two and a half hours later, she and Jax were sitting in first-class seats headed to Seattle.

			“I’m thinking,” she said, “we should take a honeymoon.” She was feeling bold after a lovely cocktail.

			Jax chuckled. “Don’t you think we should get married first?”

			She leaned her head against his shoulder. “Maybe we’ll just do it simultaneously. You know, go to some exotic place and get married there.”

			“We could,” he agreed. “But then we’d have to face the wrath of my mother and my sister. They’ve been waiting for this wedding for a long time.”

			Ali laughed so hard she lost her breath. “Usually that would be the bride’s line.”

			He pressed his forehead to hers. “We’ll do whatever you want to do, Ali. As long as you say, ‘I do.’”

			“Well, I can do that right now, Marshal. I so do.”

			She sealed that promise with a kiss.
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			Burton Johnston was born in Winchester, Tennessee, on May 5, 1940. He was a loving husband and a respected public servant. His work with the healing of animals made him one of the most beloved citizens in all of Franklin County. He served as county coroner for four decades. Despite being nearly eighty years old, Burt worked every day. He loved his work and his hometown. He will be greatly missed. Burt was predeceased by his beloved wife, Mildred. He is survived by a sister, Sally Jernigan, of Tullahoma.
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			One

			Winchester, Tennessee
Monday, March 9, 7:35 a.m.

			Rowan DuPont parked on the southeast side of the downtown square. The county courthouse sat smack in the middle of Winchester with streets forming a grid around it. Shops, including a vintage movie theater, revitalized over the past few years by local artisans, lined the sidewalks. Something Rowan loved most about her hometown were the beautiful old trees that still stood above all else. So often the trees were the first things to go when towns received a facelift. Not in Winchester. The entire square had been refreshed, and the majestic old trees still stood.

			This morning the promise of spring was impossible to miss. Blooms and leaves sprouted from every bare limb. This was her favorite time of year. A new beginning. Anything could happen.

			Rowan sighed. Funny how being back in Winchester had come to mean so much to her these past several months. As a teenager she couldn’t wait to get away from home. Growing up in a funeral home had made her different from the other kids. She was the daughter of the undertaker, a curiosity. At twelve tragedy had struck, and she’d lost her twin sister and her mother within months of each other. The painful events had driven her to the very edge. By the time she finished high school, she was beyond ready for a change of scenery. Despite having spent more than twenty years living in the big city, hiding from the memories of home, and a dozen of those two decades working with Nashville’s Metro Police Department—in Homicide, no less—she had been forced to see that there was no running away. No hiding from the secrets of her past.

			There were too many secrets, too many lies, to be ignored.

			Yet, despite all that had happened the first eighteen years of her life, she was immensely glad to be back home.

			If only the most painful part of her time in Nashville—serial killer Julian Addington—hadn’t followed her home and wreaked havoc those first months after her return.

			Rowan took a breath and emerged from her SUV. The morning air was brisk and fresh. More glimpses of spring’s impending arrival showed in pots overflowing with tulips, daffodils and crocuses. Those same early bloomers dotted the landscape beds all around the square. It was a new year, and she was very grateful to have the previous year behind her.

			She might not be able to change the past, but she could forge a different future, and she intended to do exactly that.

			Closing the door, she smiled as she thought of the way Billy had winked at her as he’d left this morning. He’d settled that cowboy hat onto his handsome head, flashed that sexy smile and winked, leaving her heart fluttering. Four months ago he’d moved into the funeral home with her. The 150-year-old three-story house didn’t feel nearly so lonely now. She and Billy had been friends most of their lives and, in truth, she had been attracted to him since she was thirteen or fourteen. But she’d never expected a romantic relationship to evolve. Billy Brannigan was a hometown hero. The chief of police and probably the most eligible bachelor in all of Franklin County. He could have his pick of any of the single women around town. Rowan hadn’t expected to be his choice.

			She had always been too work oriented to bother with long-term relationships. Too busy for dating on a regular basis.

			Billy had made her want long term. He made her believe anything was possible, even moving beyond her tragic past.

			The whole town was speculating on when the wedding invitations would go out. Rowan hadn’t even considered the possibility. This place where she and Billy were was comfortable. It felt good. Particularly since fate had given them a break the past four months. No trouble beyond the regular, everyday sort. No calls or notes from Julian. No unexplained bodies turning up. And no serial killers had appeared looking for Rowan.

			Life was strangely calm and oddly normal.

			She would never say as much to Billy, but it was just a little terrifying. The worry that any day, any moment, the next bad thing would happen stalked her every waking moment. Somehow she managed to keep that worry on the back burner. But it was there, waiting for an opportunity to seep into her present.

			“Not today,” she said aloud.

			Today was important. She and Burt Johnston, the county coroner, had breakfast on Monday mornings. She locked her vehicle and started for the sidewalk. The Corner Diner was a lunch staple in Winchester. Had been since the end of the Great Depression. Attorneys and judges who had court often frequented the place for lunch. Most anyone who was someone in the area could be found at the diner. More deals and gossip happened here than in the mayor’s office.

			But breakfast with the coroner wasn’t the only event that made this day so important.

			Today she intended to offer her assistant, Charlotte Kinsley, a promotion and a part ownership in the funeral home. Since there were no more DuPonts—Rowan had no children and couldn’t say if that would ever happen—she needed to bring someone into the family business. Someone younger who could carry on the DuPont legacy.

			Rowan paused outside the diner. The iron bench that sat beneath the plate-glass window was empty. Surprise furrowed her brow. Burt usually waited there for her. She surveyed the cars lining the sidewalks as far as the eye could see. No sign of Burt’s. He was never late, but there was always a first time. After all, he wasn’t exactly a young man anymore.

			She sank down onto the bench, dug her cell phone from her bag and sent him a text. She was the one who generally kept him waiting, and he never once complained. She certainly wasn’t going to do so. His car was a little on the vintage side, as well. Maybe he had car trouble this morning. Worry gnawed at her. A dead battery or a flat tire. Surely he would have called her.

			“Morning, Rowan.”

			She glanced up, smiling automatically. Lance Kirby, one of the attorneys who was not fortunate enough to have an office on the square. The ones who had been around a lifetime held on to that highly sought-after real estate. The others, like Kirby, waited patiently for someone to retire or to die. Meanwhile they showed up for coffee in this highly visible location bright and early every morning.

			“Good morning, Lance.”

			Kirby was a couple of years older than her. He’d lived in Winchester his entire life other than the years he spent at college and law school. He was divorced and had three kids. He’d asked Rowan out to dinner on several occasions. She hoped he didn’t ask again this morning. Coming up with an excuse to turn him down was becoming tedious. Surely he was aware that she and Billy were a couple now.

			The idea startled her a little. This was the first time in her life that she was half of a couple in the truest sense of the word.

			“If you’re waiting for Burt, he’s parked around back. Every spot around the square was taken before seven this morning.” Kirby reached for the door. “People have come early hoping for a chance to get into the Winters trial. Everyone wants to hear the story on that family.”

			Rowan had been reading about the trial for weeks in the Winchester Gazette. “That explains why I had to circle around for a while before I found a spot.” She’d forgotten about the small parking area in the back alley behind the diner. “Thanks for telling me. I was worried he’d stood me up.”

			Kirby laughed. “I don’t think any man still breathing would stand you up, Rowan.”

			She glanced at her cell phone as if it had vibrated. “Oops. I have to take this.”

			The instant she set the phone to her ear, Kirby went on inside the diner, the bell over the door jingling to announce his entrance.

			Thank goodness.

			For appearances’ sake, she kept the phone to her ear a half a minute, then put it away. To pass the time, she counted the yellow daffodils brimming in the rock planter built around the tree at the edge of the sidewalk. Those lovely yellow flowers were coming up all around the funeral home, too. Her mother had loved gardening. Maybe her mother had hoped to chase away some of the gloom associated with living in a funeral home.

			Somehow her father had managed to keep her mother’s extensive gardens alive and thriving for all those years. Since her father’s death, Rowan had hired a gardener, because she did not have a green thumb at all. She had killed every plant she’d ever tried to nurture. She was not going to be the one who dropped the ball on the family garden.

			She glanced up, then down, the sidewalk. Still no sign of Burt. With a sigh, she pushed to her feet. Maybe he was on the phone, which would explain why he hadn’t answered her text. Rather than keep waiting, she cut through the narrow side alley to the small rear parking lot. With his taillights facing the back of the diner, Burt’s white sedan was nosed up to the bank that faced North Jefferson Street.

			Rowan quickened her pace and walked up to the driver’s side of his car. Burt sat behind the steering wheel, staring out the windshield.

			For a moment Rowan waited for him to glance over and see her, but he didn’t move. Whether it was the lax expression on his face or some deep-rooted instinct, she abruptly understood that he was dead.

			She tugged at the door handle. Thankfully it opened. Her heart pounding, she bent down. No matter that her brain was telling her he was already gone, she asked, “Burt, you okay?”

			Her fingers went instantly to his carotid artery.

			Nothing.

			Rowan snatched her cell from her bag and called 911. She requested an ambulance and the chief of police, then she laid the phone on the ground and reached into the car and pulled Burt from his seat. She grunted with the effort of stretching him out on the pavement. On her knees next to him, she pressed her ear to his chest. No heartbeat. She held her cheek close to his lips. No breath.

			Rowan started CPR.

			The voice from the speaker of her cell phone confirmed that the ambulance was en route. She informed the dispatcher that she’d started CPR.

			Rowan continued the compressions, her eyes burning with emotion. Burt was her friend. She had been gone from Winchester for a very long time, and he had made her feel as if she’d never left. She did not want him to die. Other than Billy, he was the person she felt closest to.

			The voice of logic reminded her that Burt was just two months shy of his eightieth birthday.

			She ignored the voice and focused on the chest compressions. “Come on, Burt. Don’t you die on me.”

			Facial color was still good. Skin was still warm. He couldn’t have been in this condition for long. Hope attempted to make an appearance. But it was short-lived. Even a few minutes could be too many.

			Damn it!

			The approaching sirens drove home the realization that this was all too real.

			The paramedics hurried across the parking lot and took over her frantic efforts. Rowan pushed to her feet and backed away, her muscles feeling suddenly weak.

			“Hey.”

			She looked up, and Billy’s arms were suddenly around her. She leaned against his shoulder and fought the urge to weep.

			Burt didn’t respond to the efforts of the paramedics. Dr. Harold Schneider, a local physician who had attended university with Burt, came to the scene and pronounced his old friend dead.

			By the time the ambulance and Schneider were gone, Rowan felt drained. This was not the way she had expected this day to go. This was supposed to be a good day.

			“I’ll have one of my officers take Burt’s car home,” Billy said. He reached into the driver’s side floorboard and retrieved Burt’s cell phone. As he did, the screen lit. “Looks like he was typing a text for you.” Billy glanced at Rowan.

			She moved in next to him and looked at the screen. At the top was the text she had sent to him. He hadn’t opened it. Behind that was the text box into which he had been typing. She read the words.

			I found something you need to see.

			Rowan frowned. “Why didn’t he just call or...?”

			Her words trailed off. Because he had died before he had the chance to finish.

			“Maybe he planned on talking to you over breakfast,” Billy offered. “He may have recognized that he was having a heart attack and tried to send you a message.”

			Rowan shook her head. “If you think you’re having a heart attack, why not call 911? Why waste precious seconds sending a text about something unrelated to your potentially impending demise?”

			It didn’t make sense. Burt dealt with death all the time. He was too smart to do something so foolish.

			“Can I keep his phone for a while?” She looked to Billy. “I’d like to go through his calls and messages just to be sure there isn’t something else in there I need to know about. I’ll be sure to get it to his sister when I’m finished.”

			Billy shrugged and passed her the phone. “We have no reason to believe foul play was involved. Since I’m certain he wouldn’t mind, I don’t see why not.”

			“Thanks.” The phone felt like a brick in her hand. As little as half an hour ago, Burt may have been holding it, typing those words to her. Her stomach twisted. What had he wanted to show her? Was it so important that he would put telling her above his own safety? If he hadn’t been aware he was dying, why try to send a text when they were about to have breakfast together? He was already at the diner, only steps from her.

			This was the downside to having friends. Growing up in a funeral home, one would think she would have gotten used to death. But it was different when it was someone close. This was the part that you never got used to.

			“I have to get back to the office,” Billy said, regret in his voice. “I can take you home first if you’d like.”

			She shook her head. “I’ll be okay.” Breakfast was out of the question. She couldn’t eat if her life depended upon it. After his wife passed, Burt had told Rowan many times that he wanted her to take care of his final arrangements when the time came. She would need to go back to the funeral home and pick up the hearse so that she could go to the hospital and take charge of his body. “I have to pick up Burt and take care of him. That’s what he wanted.”

			Billy grimaced. “I figured. You’re sure you don’t need me to help?”

			“Charlotte is working today. She’ll want to help.” Rowan managed a smile. “Thanks, anyway.”

			She watched Billy drive away before she headed back through the narrow alley and to the front side of the diner where she’d parked her SUV. It had taken two months for Billy to stop being so overprotective. After what happened just before Halloween with Wanda Henegar and Sue Ellen Thackerson, he’d been determined to keep her under constant surveillance. Finally, she’d convinced him that she was okay to drive around town and to be at the funeral home alone. She was armed, her handgun was in her bag and she was vigilant about paying attention to her surroundings.

			Rowan settled into the driver’s seat of her SUV and started the engine. After her father’s murder last year, she had expected to put helping to solve homicides behind her. She had come home to take over the funeral home. Preparing and burying the dead was the only relationship she had expected to have with death. But her father’s murderer, Julian Addington, had had other plans. He had haunted her life, even daring to show up in person. Rowan had shot him. Unfortunately he’d survived.

			No. She was glad he had survived. She needed Julian alive. There were answers she still wanted. Perhaps that was why her shot had been so far off that day. As much as she wanted him to pay for all that he had done, she also wanted the whole truth. She was sick to death of the bits and pieces of her mother’s history. A million little pieces that Rowan couldn’t seem to cobble together in a way that made any kind of sense.

			She stared at Burt’s cell phone, wishing it held the answers she needed, but of course it did not. Admittedly, she had learned a good deal since returning to Winchester. Her mother had been involved with Julian Addington, currently one of the most prolific serial killers in documented history. The depth of her involvement was unknown. If Anna Addington, Julian’s ex-wife, was to be believed, Julian had been obsessed with Norah, Rowan’s mother. After her death, he had become obsessed with Rowan—all that was left of her since his own daughter had murdered Rowan’s twin sister, Raven.

			If all that wasn’t complicated enough, Norah DuPont appeared to have had many friends besides Julian who were killers. Like the one who had curated the faces and skin of his victims—all of whom turned out to be serial killers who were never caught. The FBI had had them labeled as inactive. Finding those faces had solved hundreds of cases.

			There was even some circumstantial evidence that Rowan’s father, Edward, was involved on some level. Julian would have Rowan believe that Edward had killed Julian’s daughter, Alisha, after she murdered Raven. But Rowan refused to believe such nonsense. Her father had not been capable of murder. She would never believe otherwise.

			But finding the truth she sought was not easy. Her parents were dead. Herman Carter, her father’s lifelong friend and assistant at the funeral home, was dead. He’d committed suicide after Rowan discovered his treachery—the black marketing of stolen body parts. It seemed the harder she searched for accurate information, the taller the brick walls and the murkier the pictures she discovered.

			Her mother had been a loner—at least, that was what everyone had always thought. She’d traveled frequently doing research for her writing. Norah DuPont had been a self-proclaimed writer. She’d had no friends—at least, no real ones that Rowan had found. Her father’s one good friend was dead.

			Rowan certainly couldn’t trust anything Julian told her.

			As grateful as she was for the past few months of peace and quiet, the uneventful period also worried her. What was Julian up to? It was possible he was dead, she supposed. The consensus of most involved with the investigation was that she had only winged him. But he had not been spotted since she shot him in May of last year. She had heard from him a couple of times but nothing since last fall.

			If he was alive, he was no doubt readying for some sort of strike. Lining up all his ducks, as they say. But last October another facet had been added to this strange situation. A man whose name she did not know had appeared to help her out of a deadly situation. He had claimed her mother sent him to protect her.

			But her mother was dead. Had been for almost twenty-eight years.

			Rowan shook her head. Just when she thought she had cleared up one aspect of this insanity, two more things cropped up, adding additional questions and leading her in a whole new and bizarre direction.

			She stared at Burt’s phone. Touched the Home key to awaken the screen. Luckily he had no pass code. She checked his text messages and his call log. She even reviewed his emails. Nothing except veterinary and coroner talk. Conferences. New cutting-edge drug therapies.

			Nothing about her or her family or Julian.

			“What in the world did you need to show me, Burt?”

			A sharp rap on her window made her practically jump out of her skin. Her heart in her throat, she lifted her gaze to the figure hovering only inches from the glass.

			Lance Kirby.

			She dragged in a breath as she powered down her window. Somehow she produced a smile for the persistent man. “Sorry. I was a thousand miles away.”

			Actually, she’d only been a few, but he had no need to know that.

			“I didn’t mean to startle you.” He reached through the window, squeezed her shoulder, his fingers lingering a little longer than necessary. “I just wanted to say how sorry I am. I heard about Burt.” He jerked his head toward the diner. “It’s a shame. A real shame.”

			Rowan nodded. “It is. He’ll be missed.”

			Kirby launched into a list of all the ways he would be happy to help in whatever way she needed. Rowan finally found an opening in his monologue and explained that she had to go pick up Burt.

			Kirby managed a strained smile and said he understood. He stepped back and stood on the sidewalk watching as she drove away.

			She probably should feel bad for blowing him off, but she didn’t.

			The only thing on her mind right now was taking care of Burt.

		
	
		
			Two

			Burt had been a tall man. A little better than six feet. Like many, he had put on some extra weight as he grew older; his thicker abdomen warned of how much he had loved sweets. Charlotte had helped Rowan handle moving the body. Now Burt was undressed and positioned on the mortuary table, his head stationed on the head block.

			His longtime friend and personal physician, Harold Schneider, had come by and examined the body. With Burt’s recently diagnosed heart condition, a sudden heart attack was common. Dr. Schneider took care of the necessary paperwork for the death certificate. Since there was no indication of foul play and in light of Burt’s advanced age and recent medical history, there was no need for an autopsy.

			His body had been washed, disinfected and moisturized. Rigor mortis had invaded his limbs. Rowan had massaged them to help loosen up the muscles. Lividity had set in along the backs of his arms and his torso but more prominently in his buttocks and the backs of the thighs, since he had been in a seated position when his heart first stopped beating. Moving him so quickly after death had shifted the lividity to some degree, but the discoloration remained in the initially affected areas.

			No matter that both rigor and lividity were present, Rowan checked his corneas, finding them cloudy, and then his carotid pulse, which was no longer present. This final examination before beginning the no-turning-back steps was a part of the process she never ignored. Her father had told her a few startling stories passed down from his father and grandfather about undertakers making incisions for the pump lines only to discover the heart was still beating, sending blood spewing. Better to take every precaution first.

			After making the necessary incisions in the preferred arteries, she inserted the tubes for draining the body fluids and replacing them with the preserving chemicals used in the embalming process. The process required approximately forty-five minutes.

			The sound of the pump churning filled the room. The sound was as familiar as her own heartbeat. This moment was certainly the end of an era. First, her father had died, then Herman and now Burt. The three had been in the business of taking care of the dead in this town for half a century or more.

			With a sigh, Rowan removed her gloves, mask and apron. She set them aside for when she returned and went upstairs to find Charlotte. There hadn’t been time to talk after she arrived back at the funeral home with Burt. As sadly as this morning had started, Rowan wanted to move forward with her plan.

			She found Charlotte in her office already laying out the design for Burt’s memorial pamphlet. Rowan paused behind her chair and studied the image on the screen.

			“That’s a great photo of Burt.” He looked like the jolly man everyone had known him to be. “The layout is nice. Burt would be honored.”

			“Thank you. I wanted to do this in a way that I knew he would like. I found the photo in all those pics we took at the dinner you hosted at Christmas.”

			Rowan smiled at the memory. Burt’s wife had died only a month before, and his sister was on a holiday cruise that had been planned for nearly a year. Rowan had insisted Burt come to her dinner. She had invited her staff, including the cleaning team. By the day of the party, it had turned into such a large gathering she’d held it in the lobby instead of in her kitchen in the living quarters.

			“That was a great party,” Rowan said, mostly to herself.

			“It sure was,” Charlotte agreed. She glanced over her shoulder. “You know you’ll have to do that every year from now on.”

			Not in a million years would she have ever thought she would be hosting parties in this funeral home. But Charlotte was right. It needed to become a tradition. Their work was so somber, infusing happiness wherever possible was important. Rowan took a breath. It was time she started a number of new traditions. This was her home, her business now. She was no longer just the undertaker’s daughter; she was the undertaker. There were many things she could do.

			Rowan pulled up a chair. “Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

			Charlotte spun her chair to face Rowan. Worry darkened her expression. “Of course. Is everything okay?”

			Rowan nodded. “Other than Burt’s sudden death, yes, everything is great.”

			That voice, the one that whispered to her far too frequently, reminding her that the other shoe could drop at any moment, nagged at her, but Rowan ignored it.

			“I’m the last DuPont,” Rowan announced. “There’s no one else.”

			Charlotte gave her a look over the top of her computer glasses. “You and Billy are getting married and having babies. There will be plenty of DuPont-Brannigans.”

			Rowan laughed. She couldn’t help herself. “I appreciate your optimism, Charlotte, but I hit the big four-oh recently. I’m not holding my breath. Besides, there has been no proposal from the other half of your equation.” She cocked her head and studied her assistant. “Unless you know something I don’t.”

			Frankly, Rowan wasn’t sure she was ready for that step for numerous reasons. She and Billy had been best friends for so long the idea of doing anything that might damage that relationship was terrifying. She’d struggled with that fear when they decided to take their relationship to the next level. The idea of getting married—a lifetime commitment—was truly frightening. What kind of wife would she be? Good grief, what kind of mother would she be when she had only Norah for an example?

			Charlotte held up her hands. “I do not know anything. I’m just saying.”

			Rowan waved her off. “Anyway, I’m having my attorney draw up a contract.”

			A frown marred the other woman’s face.

			“I’m giving you a promotion along with a substantial raise.” She named the figure, and Charlotte’s jaw dropped. Before she could voice a protest, Rowan went on. “I’m also going to add a bonus of 5 percent interest in the funeral home starting this year and 1 percent each year of service moving forward—as long as the profit margins remain stable or rising.”

			“Oh no. You can’t do that! The very idea is far too generous, Rowan. The salary increase alone is more than enough.”

			“Trust me,” Rowan argued, “this is a better deal for me than for you.”

			The younger woman pressed a hand to her chest. “I’m so flattered and grateful. I don’t know what to say.” She blinked against the emotion shining in her eyes. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me. I love working with you, and I love the job.” She laughed. “I know it sounds strange, but I enjoy working with the dead and their families. I feel like it’s very important work.”

			Rowan smiled. “This is why you’re a perfect partner.”

			Charlotte swiped at her eyes, her lips trembling with the effort of holding a smile in place. “Thank you.”

			“When the attorney has the agreement drafted, we’ll have him bring it here for signature and then we’ll have another party.” Rowan stood. “I should go check on Burt.”

			Charlotte thanked her again before she could get out the door. The reaction was what Rowan had hoped for and certainly bolstered her low mood. She headed back along the hall and down the stairs to the basement and on to the mortuary room. There was an elevator for transporting gurneys and coffins from floor to floor, but she only used it when she was moving a client.

			Freud, her German shepherd, was stretched out on the floor in the corridor just outside the mortuary room door. He lifted his head from his paws as she approached. The mortuary room was off-limits to Freud, but she had a feeling he understood that their friend Burt was in there.

			“Hey, boy.” She scratched the top of his head. “You missing our buddy, too?”

			Freud and Rowan had much in common; they both had painful pasts. The first three years of his life had been spent being kicked around and neglected by his drug-trafficking owner. Rowan had found him when she and her team from the Nashville Metro Police Department were investigating a man who had murdered at least four people. As soon as the scumbag was arrested, Rowan went back for Freud. Of course, she hadn’t known his name. The dog hadn’t been registered. He hadn’t ever been to a vet. She made sure he had everything he needed, including a complete checkup, and he was answering to the name Freud in no time.

			They had been good for each other. They had both survived their broken pasts and learned to trust again.

			“Come on, boy. We’ll make an exception today. You can join me in the mortuary room.”

			Freud followed her to the stainless-steel table where Burt waited and stretched out on the cool tile floor. Rowan checked the pump’s progress. Another five minutes and the task would be complete. She donned her apron, mask and gloves once more. After she removed the tubes and pushed the pump aside, she closed the incisions she had made.

			A few more minutes were required to check the rest of her work. His face was set. Jaw wired shut. Lips and eyes sealed. The nose and other orifices had been cleaned and packed to ensure no leakages. Since his wake and funeral wouldn’t be for a few days, she would wait about adding any topical cosmetics.

			She rolled the gurney next to the mortuary table, applied the brakes and transferred Burt onto it. She adjusted the sheet covering his private areas and added another larger sheet that would cover him fully. For now, she would park him in refrigeration until time for his service. His sister was trying to get an earlier flight from Cozumel. She hadn’t planned to return until this weekend. Under the circumstances, she hoped to be back by Thursday. Burt’s viewing—wake or visitation, as many called it—was tentatively scheduled for Thursday. All Rowan needed at this point was some direction on the clothing his sister wanted her to use. She was supposed to call with an update.

			“See you tomorrow, Burt.”

			Rowan exited the refrigeration unit and locked the door. Since a body had been stolen last October, she had started locking the unit door. That likely wouldn’t stop anyone determined enough to force his way into the funeral home, but with the security system it made getting in and then out far more difficult to accomplish in the scarce few minutes between the alarm going off and the police arriving.

			Her stomach rumbled, and she reminded herself that she hadn’t eaten today. Breakfast had been long forgotten, and then she’d needed to take care of Burt. It was almost noon, and this was the first time she’d thought of food.

			Freud followed her into the lobby. The front entry to the funeral home was fairly grand. Folks expected it to be. The lobby was spacious with clusters of seating areas. Charlotte ensured the many plants adorning the spacious area were watered and pruned as necessary. Lots of windows allowed the light to pour in during the day. At night the blinds behind the heavy drapes provided privacy and a sense of coziness. The shiny floors were blanketed with muted Persian rugs that were nearly as old as the funeral home itself. If she were to continue beyond the lobby, there was a corridor that led to a refreshment lounge, her office and the public restrooms. In the other direction were the viewing parlors and the chapel. Directly across from the main entrance and set back to ensure it was visible as a backdrop to all else stood the grand staircase that ascended up to the second floor.

			Rowan stood at the newel post, looking upward as she often did. The wide stairs were lined with a Persian runner. The stairs rose up and spilled onto the landing. The ornate railing stood beneath the massive chandelier that lit not only the lower but also the upper level, as well. Beyond the chandelier was the towering stained-glass window depicting angels ascending to heaven. When Rowan was a child, her mother had painstakingly restored the beautiful stained glass.

			But that had been before.

			Before she tied a rope to that ornate banister and hanged herself. Just in time for her only surviving daughter to walk through the front entrance and find her. The police had come, and when they had finished documenting the scene, her father had been allowed to pull her mother over that railing and cut her loose. He had held her in his arms and cried like a baby.

			Rowan couldn’t climb these stairs without thinking of how her own mother had betrayed her, which was why she more often than not used the back staircase. But sometimes these stairs were just handier. Besides, if she faced that hurtful part of her past often enough, perhaps she would grow immune to the pain.

			Next to her, Freud whimpered.

			“Come on, boy.” Rowan started the climb, and Freud followed.

			Before everything happened—before her closest friend and mentor, Julian Addington, had been revealed as a serial killer—Rowan had come to terms to some degree with what her mother had done. Since she had hanged herself only months after Raven drowned, Rowan had always assumed that her mother had loved her dead daughter too much to go on without her. Too much to grin and bear life for her remaining daughter.

			During the past year, Rowan had discovered many secrets about her mother. Not the least of which was that she had likely blamed herself for Raven’s death, which might explain why she couldn’t live with what happened.

			Still, she had left Rowan as a twelve-year-old child to grow up believing her mother hadn’t loved her enough to stay. But Rowan had had her father. He had always been the perfect parent. Loving, patient, kind.

			Sadly, he had been keeping secrets, too.

			So very many secrets had been buried, and so many lies had been told. So much darkness to find her way through.

			It was difficult to distinguish what was fact from what was fiction.

			At the top of the stairs, she made the right into the corridor that led to the living quarters. The second floor and the smaller third floor had served as the family home for several generations of DuPonts. When the funeral home was built a century and a half ago, that had been the plan. All these years later, that reality had not changed.

			Rowan unlocked the door that separated her private space from the public funeral home space. This was new, as well. Billy had insisted she have as many security barriers as possible between her and any trouble that found her.

			She smiled as she opened the door. Now she had Billy, too.

			On Halloween night last fall, she had invited him to stay with her. It was the first time they were together in that way. She closed the door behind Freud and moved on to the kitchen. She opened the fridge door and scanned the contents.

			Being with Billy was exactly as she had imagined. Amazing. Beautiful. Perfect.

			At first she had been terrified. What if things went wrong and her and Billy’s friendship was damaged by the falling apart of their physical entanglement?

			So far that had not happened. Shortly after that first time together, he had moved in. They shared the same room she had slept in her whole life before going off to college. They had talked about cleaning out the larger bedroom that had belonged to her parents, but until all these mysteries were solved, she just didn’t want to tackle the job. It felt as if she needed everything to stay just as it had always been.

			Besides, for now they were taking things one step at a time. No rushing. No stress. Just enjoying this new aspect of their relationship.

			She grabbed the bologna and mustard—one of Billy’s go-to snacks—and made a sandwich. When she’d filled a glass with water, she gave Freud a snack and went to the table. As she ate she thought about dinner at Billy’s parents’ house yesterday. Dottie, his mother, had hinted repeatedly at the idea of a wedding. She wanted grandchildren. But first and foremost she wanted her son happy. Dottie understood that Billy wanted to be with Rowan. Dottie was a wonderful mother. She was kind and generous to Rowan, and she would be an amazing grandmother.

			But what if things didn’t work out?

			She was so worried that her relationship with Billy would be over completely if this new closer, more intimate relationship fell apart.

			Rowan looked down at Freud, who watched her every move in hopes of getting a bite of her lunch. “It’s complicated, boy. It’s not easy being human.”

			She laughed. “It’s not easy being a dog, either, huh?” Freud had definitely survived a few complications of his own.

			Rowan finished off her sandwich and cleaned up the crumbs. She pushed in her chair and walked to the window that overlooked the backyard. Was she ready for the next steps? Marriage? Children?

			She shook her head, reminding herself she hadn’t been asked. Dottie and Charlotte were putting foolish ideas in her head.

			Her arms went around her waist as another cold, harsh reality invaded her thoughts. There was the ever-present concern about Julian. She couldn’t pretend he was gone forever. She could hope, but there was no way to be certain. He would destroy Billy just to get at her. The serial killer Angel Petrov, who had showed up at the funeral home with a body in her suitcase, had warned Rowan that Billy might not be long for this world.

			He has a very large target on his back.

			Whatever else she did, Rowan had to be sure there was no threat to Billy. Just because there had been no contact from Julian and no other killers had shown up with messages or bodies didn’t mean the nightmare was over.

			Rowan exhaled a big breath. It might never be truly over.
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			Disruptive Force

			by Elle James

			Chapter One

			Are you still assigned to help me? CJ Grainger hesitated before she sent the text to Cole McCastlain. The former member of Marine Force Reconnaissance now worked for Declan’s Defenders, the small but dedicated agency created to help fight for justice when the police, FBI and CIA couldn’t get the job done.

			A week ago, CJ had helped Declan’s Defenders by providing them information she’d found on the dark web about a potential assault on the National Security Council meeting.

			That attack had gone down as predicted. The VP and Anne Bellamy, a mid-level staffer for the National Security Advisor, had been taken hostage, amid another plot involving a deadly serum. Fortunately, Declan’s team had been ready. They’d rescued the vice president and the staffer, killed two Trinity sleeper agents embedded within the White House staff as well as two other agents who’d worked with them to abduct the hostages.

			Trinity.

			Even the thought of the name and organization made CJ break out in a sweat. She’d spent the past year hiding in plain sight. One of very few who’d escaped Trinity and lived.

			I’m here, Cole texted.

			Again, CJ hesitated. On her own for so long, she’d survived because of her independence and ability to disguise herself. She’d been very careful not to leave a trail a trained hacker, private investigator or Trinity-trained assassin could follow. And she didn’t have anyone to be used as leverage. No Achilles’ heel, no loved one Trinity could hold hostage to get her to come out into the open.

			The part about no loved ones had been one of the reasons she’d been recruited into the Trinity training program in the first place. And by “recruited,” she meant stolen out of a foster care home she’d been placed in by Virginia State Social Services.

			The state of Virginia hadn’t spent a lot of time and resources looking for a child nobody wanted.

			Years ago, as a young adolescent, she’d been assimilated, brainwashed and forced to learn how to fight, how to defend herself and how to kill people Trinity ordered her to eliminate.

			Until one year ago.

			They’d ordered her to kill a pregnant woman. The wife of a senator. When CJ had sighted her rifle on the woman, who’d been probably eight and a half months along in her pregnancy, she hadn’t been able to pull the trigger. She’d hesitated, wondering if the baby was a boy or girl and thinking that if she killed the child’s mother, she’d be without a parent. And knowing that if Trinity decided the father was of no further use to them or was a risk who could expose someone within the organization, the father would be eliminated, as well. That would leave the child parentless.

			Having been parentless, CJ had refused to let that happen to the unborn child.

			Her hesitation hadn’t helped the woman. Trinity had a second assassin waiting on a rooftop to do the job if CJ wouldn’t.

			The shot was fired, the bullet piercing the woman’s belly, killing the baby instantly. It wasn’t until much later that CJ learned the mother had died in transit to the hospital.

			After she’d failed to take the kill shot, CJ had known what would happen next. Since most Trinity agents didn’t get second chances if they failed an assignment, she knew the man who’d assassinated the pregnant woman and her baby would be turning his rifle on her.

			CJ, anticipating the inevitable, had ducked low, out of the sight line of the rooftop from where the gunman leveled his sniper rifle and pulled the trigger.

			The bullets flew well over her head. She’d tucked her rifle into the golf bag she’d carried up to the rooftop and then crawled to the door and descended to the first floor. There, she hid her golf bag under the last step of the staircase, planning to retrieve it after the furor died down.

			In the meantime, she’d pulled a hooded jacket out of her satchel and slipped it on over her sweater. The added bulk made her appear heavier. She slipped on a pair of black-rimmed plastic glasses and tucked her hair under the hood of the jacket. Then she jammed her hands into the pockets of her jeans and hunched her shoulders like a teen trying to be invisible. Slipping out of the apartment building, she’d blended into the rush of people heading home from work.

			Instead of going to her apartment, she’d kept walking. Nothing in that apartment meant anything to her. It had been a place to sleep and shower. She always carried everything she needed in the satchel she’d slung over her shoulder. A laptop, a couple changes of clothes, three wigs in varying colors, makeup and her Glock 9mm pistol. She’d also had a burner phone in her pocket, along with a wad of cash and a couple of credit cards that would have to be shredded since she’d become a target for the same organization she’d worked for.

			For the past year, she’d been on the run, dodging shadows and living from day to day looking over her shoulder.

			Are you in trouble? Cole’s second message brought CJ back from her memories to the task at hand.

			Are you still digging into Trinity conspirators? she texted.

			CJ didn’t want help, but she had to find the leader of Trinity before he found her. Two or three people searching the internet was better than one person using borrowed internet from public libraries.

			Yes.

			Look into Chris Carpenter, the Homeland Security Advisor for the National Security Council.

			Cole’s response was quick.

			Got anything to go on? Any clues?

			CJ hated to say she had a gut feeling about the man. A trained assassin relied on cold, hard facts, disregarding emotion and luck.

			Prior to the attack in the NSC, the conference room coordinator received a text from Carpenter.

			The guy who helped kidnap Anne Bellamy and the vice president?

			Yes.

			His assistant, Dr. Saunders, was the woman who was almost killed in a hit-and-run accident, wasn’t she?

			That’s the one.

			On it.

			CJ had been doing her own digging on the dark web via the Arlington Public Library. She’d hacked in, making it past the firewall of the phone system used by Chris Carpenter to his billing information. She’d narrowed her search of his calls to the day of the attack. She’d gone through his phone records, searching for a connection to Terrence Tully, the conference room coordinator for the NSC meeting, and found one.

			Terrence Tully had been one of Trinity’s sleeper agents, embedded in the White House, waiting for his call to serve.

			That day, he’d helped orchestrate the kidnapping of the VP and Anne Bellamy, the woman CJ had contacted to warn about the attack.

			Can we meet? Cole asked.

			CJ frowned. Any contact she had with others put them at risk. She’d already broken the first rule she’d made for herself upon her defection from Trinity: stay away from anyone or anything to do with the organization. Including people who were actively searching to destroy it.

			She’d broken that rule by contacting Anne to warn her of the attack.

			Then she’d involved herself in Declan’s Defenders’ rescue effort. If that wasn’t bad enough, she’d gone to their base location at Charlotte Halverson’s estate. The Defenders knew more about her than she’d wanted to divulge, including what she looked like. And they’d assigned one of Declan’s men to be her protector and backup.

			CJ snorted. Like she’d let that happen. If she allowed anyone to get that close to her, it would be one more way for Trinity to find her and the agent would be collateral damage when Trinity came to kill her.

			Being a loner was better for all involved.

			She typed, If I need you, I’ll find you.

			CJ backed out of Carpenter’s phone records she’d been perusing and went back on the dark web, digging into anything she could find that might lead her to Trinity’s leader, the best kept secret in the entire organization.

			When she’d first left Trinity, her main focus had been on staying alive and out of their way. It didn’t take her long to realize, however, that she’d never be truly safe until the organization was destroyed. And the best way to do that was to find its leader and destroy him. Because of the recent Trinity activity in the DC area and the fact that it was a world capital, she felt confident that Trinity’s head was somewhere in the vicinity.

			A little more than a week ago, she’d found a particular website with a forum where anyone could anonymously arrange to hire a hit man. It seemed assassins for hire didn’t like that Trinity was an exclusive organization they couldn’t crack. Some of the people on the site had it out for Trinity and had made it a personal challenge to identify its leadership and/or to sabotage the organization’s hits. It was on that site through online chats and more that CJ had learned about the potential attack on the White House during the NSC meeting.

			Going to the site, CJ went directly to the message board.

			Still looking for the Director, she typed.

			A few seconds later she received this response: They’re still looking for you.

			Weary of the chase, the worry and living below the radar, she wrote, Time to stop T.

			The time will come. We will find the Director.

			Today?

			Probably not.

			The next message made her pulse pound.

			Someone knows where you are.

			CJ frowned.

			How do you know?

			Message traffic on another site, listing IP address of Arlington library.

			She glanced out the glass window of the computer room to the library beyond. Moms were helping their children carry stacks of books to the counter, and a college student with a backpack leaned over the desk to ask the librarian a question. No one looked like a Trinity assassin. But then, she had been one and had been trained to blend in.

			Where are you seeing this? she typed.

			No time.

			He’s here now?

			Now. Run. Don’t go home. Compromised.

			CJ cleared the browser, cleared the screen and logged off the computer. She ducked low, pretending to get something from her backpack. Instead of putting something in, she took out the blond wig cut in a short bob, pulled it on and quickly stuffed her own auburn hair beneath it. Then she took off her black leather jacket and crammed it into the backpack, straightening her pale pink T-shirt with the cartoon kitty on the front. Setting a pair of round sunglasses on her nose to hide her green eyes and popping a piece of bubble gum into her mouth, she stood.

			Disguise in place, CJ exited the room through the opposite door from where she’d entered and slipped through the stacks, weaving her way along the travel section into the how-to books.

			A gray-haired man peered at a gardening book for beginners. A young woman perused a book on designing websites.

			CJ moved past them. She’d have to go through the front entrance to get out without setting off any emergency exit alarms.

			A group of two women and six children ranging in ages from five to fourteen loaded books into bags and headed toward the door.

			The college student stood at the magazine display, leafing through the tabloids.

			CJ crossed the open space in front of the checkout desk and trailed the group of women and children out of the building and into the parking lot. She looked around, keeping the door to the library in her peripheral vision.

			CJ moved across the parking lot in the opposite direction of the children, not wanting them to be collateral damage should the situation get sticky. She kept walking, figuring the farther away from the library she got, the better. Once she knew she’d shaken whoever might be after her, she’d hop on a bus and head for...

			Hell if she knew. If the apartment she’d rented had been compromised, she couldn’t go back there.

			Footsteps sounded on the pavement behind her.

			CJ stepped around a large SUV and chanced a look back.

			The college student had followed her out of the library. He had slipped his backpack off his shoulder and was reaching inside.

			CJ made it to the sidewalk, quickly passing shops and other buildings until she found the right one. She ducked into the restaurant and walked to the back. The dim lighting forced her to remove the sunglasses. Following a waitress, she entered the kitchen.

			“Sorry, miss, you can’t be here,” the waitress said.

			CJ grimaced and glanced over her shoulder. “Is there a rear exit through here?”

			“Yes, but for employees only.”

			“My ex-boyfriend is following me. He won’t leave me alone. And he’s abusive.” CJ touched the waitress’s arm. “Please. I need to get away from him.”

			The woman’s eyes rounded and she looked through the glass window of the swinging door. “Dark hair and backpack?”

			CJ nodded. “Yes.”

			The waitress grabbed her arm. “Come with me.” She led CJ to the back door and out into the alley. “My husband is waiting for my shift to end. He can take you where you need to go, as long as it’s not too far.” She glanced down at her watch. “I get off in fifteen minutes.” She took CJ’s hand and led her to an older model sedan with a faded paint job.

			The man in the driver’s seat was asleep, his head tilted back against the headrest.

			The woman tapped on the window.

			Jerking awake, the man sat up and rolled down the window. “Hey, Bea, are you off already?”

			“No,” Bea said. “But I want you to help this woman get away from an abusive ex-boyfriend. Take her where she needs to go. I’ll be ready to go when you get back.”

			She turned to CJ. “Ronnie will take care of you. He’s a good guy, my man is.” Bea opened the back door and held it for CJ. “Hurry, before he figures out which way you went.”

			CJ nodded, hating that she’d lied, but needing to get away. “Thank you.” She climbed in and hunkered low on the backseat while Ronnie drove away from the restaurant and out onto the busy street in front.

			CJ waited until they were half a block away before she looked up over the back of the seat in time to see the college student run out of the restaurant and look both directions.

			When he turned and walked toward the library, CJ let out a sigh.

			“Was that the guy?” Ronnie asked.

			CJ nodded. “He just won’t let go.” Which was true. Trinity assassins were trained to keep after their target until the target had been eliminated. He’d find her again. And when he did, he wouldn’t let her slip away a second time.

			CJ had Ronnie drop her off at a metro station two miles from the library. She slipped onto the train headed for a neighborhood she’d been through several times. The one where Cole McCastlain lived. She wasn’t ready to admit she needed help, but she’d found a furnished town house for rent near his. If it was still available, she’d crash there and regroup. She needed time to think about her next move. Maybe it was time to openly join forces with Declan’s Defenders. They were all after the same thing. To bring an end to Trinity. To do so, they had to bring down the Director.

			
 
			COLE SAT AT his desk in the town house he’d rented, his body tense, his gaze glued to the computer. He’d seen the messages come across the website he’d been following. He’d known Trinity was closing in on CJ. And he’d been unable to do anything but warn her. Frustration was too weak a description of what he was feeling. Cole needed action.

			But CJ had refused to let him or anyone else from Declan’s Defenders overtly assist her in their mutual objective to bring down Trinity. She’d insisted she was better off alone.

			He’d been lucky today. The messages had come in just in time for him to warn CJ to get out of the Arlington library. Hell, he’d been able to locate her based on the IP address of the computer she’d logged in on. She’d been perusing the internet on sites known for helping people find assassins for hire. What scared him was that if he was able to find her, others could easily do the same.

			He’d invested in a burner phone. Next time she texted, he’d give her that number and insist she use it with a new burner number. Trinity had to know Declan’s Defenders were out to destroy the organization that had most likely put out a hit on John Halverson. Declan’s Defenders would not exist but for the trust and generosity of Halverson’s widow, Charlotte—Charlie.

			John Halverson had been on a mission to stop Trinity’s illicit activities. He’d scratched the surface and had probably gotten too close to finding their leader, thus making them desperate enough to eliminate the threat.

			As much as Charlie had done for Declan and his band of former Marine Force Reconnaissance men, they wanted to return the favor. Their mission was to find the leader of Trinity, the Director. The theory was to chop off the head of the snake and the rest of the organization would die.

			According to Halverson’s records, he’d been searching for the same thing. It had taken him years to get as far as he had, and yet, he’d not found the Director or, at least, not been able to identify him before he was murdered.

			Cole had been working with Jonah Spradlin, Charlie’s computer guy. They’d been hacking into the computer system at the White House to deep dive existing background checks on people who worked there ever since CJ had given them the heads-up on a planned assault on the NSC meeting at the White House. The problem, of course, was that there were over four hundred people who worked in the White House. Narrowing them down to the few who might present a threat had been a challenge. Four had evaded their background check prior to the hostage taking at the NSC meeting. Four Trinity assassins had been embedded in the White House staff.

			Those four were no longer a threat. But how many more were slipping past them? The background checks didn’t tell them much. They had to dive deeper into their private records, bank accounts, emails and phone records. The task was monumental given the number of White House staff.

			The cell phone beside him buzzed with a text message. He glanced down at the screen. Unknown Caller.

			His pulse beat faster as he unlocked the screen and stared down at the message.

			Thank you.

			Are you okay?

			Yes.

			Need a place to stay?

			No.

			If you do, I have room. So does Charlie.

			Thanks.

			Let me help more.

			You are. Dig into Carpenter.

			Will do. Be careful out there. I’m here whenever you need me.

			Good to know.

			Got a burner phone. Need to stop using this number in case it’s being monitored. Call me for the number.

			Cole waited, hoping she’d call. For several minutes, he didn’t hear anything, text or voice. Then his personal cell phone chirped.

			Unknown Caller.

			“It’s me,” he answered.

			“Number?” a female voice said.

			He gave her the number and waited for more.

			The call ended.

			Disappointment piled onto frustration made Cole clench his fist. How could he do the job of protecting CJ if she wouldn’t let him get close?

			His burner phone vibrated. His pulse leaped and he lifted it to his ear. “It’s me.”

			“It’s me,” she echoed.

			Cole smiled. CJ’s husky voice flowed over him like warm chocolate, oozing into every one of his pores.

			“Better,” he said. “Now, tell me...did you find a place to stay?”

			“For now.”

			“Did you have any trouble getting away from the Trinity guy after you?”

			“No.”

			She wasn’t very forthcoming with information. Cole sighed. “What are my chances of actually seeing you so that I can protect you?”

			She laughed, the sound like music in his ears. She almost sounded like a different person. “Slim to none. I don’t need protection.”

			“Would you have made it out of the library without my help?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did my assistance help you make it out without an altercation?”

			She hesitated. “Yes. Thank you for the heads-up.”

			“It can’t be easy searching the web on public computers. Charlie has a room full of computers in a secure location.”

			“Thanks, but I’ll manage.”

			He felt her pulling away. “CJ?”

			She didn’t answer, but the line didn’t go dead.

			Cole continued. “I really want to help you.”

			“Find the Director.”

			“We’re working on it,” he said, wanting to reach through the airwaves and grab her hand.

			“I’ll be in touch.”

			And the call ended.

			Cole sighed. At least he’d heard from her and gotten her onto a more secure line. He wanted her to be more tangible, to see her, touch her and know she was close so that he could protect her. At the same time, the woman was still alive after living a year outside of Trinity. She knew what she was doing and having someone else hanging around might slow her down.

			Patience was never something Cole had in abundant supply.

			He lifted his personal cell phone, not the burner phone he’d used with CJ, and dialed Charlie Halverson’s estate.

			Declan O’Neill answered. “Hey, Cole. Got anything new?”

			“Heard from CJ.”

			“Good to know,” Declan said. “Was wondering when she’d make contact.”

			“Dig into the Homeland Security Advisor, Chris Carpenter, since he’d texted Terrence Tully prior to the NSC incident.”

			“I’ll get Jonah on it.” Declan paused. “Did she say anything else?”

			“No.” Cole explained what had gone down with messages on the dark web and Trinity finding her at the library in Arlington.

			“Does she need a place to stay? Charlie would happily put her up for as long as necessary.”

			Cole shook his head, though Declan couldn’t see it. “She said she has a place for now. I gotta tell you, this assignment is killing me. How do I protect a woman I can’t see?”

			Declan chuckled. “It’s like she’s a ghost. Most likely she’s gun-shy.”

			Cole snorted. “I know I would be if I had a target painted on my back. Trinity doesn’t like to lose one of their own.”

			“To Trinity she’s a loose end that needs to be tied up.”

			“With a bullet.” Cole’s jaw tightened.

			“That’s why you need to get closer to her and keep that from happening.”

			“Tell me about it.” Declan was preaching to the choir. If only Cole could get close enough. Then he might be able to do his job.

			In the meantime, all he could do was continue to sift through clues and data to find the Director.

			Until CJ came out of the shadows, she was on her own.

			Copyright © 2020 by Mary Jernigan
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