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CHAPTER ONE

	It’s not going to happen again.

	Carly stared at the Rollins house. Dead petunias and weeds choked the flower beds. Despite the early hour, the temperature had already reached uncomfortable. Southwestern Oregon had been trapped in a bizarre heat wave for the entire summer. Everything about this summer had been unnatural.

	Unsettled, she tucked her case file under her arm and closed the door of her Jeep. The first time she’d visited this home the landscaping had been tended. But that had been before drugs destroyed the Rollins family.

	The one-story house sat a dozen blocks off Main Street in a solid blue-collar neighborhood. Folks edged their lawns and trimmed their shrubs. Lawn-mower engines started at eight a.m. on Saturday mornings. Residents raked and weeded between soccer games and dance practice. The Rollins house had been one of those proud, tidy lots. Now it looked like the house neighborhood kids dared each other to touch.

	She stared at the neglected bungalow. Nerves skittered along the exposed skin of her arms. Her early-morning surprise visit was bound to spark discontent. The last time she’d visited an angry parent, she’d nearly been killed. A twinge passed through her shoulder, phantom pain from the dislocation she’d suffered in the assault.

	She forced herself to walk toward the house. The heels of her flats clicked on the concrete as she made her way to the front stoop and rang the bell. Her stomach curled into an instinctive ball. She willed her body to relax. This was a totally different situation. Plus, she couldn’t lose her nerve. Her job as a social worker for Child Protective Services was vital. While police backup was sometimes a valid option, she couldn’t bring an armed escort on every call, though that’s exactly what her estranged husband, Seth, wanted her to do.

	Seth, with whom she’d agreed to spend the evening. Alone. Without their seven-year-old daughter as a buffer. As if her nerves weren’t already on high alert, she’d agreed to go on a date. With the man she’d left last winter.

	Damn it, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop loving him.

	The door opened, and a red-eyed Alex Rollins stood in the doorway. The events of the last few months had sapped his vitality. A carpenter by trade, he’d lost his job. His wife had nearly died from taking a drug she’d confiscated from their son, and the teenager had been arrested for possession.

	He glared down at her. Resentment dragged his mouth into a frown. But he had to let Carly in, and he knew it. Peter had been assigned to Carly over the summer when another CPS case manager had quit after being attacked by one of her charges. When a child was released from juvenile detention with a host of conditions attached to his freedom and future, unannounced home visits from Child Protective Services were part of the deal.

	Without a word Alex turned and walked to the kitchen. Carly followed. A box of doughnuts graced the counter. The scent of coffee lingered, but Alex didn’t offer her a cup. Attempting to foster a working-together relationship, she set her paperwork on the table and sank into a chair.

	Alex backed into the kitchen counter, widened his stance, and crossed his thick arms over his chest. “Do you want me to get Peter?”

	“In a few minutes.” Carly rested her interlaced hands on top of her closed file. “How are you?”

	Alex studied the vinyl-tiled floor. Despite his burly and muscular frame, he looked ragged. Did the bags and circles under his eyes attest to exhaustion or alcohol abuse? Carly’s gaze swept the kitchen. Alex kept the inside tidy. If he was drinking, he’d concealed the evidence.

	Alex was the main pillar of the family, and his well-being concerned her just as much as his son’s. After an extensive hospital stay, his wife had recovered from her coma, but she had several more weeks of rehab before she’d be permitted to come home. Having both two family members in treatment for drug addiction burdened even Alex’s broad shoulders. “We talked about what happened on Founder’s Day. Public drunkenness won’t help you keep Peter, and alcohol won’t help you fix your family. They need you, Alex.”

	He flushed. “It won’t happen again.”

	“No one’s perfect,” Carly said. “But you need to find better ways to deal with your stress.”

	He nodded stiffly. “I’ve split enough logs for all of next winter.”

	Carly smiled. “When does family counseling start?”

	“This morning.” He rubbed his chin. The heavy calluses on his hands showed his years on the job. “I talked with the counselor a couple of times solo.”

	“Did it help?”

	“I’d rather chop wood.” He looked away, his jaw sawing back and forth as if he were grinding his molars to bonemeal. “I’m not used to all this emotional bullshit.”

	“Have you found any work?”

	“I turned down a job in Portland,” he said. “I can’t be away right now. Peter’s home. Bev has three more weeks of rehab, and then she’ll be released too. They need me here.”

	“They do,” Carly agreed. “No signs of local jobs?”

	Alex dropped his arms to his sides. His fingers curled into meaty, frustrated fists. “Not after the O’Rourkes fired me and claimed my work was subpar. I still can’t believe it. They wiped out a twenty-year reputation and my good name in one day.”

	“Last time we talked, you were hiring a lawyer.” Lack of work and income was going to be a serious hindrance to the family’s recovery.

	“I didn’t have much of a choice. I’m suing them for breach of contract and slander.” Anger blazed from his brown eyes. “I have never done subpar work in my life. I can’t let them ruin my family’s future. Even people who don’t believe I’d do shoddy work are shunning me. The O’Rourke resort is the biggest job in town. No one wants to jeopardize his income by pissing them off.”

	Carly opened her file. She scanned her last report. The family’s savings were likely wiped out. “What are you going to do?”

	“I don’t know.” Alex’s gaze turned bleak. “I don’t want to lose my house.”

	“Did you fill out those papers I gave you for public assistance?”

	“I sent them in.” Distaste radiated from his frown. “I can’t believe I’m applying for food stamps and welfare. I’ve never been late paying a bill in my whole life, but if I can’t bring in some money, that’s going to change fast.”

	“Food stamps don’t exist anymore. You’ll get a debit card—”

	Alex slammed a fist on the countertop beside him. Carly startled. Dishes jumped behind the glass-doored cabinets.

	“You can call it whatever you want. It’s still a fucking handout.” He recrossed his arms, his posture stiff and unyielding.

	Carly’s heart rapped against her sternum as she sought calming words. “You’ve been paying the taxes that support these programs your entire adult life. You need to think of this as collecting on an insurance policy. You wouldn’t feel guilty accepting a payment from your auto insurance provider if you were in an accident. Don’t let pride stop you from accepting help.”

	“Don’t worry. I’m well aware that I can’t afford to have any pride these days.” Alex’s eyes hardened.

	Carly’s vulnerability felt acute. She shouldn’t have come here alone. But Alex had never been hostile, just frustrated. Damn. She hated second-guessing her instincts. “Where is Peter?”

	Alex uncoiled his arms and stalked to the archway. He called up the stairway for his son. Wood treads creaked, and fifteen-year-old Peter appeared at his father’s side.

	His basketball shorts and T-shirt were loose on his lanky adolescent frame. Two weeks in juvenile detention and two in the residential juvenile drug treatment facility had taken their toll on the boy.

	Alex’s stiff posture softened in an instant as he focused on his son. He might be resentful and difficult and stressed, but he loved his family. Unfortunately, powerful emotions could fuel dangerous behavior.

	“Hi, Peter.” Carly smiled. “Come sit down. We have a few things to discuss.”

	Alex put a hand on his son’s shoulder and steered him into the room. Peter rounded the table and took a wary seat. While she wasn’t thrilled with Peter’s lack of trust in her, she was satisfied to see him leaning on his dad. The whole family was in this mess together, and they’d need each other to work their way out. Alex squeezed his son’s shoulder and dropped into a chair.

	Carly reviewed Peter’s long-term treatment plan. Peter was a first-time offender, and exceptions had been made in his case. Authorities had more leeway in dealing with juvenile offenders than with adults. Peter had done his stint in residential rehab and was receiving outpatient counseling. “When are you scheduled to begin community service?”

	“This afternoon.” Peter picked at his thumbnail, and his gaze skittered around the room like a trapped field mouse. When she’d first met him, he’d been cocky, almost belligerent. His foray into the juvenile justice system had siphoned the arrogance out of the teen. Hopefully, more therapy would bolster his confidence. Carly reviewed the rest of Peter’s legal requirements. The teen slumped in his chair as she detailed the solid year of close supervision ahead of him.

	Alex’s jaw stiffened as he watched his son. He glanced at his watch. “We have to leave. The counselor is over in Hannon.” The Rogue County seat was a forty-five-minute drive from Solitude.

	She gathered her papers. “All right. I think I’ve covered everything on my agenda.”

	“Next time, it’d be best if you called first.” Alex escorted her to the door. “It’s easier on Peter if he can prepare himself for these meetings.”

	“I’ll try.” Carly stepped out onto the stoop. The door slammed behind her, and she flinched. Then she took her first deep breath since she’d arrived. The next time she came to visit Alex and Peter, she’d ask her sister, Stevie, a Solitude cop, to go with her. In the car, Carly turned the air conditioner vents to her face and steered toward the highway that would take her to her office in Hannon. After this morning’s encounter, she was more than happy to spend the rest of the day catching up on paperwork.

	The assault in July had left a permanent imprint on her confidence. She knew she needed to get over her fear, to listen to her well-developed gut. The only way to do that was to do her job.

	If only she could tell whether Alex Rollins was simply frustrated or dangerous.

	



CHAPTER TWO

	The forest loomed, the air thick and silent. Normally teeming with life, the woods were eerily devoid of sound. A robin shot out of an evergreen. Closing the door of the SUV, Carly startled. She pressed a hand to the base of her throat. Under her palms, her heartbeat thudded, the short burst of adrenaline quickening her pulse. Just a bird.

	“Everything all right?” Seth asked over the silver hood of the vehicle.

	“Awfully quiet out here.” Carly surveyed the dirt beach and rocky shoreline of the Rogue River. Two hundred and fifteen miles long from Crater Lake to the Pacific Ocean, the Rogue flowed right past their little town of Solitude. Other than the rush of water over rock and the whisper of the hot breeze through the foliage, the forest was unusually hushed. Carly usually felt at peace in the woods, but today she was wired tighter than a zip line through the canopy. Something felt off. Lord, she was as bad as her mother, having random feelings of doom. Carly was intentionally spending an evening alone with her estranged husband for the first time since they’d separated six months before. That was more than enough to set her nerves on edge. Plus, her nerves were still rattled after her visit with Alex Rollins this morning. Premonitions were not required.

	“That’s the point.” Seth rounded the vehicle. “I want trout, and this is the best spot on the river for rainbow.”

	Carly didn’t believe for a second that he’d chosen this particular place because of the fishing. This was also their spot. This peaceful dogleg of the waterway, where the current slowed and pooled in the elbow of the bend, was the place Carly and Seth had spent many afternoons early in their courtship and marriage. Rainbow and steelhead trout lingered in the pockets of calm water. Trees on both sides offered a bit of privacy. The pitch of the riverbed eliminated the need to wade out beyond ankle-deep. The memories attached to this small section of bank would be harder to navigate.

	She leveled him a pointed look. “Nothing is going to happen today other than fishing.”

	“I didn’t suggest anything would.” He turned his palms up. Clad in cargo shorts and a snug gray T-shirt, his blond, buff California-surfer look belied his serious personality. “You’re the one with the dirty mind.”

	She rolled her eyes. “I know what you’re up to.”

	“I just want to spend an afternoon with you. That’s all.” But the wicked glint in Seth’s eyes showed that he remembered what they used to do during their gone fishing afternoons.

	Carly’s face heated. There would be no outdoor nookie today. She couldn’t risk letting him that far back into her life—or heart—just yet. Kicking him out again would be too painful. But how could a man she’d been married to for more than eight years still make her blood run as hot as an outboard motor? Brought together by one of Carly’s cases back in July, they’d spent the summer circling each other in a wary truce. At some point the impasse had to end. Their relationship would either go forward or end. There could be no middle ground.

	Hope and fear clogged her throat. She turned away from him and watched the river. Sunlight shimmered on the rippling water. Mimicking the state of their relationship, the Rogue flowed by in an endless stream. On the surface, the river appeared calm, swirling around rocks and eddying in lazy circles. But Carly knew the gentleness of the current was deceptive. The power and force in large bodies of water was easy to underestimate. Those eddies could suck a person to the bottom and hold her there until she drowned. Their marriage had been loud and turbulent like the rapids a quarter mile upstream. With a strong undercurrent, this lull was just as frightening, with just enough hope to destroy her if reconciliation proved impossible.

	“Damn it, Carly.” Seth’s fist rapped his thigh. “You have to give me a chance. I love you.”

	Love was never our problem. She could feel Seth’s gaze on her face, but she didn’t meet his intense green eyes. Just as she didn’t respond to his statement. She wasn’t ready. Leaving him had been the hardest decision she’d ever made. Winter had been sheer misery. She and Brianna were just getting on their feet again. Jumping back into a relationship with Seth would be foolish when she’d barely tested the waters with a toe. “You promised just fishing this evening. No pressure.”

	He looked away and nodded, frustration tightening his mouth as if he regretted his offer. “I did.”

	“Then let’s fish.” She changed her sneakers for wader boots. Seth, with an internal furnace that ran hot year-round, liked to wade wet in a pair of rubber sandals, but Carly’s feet would go numb in sixty-eight-degree water for any length of time. Her boots were also cleated. The Rogue was notorious for its slick riverbed, but Carly knew that wasn’t the slipperiest slope she’d encounter on this outing. She would need to tread with caution.

	Dry weeds crunched underfoot as she crossed twenty feet of dusty ground to the rocky riverbank. Normally the foliage was green and lush, but the freakishly hot summer had left the surrounding forest brittle and brown. These last few days of August were just as brutal. The extended weather forecast showed cooler temperatures and rain on the way, but first they had to get through the weekend.

	“All right.” Seth brought their rods and tackle box from the SUV and set them on the rocky shoreline. “There’ll be fresh trout for dinner.” He wiped his sweating brow with a bandanna from his pocket. “It had better cool off soon. I’ve had enough of this heat.”

	“Once Labor Day passes, the weather should improve.” She wondered if the same was true about their marriage.

	She assembled her rod and tied a fly on the line. Water sloshed around her boots as she stepped into the shallows and brought the rod overhead. A few back-and-forth whisks sent the line soaring out over the water. She played the fake insect across the rippled surface, letting the fly lie and jump like a real bug. Seth had been right about one thing—being at the river was therapeutic. She inhaled, the scents of moss and wet rock relaxing her. The river held good memories. She and Seth had spent many days on its banks back when they’d had free time, before their marriage had been strained by parenthood, dual careers, and his overprotective nature.

	The river brought memories of her father back too. He’d taught her to fly-fish on the Rogue. Carly’s heart squeezed. Not a day passed that she didn’t miss her dad.

	Giving her space, Seth moved ten yards away and cast out over the water. His muscles shifted under his snug T-shirt, tempting her to sweep a hand across his broad back. She knew how his taut skin would feel and missed the contact with his warm body. Their physical connection had never waned in spite of the difficulties in their marriage. But great sex couldn’t make up for their problems.

	She had to admit, he’d made an effort this summer. He’d actually taken at least one day off each weekend to spend time with Brianna, even though his job as an investigator for the county sheriff’s department had been complicated by his appointment to a drug task force. With a drug gang war budding between established dealers on the coast and a new manufacturer somewhere in Solitude, Seth had spent weeks away.

	Rogue County had seen a surge in drug-related deaths and crime as a power struggle played out between the rival drug dealers. Her father had been among the casualties. How Bill Taylor, former chief of police and town pillar, had been poisoned by a hallucinogenic compound was still a mystery. The new designer drug, C-22—or bacon, as it was known on the street—was far too easy to overdose on.

	Carly pushed the nostalgia from her mind. She was here to clear her head with a few hours of communing with nature. What would she give to pitch a tent in the clearing, beyond the reach of cell phones and responsibilities, and hide for a solid week?

	They fished in silence. Water rushed over rocks. A hawk circled overhead, his sharp cry protesting their invasion of his fishing spot. Carly’s muscles relaxed. Her mind calmed. Seth had been right. There wasn’t much an afternoon on the river couldn’t cure, even if the fish weren’t interested.

	Seth’s line jerked. He snapped his wrist. “Damn. Missed him. I think it’s too hot for the fish.”

	The wind picked up, sending a dead leaf tumbling across the rocks and into the water.

	“Maybe.” She took off her broad-brimmed hat and let the breeze cool her head.

	Seth reeled in his line. He froze. Water dripped from the tip of his rod as he sniffed the air. “Do you smell smoke?”

	Carly inhaled. The faint tinge of burning timber hit her nostrils. “Yes.”

	He reeled in his line, his posture shifting from casual to all business in a blink. “We should go. There’s no sense in taking chances. It’s been so hot and dry, a wildfire would roll right through here.”

	So much for an afternoon of peace.

	They broke down their rods, changed back into sneakers, and stowed their equipment in the rear of the SUV. Seth climbed behind the wheel. Starting the engine, he turned the vehicle around.

	He cracked the window and gave the air another sniff. “The smell’s getting stronger.”

	Carly held on as Seth depressed the gas pedal. The SUV bumped down the dirt lane to the country road that led back to Solitude. A haze of gray crawled across the blacktop. As soon as the tires hit pavement, Seth gunned the engine.

	Barely a mile down the road, on the right-hand side, a plume of black smoke snaked into the sky. Carly pointed out the window. “There.”

	Seth slowed the truck. “The resort.”

	The construction site of the new O’Rourke resort was only a mile downriver from where they’d been fishing.

	“That explains why the smell was so strong.” Carly gripped the armrest as Seth steered through a bend in the road and continued to drive toward the smoke.

	



CHAPTER THREE

	They sped past a private road marked by an oval-shaped wooden sign. Hand-painted white letters spelled out “O’Rourke’s Lodge at Rogue River.” A pair of upright oars flanked smaller plaques detailing the resort’s activities: white-water rafting, fly-fishing, hiking, and camping.

	Frustration swamped Seth. One evening alone with his wife—that’s all he’d wanted. They were both on call far too often. Taking time away from work was a key component in his plan to win her back. Usually Carly sent Brianna off with him and excused herself. This was the first time he’d gotten her alone all summer, and he’d had to enlist his mother-in-law to make his plan work. He understood Carly’s reluctance. He’d been an ass, but he was working hard to overcome his alpha-dog nature. How could he convince Carly of his determination to change if they didn’t spend any time alone together? The universe was conspiring to keep them apart.

	The wide construction entrance at the rear of the property opened onto the rural highway. Dry weeds and grass edged the blacktop. The area was ripe for a wildfire. Seth slowed the car. “Keep your eyes open for brush fires.”

	He turned into a large gravel clearing. In the final stages of construction, a compound of buildings comprised O’Rourke’s Lodge at Rogue River. The nearly finished main building, designed in the rustic log cabin tradition, would boast a dozen luxurious rooms, a two-story stone fireplace, and a gourmet locally sourced restaurant with indoor/outdoor seating. Porches with low-slung roofs spanned the entire width of the building front and rear. Raised on stilts to prevent water damage when the river flooded, a dozen cabins were strung out along a gravel path from the lodge to the river. Behind the cabins, a small meadow spanned the distance from the compound to the river. Forest flanked the property.

	Flames engulfed the rear section of the lodge. Smoke rose in black plumes, blotting out the clear blue sky. On a Thursday evening, the construction vehicles were quiet and still. Seth saw no signs that the fire had spread beyond the building.

	Through the open SUV window sirens wailed, thin and distant, over the forest. The fire crackled. Men yelled. Standing on the rear porch, three men sprayed foam from fire extinguishers. But the fire needed more than handheld equipment. Much more. Seth eyed the roof. Flames licked at the heavy beams that supported the structure. Those men needed to get off that porch.

	He parked as far from the fire as possible. “Take the truck and go home. I’ll get a ride back into town.” As a county cop, Seth knew just about everyone in local fire and rescue.

	“I’m not leaving you here,” Carly said in a tone that didn’t allow for negotiation.

	“I don’t want you to get hurt.”

	“Right back atcha.”

	Damn it. Seth swallowed his curse, just barely. This was the kind of situation that brought out his protective instincts, and those overdeveloped primal urges were a large part of the reason Carly had left him. He wanted to tuck her away somewhere safe while he saved the world. Unfortunately, Carly did not share his vision for her, and he had to have faith in her intelligence and resourcefulness. “All right.”

	Her eyes flickered with surprise.

	He pointed at Carly. “But you stay here.”

	Her nod did not fill him with confidence. She would follow his instructions, unless someone needed help. Then all bets were off, and Carly would jump right in. He should love that about her, but in reality, Seth’s list of people to protect started with Brianna and Carly. Everyone else in the world ranked far below his family.

	Seth jumped out of the SUV. He ran for the building, yelling at the men to get away from the fire. But he was too late. A section of porch roof collapsed, crashing in a pile of smoke and flames. Embers showered the clearing. High-pitched screams split the air. Heart slamming into his ribs, Seth ran toward the chaos. A figure stumbled out of the blaze. Flames rose from his khaki shirt and pants. Seth took him to the ground. Someone threw a blanket over them and smothered the flames. Carly.

	He left her to care for the man and lurched forward, sprinting for the section of burning building where he’d last seen the remaining two figures. He should wait for the fire department, but the men inside would be dead before the fire trucks arrived.

	A single leap took him over the three steps and onto the collapsed floorboards of the porch. The men had been about ten feet inside the roofline. They couldn’t be far away.

	“Where are you?” Seth coughed as smoke billowed around him. Visibility was barely a few feet. The heat seared his skin. His eyes and lungs burned, and his vision blurred. He crouched. Listening through the crackle of fire, he moved toward a scream. A man lay on his back, his legs trapped under a fallen beam. Seth skirted a burning pile of debris. He squatted and heaved the beam to one side. Grabbing the man by the arms, Seth hefted him over one shoulder. He ran for the clearing and carefully deposited the injured man on the ground next to the first victim. Carly smothered a few burning patches of clothing with her blanket. Seth forced his legs to straighten. Coughing, he turned back toward the fire.

	“No, Seth,” Carly yelled as she grabbed him arm. “You can’t go back in there.”

	“I have to.” He pulled away, but she tightened her grip on him.

	“No!”

	A crack and boom sounded behind him as another huge beam crashed and the rear wall of the building collapsed.

	Nausea and soot coated the back of Seth’s throat. The third man was buried under an inferno.

	Emergency vehicles streamed into the gravel lot: an engine and pumper from the Solitude station, EMTs, an ambulance, and a tanker from a neighboring town. Rural firefighting was an expensive endeavor, with communities sharing costly equipment and a limited number of trained personnel. The fire chief jumped down from the truck. Seth waved both arms at him. The chief ran across the clearing to Seth.

	“There’s at least one man inside.” Seth leaned forward to rest his hands on his knees as a coughing fit seized his lungs. He rubbed at his eyes.

	“Got it.” The chief waved to two men in full gear. Air tanks bobbed on their backs as they raced toward the fire, but another portion of the building caved in with a crash of heavy timber. Seth flinched. Sparks shot through the air. Firemen dragged hoses and aimed them at the blaze.

	Carly had his arm again—or still—turning him away from the certainty that the third man hadn’t survived. What had been a kitchen and outdoor dining area was now a giant bonfire. No one could get inside. And no one could possibly get out.

	“Lean back.” She poured a bottle of water over his face, washing soot from his eyes. She handed him a second bottle. He rinsed his mouth, spat, then drank.

	More emergency vehicles swarmed into the clearing. Seated on the back of a fire engine, Seth watched the chaos. The ambulance crew loaded the burned men into the vehicle and drove away. An EMT slipped an oxygen mask over Seth’s face and pointed him toward a waiting ambulance.

	“I’m fine.” Seth coughed.

	The EMT shook his head. “Not an option.”

	As he climbed inside, three grass rigs—smaller off-road fire trucks designed to fight wild land fires—drove around the burning lodge into the meadow, watching for blowing embers that could set the dry grass ablaze.

	The O’Rourke resort was supposed to be the savior of the community. The construction phase had already put many unemployed people to work. When the building period ceased and the resort opened for business, other jobs would be created, a boon to the rural economy. There was no telling how long it would take the O’Rourke project to recover from today’s fire.

	Seth settled into the ambulance and let the EMT take his vitals and start an IV. The medic had been right. Seth felt all right now, but smoke inhalation and burns could worsen. His throat was raw and tight. As his adrenaline surge ebbed, small points of pain throbbed from various parts of his body, and the smell of singed hair told him he’d been hit by falling embers. The EMT cut off Seth’s soot-stained, scorched T-shirt and listened to his chest. He took a deep breath, testing his lungs. He coughed hard, his shortness of breath highlighting the risk he’d taken to save the O’Rourke employee. Seth could have been killed. No more Carly. No more Brianna. No more anything.

	For one worker’s family, today would end with tragedy. If Seth had been quicker, if Carly hadn’t stopped him from running back into the fire, he’d have made it back inside before the roof gave out.

	And instead of following the ambulance, Carly would be mourning his death.

	



CHAPTER FOUR

	Carly sat on a plastic chair in Seth’s ER cubicle. He reclined on the gurney, shirtless. A dozen small bandages on his face and torso covered minor burns. The bandages and the oxygen mask on his face sent fear rolling through Carly. At the scene she’d held it together, helping the burn victims until the emergency units rolled in. But hours later, now that Seth was safe, her hands shook and her stomach roiled.

	She could have lost him. One man at the O’Rourke resort wasn’t going home with his family tonight. She understood why Seth had run into that burning building. It was his nature to risk himself for others, but knowing that didn’t make the terror any easier to bear.

	The curtains parted and a doctor entered the cubicle. He scanned a clipboard, then set it on the foot of the bed. “Your vitals all look good. Your oxygen levels are normal, and your airway hasn’t swelled. Are you ready to go home?”

	“More than ready,” Seth said.

	“The nurse will be in shortly with your paperwork. Keep that burn on your forearm clean and covered.” Miraculously, the rest of his injuries hadn’t been serious.

	Twenty minutes later, dressed in an old T-shirt she’d found in the back of his SUV, Seth followed Carly out of the cubicle. Frowning, he scanned the space. Carly knew his mind was on the two surviving men. Emergency room staff hustled around a glassed-in acute care bay down the hall. She put a hand on his elbow and steered him toward the exit.

	“Do you have my wallet and keys?” he asked.

	“In my purse.” Carly opened the door that led to the waiting room and exit. “You don’t need keys. I’m driving.”

	“Seth!” Faye O’Rourke, city council member and matriarch of the O’Rourke family, hurried across the shiny beige tiles. Faye normally walked with a remarkably spry step for a senior citizen, but today her movements were stiff, almost arthritic. Unruly hairs had sprung from her normally tidy gray bun. Carly knew she was a grandmother, but her shrewd blue eyes and equally sharp mind camouflaged her age. For the first time in Carly’s memory, Faye seemed to show her advancing years. “I wanted to thank you for what you did today and make sure you were all right.” Concerned eyes roamed over Seth’s bandages.

	Seth coughed. “I’m fine. Burns are all minor.”

	But Carly was sure they hurt plenty.

	Faye reached into the pocket of her cardigan and withdrew a tissue. She blotted her eyes. “Tim and Bob are more than grateful.”

	“Are they going to be all right?” Seth asked.

	“Yes, thanks to you. They’re transferring Bob to a burn unit in Portland, but Tim’s injuries are less serious. They said they can treat him here.” Faye reached toward him, hesitating at the sight of rolled gauze encasing Seth’s forearm. Carly knew how she felt. She was afraid to touch him too. Faye dropped her arm. “I can never thank you enough.”

	“I wish I’d have gotten them all out.” Smoke inhalation, and regret, roughened his voice.

	“I know you do, but there wasn’t anything else you could have done.” Faye pressed the tissue to her eye and inhaled a shaky breath. “Oh, Seth. The fire chief already suspects arson. Who would do such a thing?”

	Seth’s spine straightened at the word arson.

	“First Walt betrayed me. Now this.” Faye sniffed.

	Walt Burrowes had been Faye’s construction supervisor. Walt had been dealing drugs from the construction site. He’d been shot and killed by Carly’s cop sister three weeks ago.

	“I don’t know, Faye.” Seth sighed.

	Carly caught movement in her peripheral vision. Zane Duncan, Solitude chief of police, came through the door and headed for them. “Here comes Zane.”

	“You both all right?” Zane asked, scanning Seth and Carly with a frown.

	“Yeah,” Seth said.

	Carly nodded.

	“Glad to hear it.” Zane turned to Faye. “I need to ask you some questions.”

	“Of course.” Faye nodded. “I just wanted to make sure Seth was all right.”

	Carly tuned out their conversation as she walked with Seth out the automatic door. Overhead lights tinted the blacktop yellow.

	“What time is it?” he asked.

	Carly checked her cell phone. “Ten thirty.”

	She slid into the driver’s seat, adjusting it forward so she could reach the pedals. The community medical center in the county seat of Hannon was a forty-five-minute drive from Solitude.

	Seth shifted position restlessly, grimacing.

	She glanced over at him. “Are you all right?”

	“Yeah.” He closed his eyes as Carly drove onto the rural highway.

	Dozing off soon after they left the hospital, Seth snored softly. The doctor had cleared him, but the slight rattle in his breath worried her.

	Forty-five minutes later she pulled up in front of the Craftsman-style bungalow they’d bought soon after their wedding. She’d loved sitting on the deep front porch and watching Brianna and the neighborhood kids ride bikes and play tag. A wistful sigh escaped her lips. She missed her home. She missed her life. And despite all the drama in their marriage, she missed Seth.

	Her hand hovered over his muscular shoulder, and she tried to remember where all his bandages were located. Finally she settled on touching his hand.

	Seth opened his bloodshot eyes.

	“We’re here,” Carly said. “I’m sorry to wake you, but there’s no chance of me carrying you inside.”

	“It’s fine. Thanks for driving me home.” Seth reached for the door handle. He blinked in surprise when Carly got out and rounded the vehicle to offer assistance.

	“You can lean on me,” she said.

	“I’m okay, Carly.” Seth stepped out of the SUV. He didn’t look okay. The nurses had cleaned his burns, but his blond hair was dark with soot and he smelled like ashes and singed hair. Both of those things reminded her how close he’d come to death. Just thinking about what he’d done made her fingertips tremble.

	Seth unlocked the door and went in. Carly hesitated at the threshold. She hadn’t been inside the house since she’d moved out last winter. She’d always waited in the car or on the porch for Brianna. You’re being stupid. She forced herself through the doorway and into the living room. The house was small, but she’d always thought of it as cozy. The dining room was attached to the living room. An arched doorway led into the kitchen.

	Everything looked the same. Exactly the same. Seth hadn’t moved a single piece of furniture. He’d left the ruffled curtains on the windows. The doilies her mother had crocheted still graced the tables. So much for a bachelor pad.

	Their wedding portrait hung on the wall. Carly tried not to look at it, but her gaze was drawn in by their smiling faces. Taken on the back lawn of her parents’ house, the picture symbolized their hopes and dreams for the future, the start of their life together.

	“We were really happy,” Seth said from behind her.

	“And drunk,” she added.

	“That too.” He laughed, sliding around her and walking into the kitchen. The ice dispenser rumbled.

	Carly dumped the plastic bag that held his discharge instructions on the dining room table. Picking up the pink papers, she scanned them. “Do you need some ibuprofen?”

	“No.” He appeared in the doorway to the kitchen. He held two tumblers of amber liquid on ice. “Want one?”

	Carly lifted the papers in her hand. “I don’t see alcohol anywhere on these instructions.”

	“It’s implied.” He took a long swallow. Behind the red of his eyes, grief and anger lingered. He held the tumbler out to her. “It’s been a long day.”

	“Can’t argue with that.” Lowering her guard with Seth wasn’t a good idea, but her nerves were raw from nearly losing him. What the hell? Carly accepted the glass and sipped. Whiskey burned a path down her throat and warmed her belly.

	“I smell like an ashtray. I’m going to take a shower.” Seth took his drink with him.

	“You’ll mess up all your bandages.”

	“Then you’ll just have to redo them,” he called over his shoulder.

	“Wait.” Grabbing the plastic wrap from the kitchen drawer, she hurried after him into the bedroom.

	He tossed his shirt into the hamper. “What?”

	“The burn on your wrist needs to stay dry.” Carly drew up short at the sight of his bare torso. He’d shed some pounds since she’d left, not that he’d ever carried much body fat. His muscles were more defined. He’d had his shirt off in the hospital, but she’d been distracted. Now, in the bedroom they’d shared for eight years, she couldn’t not notice the hardened planes of his chest.

	Seth held out his hand. Carly set her drink on the dresser and wrapped his arm from wrist to elbow. “Hold it out of the spray.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	She went into the bathroom and started the shower for him. Like every other room in the house, space was tight. A glance in the mirror over the pedestal sink told her she hadn’t totally avoided soot smudges either. She used soap and a washcloth to clean the worst of it away, but her hair smelled like smoke. Seth came into the bathroom. He set his glass on the small chest by the door and dropped his shorts.

	“The water is cool.” Carly looked away, her face hot.

	“Oh, come on. You’ve seen me naked thousands of times.” He rolled his eyes, pulled the shower curtain aside, and stepped into the claw-foot tub.

	Carly went back into the bedroom. She perched on the edge of the bed and tried not to think about all the things they’d done in it. Not an easy task with Seth naked and wet in the next room. He’d always applied his natural intensity to his lovemaking. He gave 110 percent in everything he did, which was why she knew he was grieving for the man he hadn’t saved, and blaming himself.

	Carly drained her glass and went back to the kitchen for another. Then she laid out the first aid supplies. Seth emerged from the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his hips. Carly removed the plastic wrap from his arm. Then she gently covered each angry red mark, each small reminder of his courage, with a clean piece of nonstick gauze. The only wound the doctor had been concerned about was the second-degree burn on his forearm. The rest were superficial, but they still looked painful.

	“Do they hurt?” An image of Seth running into the flames streaked into her mind. Well into her second whiskey, Carly rested her forehead against his shoulder. With each sip, she cared less about their issues.

	“Not much.” He glanced at her almost-empty glass. “You’re not driving home, are you?”

	“Like I would leave you alone tonight.” She collected the bandage wrappers and took them into the bathroom. “Mom said she’ll look after Brianna.” She sniffed her hair and smelled ashes. “Do you mind if I take a shower?”

	He cleared his throat. “Of course not. Take some clean clothes from my drawer.”

	Carly grabbed one of his T-shirts and a clean pair of gym shorts. She detoured to the kitchen to refill her glass before climbing into the shower. Wanting no reminder of the day’s trauma, she scrubbed the smoke from her skin and hair. The liquor and hot water relaxed her muscles. Dried and dressed, she emerged. The ceiling fan turned a lazy circle over the bed, and the room felt cool on her damp skin. “Did you turn on the air conditioner?”

	Normally Seth slept with the windows wide-open.

	“The last thing I want tonight is heat.” Sipping his whiskey in his boxers, he reclined on a pile of pillows.

	She walked to the bed, leaned down, and inspected his still-irritated eyes. “You should rinse your eyes again. I’ll get the saline.” She turned to go back to the bathroom, but Seth caught her arm.

	He pulled her back onto the bed. He stretched out and pulled her close. She stiffened.

	“Shh,” he said. “I don’t expect anything. I just need to hold you for a few minutes.”

	She rested her head on his shoulder. “You shouldn’t have run into that building today. You could have died.”

	“I couldn’t just let those men die without trying to save them,” he whispered into her hair.

	“I know.” A tear rolled down Carly’s cheek. “But I was scared.”

	“Me too.” He rubbed a hand down her biceps. “I’m sorry.”

	Carly sat up and swiped a finger under her eye. “You don’t have to be sorry. I know you’re a hero, and I’ve always loved you for it.”

	“You still love me?” Hope brightened his voice.

	“I never stopped, Seth.” Carly let out a long breath. “I just couldn’t live with you.”

	Letting her go, Seth slid back until he was resting against the headboard. He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m trying, Carly. Really trying.”

	“I know you are.” She sipped her drink. The alcohol was loosening her lips. Usually she avoided confrontations with Seth. But tonight her fear for him took over. “I was terrified today that you wouldn’t come out of that building.”

	Seth might be the first person to run into a burning building, but he’d gotten angry when Carly left on nighttime emergency calls. Her job could be dangerous, but she was smart and took precautions. Before her assault last month, she’d always trusted her instincts.

	“One man died anyway.”

	“You did everything you could and then some.”

	“It wasn’t enough.”

	“If I hadn’t stopped you, you would have run back into that fire when there was zero chance of you or the victim getting out.”

	His mouth flattened, and he stared into his drink.

	“Seth, my point here is that I wouldn’t ask you to stand by and watch someone hurt when there was a chance you could save him.” She moved closer and splayed her hand on the center of his chest. His heart beat a steady, reassuring thump against her palm. “I respect your need to help. All I ask for is the same from you.”

	“I respect what you do.” Seth shifted. “I know your job is important.”

	Her job had been a struggle for him to accept from the very beginning. “What could be more important than protecting children who don’t have anyone to look out for them?”

	He turned bleak eyes on her. “I don’t want to fight tonight.”

	“Good. Then maybe you can just listen.” She moved her hand to caress his jaw. “I might not like every single thing about you, but I wouldn’t ask you to change something that’s ingrained in your heart.” She pressed her palm to the center of his chest. “You’re a hero.”

	“You’re all that matters to me.” Seth looped a hand around the back of her neck and pulled her closer. His mouth closed on hers. The taste of him, alive and warm, sent a wave of emotions crashing through her. It rolled over all her defenses and flatted her resolve to dust.

	Carly’s inhibitions weakened as his mouth cruised down her neck and over her collarbone.

	She knew she shouldn’t let this happen, but there didn’t seem to be a way to stop.

	



CHAPTER FIVE

	Seth opened his eyes to a myriad of aches—and the memories of an incredible dream.

	Wait. A soft body curled into his side.

	Not. A. Dream.

	Visions and sensations flooded him. Carly rising over him, their bodies fitting together as perfectly as if their separation had never occurred. Almost afraid to look, he turned his head. Long dark hair cascaded over the pillow. Her back was nestled into his side. She was turned away from him, yet touching him. Even in sleep, she didn’t know what she wanted.

	And whose fault was that?

	His.

	He’d spent most of their marriage trying to change her. Why? Wasn’t her strength one of the characteristics that appealed to him? Carly’s devotion to children in need wouldn’t let her stand down when innocent lives under her charge were in danger. Why would Seth try to change her very best quality?

	But last night he’d seen the terror in her eyes. Not fear for her own safety, but fear for him. He’d seen his own insecurity reflected back at him. But she’d let him do what he needed to do, until the risk became pointless—when there’d been no chance that man could be saved. She’d used her head. She’d assessed the situation when he’d wanted to rush to a certain death. Yesterday she’d been the cool one, and she’d saved his life.

	He’d driven her away, but she was here now, in his bed, and last night proved that they were meant for each other. Content, he turned toward her, spooning her softness with his whole body and loving her with his whole heart. His body ached to make love to her again, slowly this time, showing her all the feelings he could never seem to vocalize without pissing her off.

	She stirred and rolled to her back. Her eyes opened. Her gaze swept over the room and landed on him. The regret in her eyes wounded him more than yesterday’s fire.

	She moved away from him, pulling the sheet up to cover her breasts.

	Disappointment washed over Seth.

	Carly scrunched the edge of the sheet in her fists. “I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have done that. It’s all my fault.”

	“What’s all your fault?” Seth breathed, trying to quell the frustration building in his chest, the tight surge of emotion that inevitably forced the absolute wrong words from his lips.

	She gestured toward the bed. “This.”

	“I love you, Carly. I won’t apologize for enjoying every second of last night.”

	“I’m just not ready, Seth. Sex complicates everything.”

	“Didn’t feel complicated to me. It felt pretty fucking perfect.” Anger added a bite to his words. He forced his mood back into submission. His quick temper and sharp words had done their share of damage to their relationship. If he wanted Carly back, he was going to have to change.

	Her face tightened. “I should go. I have an appointment. If I don’t get moving, I’ll miss it.”

	“Don’t.” He reached for her, but she was already out of range, swinging her long legs over the side of the bed and scurrying to collect her clothes. She held them against her body, covering herself, as she backed into the bathroom. Seth got out of bed, his movements slowed by sore skin and muscles.

	Carly emerged from the bathroom dressed in her smoky clothes from the night before. Her expression had changed to all business.

	He heaved to his feet. “Wait.”

	She hesitated at the doorway. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I should have slept on the couch.”

	“You didn’t hurt me.” He hopped into a pair of jeans. “You can’t go. I’ll drive you.”

	She propped a hand on her hip, her eyes flashing with irritation. “I thought we’d gotten past you wanting to play guard dog on my calls.”

	Seth pulled a T-shirt over his head. “You don’t have your car.”

	“Oh.” She looked away. “Sorry. I shouldn’t get defensive so quickly.”

	“It’s all right.” Seth regretted that he’d always made her feel like she had to defend doing her job. “I’d rather you get mad and talk to me than bolt.” Seth put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m doing my best, but you have to meet me halfway. I can take anything but you shutting me out.”

	She searched his face, then nodded. “I’ll try. But you have to consider marriage counseling.”

	Doubt and irritation flickered in his eyes, but he nodded. “Fair enough.”

	Well, that was a first. The last time she’d suggested a therapist, he’d balked.

	Seth stepped into a pair of athletic shoes. “Where are you going today?”

	“Drop me at my mom’s.”

	“I meant after that.”

	“I have a meeting in the office this morning, and a home visit this afternoon.”

	“Peter Rollins?” Seth asked. He’d been involved in Peter’s arrest in July.

	“I saw Peter yesterday.” Carly’s lips flattened.

	“Peter should be in jail.” Seth went into the bathroom to brush his teeth. He left the door open.

	“He deserves a second chance.”

	“He was going to deal a very dangerous drug.”

	“But he didn’t actually sell any of it,” Carly argued. “The judge believed him when he said he found the bag of drugs and was only going to sell it because O’Rourke Properties had let his father go. His family was desperate. He made a bad decision, and he paid for it. His mother almost died. As it is, she’s still in the rehab center.”

	“His mother is an idiot. What was she thinking? Sampling the drug she confiscated from her son?” Seth emerged from the bathroom. “And Peter’s a little liar.”

	On the surface the kid’s story was plausible, but when Seth looked into the kid’s eyes during questioning, he’d seen a player.

	“You think everyone is lying.” Carly crossed her arms over her chest.

	“They usually are.” Seth grabbed his keys. “You shouldn’t go over there alone.”

	The words slipped out before he could stop them.

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “You know what you’re doing. If you need help you’ll call for it.”

	“I will.” Carly looked away. Was she mad or was something else going on with her?

	Seth wasn’t a fan of giving people a break, not where drugs and alcohol and stupid decisions were involved. But for Carly’s sake, he’d back down. She was good at her job, and he needed to trust her to make the right call on Alex Rollins.

	For now.

	



CHAPTER SIX

	Seth stepped into the trailer-size Solitude Police Station. The air-conditioning unit buzzed ineffectually from the window behind the secretary’s desk. Fiftyish, Sheila had been with the department forever. Her fingernails clacked on her keyboard.

	“Good morning, Sheila,” he said.

	“Morning, Seth.” Skinny as a lollipop and just as bright, Sheila paused in her typing to lift a sweating can of cola to her forehead. Her short hair was dyed an eye-searing shade of purple. Her fingernails and eyelids matched. She raked a worried gaze from his face to his wing tips. “How are you? Not too singed, I hope.”

	“Nah. I’m fine.” Seth tugged his dress shirt over the bandage on his forearm. “Is Zane in?”

	“He is.” She waved him toward her boss’s door, which was slightly ajar.

	Seth rapped on the doorframe.

	“Come on in,” Zane called from his desk.

	Seth closed the door behind him. “I have something for you.”

	Zane lifted his brows.

	Seth raised the yellow clasp envelope in his hand. “Ballistics reports on the bullets that killed Roy Krueger and JD Hearne.”

	“Well?” Zane reached for the envelope.

	“Test results confirm our suspicions. Walt Burrowes’s .22-caliber handgun killed Roy and JD.” Seth eased into the single chair facing Zane’s desk.

	Zane slid the papers out of the envelope and scanned them. “These my copies?”

	“Yes.” Seth nodded. “Flip to page two. Walt’s gun also fired the shot that killed a dealer on the coast a few weeks back.”

	“Shit.” Zane scanned the pages, dropped the report on the blotter, and rubbed his eyes. “I can’t believe all this has happened here. This used to be such a quiet town. My biggest worries used to be domestic disturbances and underage drinking.”

	“Those days are long gone.”

	Zane reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a file. He flipped it open. “Let’s look at our timeline. In May, Police Chief Bill Taylor died of cardiac arrest.” Zane looked up. “Though we now know that C-22 likely caused his heart attack.”

	“Bill was murdered.” Seth’s chest filled with anger and sorrow. Carly’s father had been more than the police chief in Solitude. He’d been a rock-star husband, father, and civic leader. The entire town was still reeling from his death nearly four months later. Bill had treated Seth like a son, even after his marriage had imploded. “There’s no way in hell Bill took any drug willingly.”

	“Agreed. Bill was my friend and boss for five years. I never saw him drink anything harder than beer.” Zane paused for a breath. “Bill’s replacement, Roy, disappeared ten days later. Three months later Roy’s remains turn up beside the river. Cause of death: double tap. Right after that, JD Hearne is found with two bullets in his head.”

	“And now we’ve confirmed that Walt Burrowes killed Roy and JD. But why?”

	“Let’s start with Roy,” Zane said. “He had a big-time gambling problem and was desperate enough to borrow money to pay his mortgage. Yet he had a new boat and some other expensive man-toys in his garage. His bank account showed no unusual activity. The casino employees remember him flashing large amounts of cash. According to Zane, Walt practically said that Roy found out someone around here was manufacturing C-22 and took payoffs to look the other way. Then when that teenager overdosed back in May, he had an attack of conscience, and Walt took him out.” Zane scrubbed both hands down his face. “But what about JD?”

	Seth crossed an ankle over a knee. “We found a small supply of C-22 in his apartment, along with a few thousand dollars in cash, a new video game console and a man-cave-worthy flat-screen TV. Given JD’s mostly unemployed and generally lazy nature, we’re fairly certain he was dealing. His fingerprints were found in Walt’s truck. My best guess is that JD either tried to blackmail Walt or he was skimming off the profits. Drug dealers do not like it when the hired help turn on them.”

	“No, they don’t,” Zane agreed. “We have to find the manufacturing site.”

	Seth snorted. “We only have thousands of acres of woods to search.”

	“We didn’t find anything at Walt’s place or at the O’Rourke construction site, though Peter Rollins said he found that bag of drugs near there, and JD was supposedly doing grunt work out at O’Rourke’s too.”

	“Peter was probably lying about finding the bag of C-22 in the woods out there. The kid should be in jail.”

	Zane’s mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Carly doesn’t think so.”

	“Carly thinks the best about everybody.” Except me.

	“That isn’t always a bad thing.”

	“No, it isn’t.” Seth sighed. If only he could get Carly to give him half as many chances as she was willing to give her teenage charges. “What about yesterday’s fire at O’Rourke’s?”

	“The fire marshal suspects arson. Charring, burn patterns, and multiple points of origin suggest the use of an accelerant. Can’t confirm, of course, until he’s finished with his investigation and the lab reports come back.”

	“Too many trails lead right back to the O’Rourke resort. Possibility number one: Walt was using the construction site as a distribution hub,” Seth said. “Both Peter and JD were employed there. He could have passed drugs off to them there. Maybe a user is angry that his distribution was cut off.”

	Zane pressed his fingers against his forehead as if it ached. “Walt was using the construction site as a distribution center, but the forensics team didn’t find any trace of the drug at the site. So the C-22 must have been stored somewhere else and simply passed from vehicle to vehicle.”

	Seth scratched his wrist. “Possibility number two: O’Rourke’s was caught in the drug rivalry between our local supplier and the gang on the coast. Maybe the fire was payback to the O’Rourkes for Walt killing their man.”

	“Good point.” Zane tapped a finger on the ballistics report. “Other suspects are the multiple building contractors generally pissed at the O’Rourkes for canceling their jobs after their work failed inspections. Peter Rollins’s dad, Alex, is one of them. I ran into him on Founder’s Day. He was drunk, angry, and vocal about the O’Rourkes ruining his reputation. I’ll get a list of everyone who was at the site yesterday: deliverymen, suppliers, contractors, et cetera.”

	“I’ll interview Alex and Peter. I’d like to know what they were doing for the hours before the fire started yesterday.” Seth rubbed at the edge of his bandage. The mere mention of the fire made the burn underneath itch. “We have more questions than answers. We know Walt killed Roy and JD. Every person of interest is turning up dead before we can ask them questions. The only guy we have in custody is that dealer from the coast.”

	“The one who is willing to spill his guts but doesn’t actually know anything.”

	“That’s the one.” Seth sighed. “This is a small town. Somebody knows what’s going on.”

	“They’re probably too afraid to say anything.”

	“With good reason.”

	A knock sounded on the door.

	“Yes?” Zane called out.

	Sheila opened the door and stuck her head in. “We just got a call from Sue over at building and zoning. The building inspector, Mike Bell, didn’t show up this morning. Sue hasn’t been able to get ahold of him. Sue says Mike hasn’t missed a day of work in fifteen years. She went by his house and knocked but he didn’t answer. She’s worried something happened to him.”

	Zane looked at Seth. “Want to ride along?”

	“Sure.” He followed the police chief outside. “I don’t like it.”

	“Me either. Not after what happened to Roy.” Zane got into his car and drove out of the lot.

	Seth followed in his county vehicle. Ten minutes later they parked in front of a neat bungalow about the same size as Seth’s place. Closing his car door and stepping up on the sidewalk, Seth assessed the house. A paved driveway ran up the left side. Hedges edged the small lot on both sides, providing privacy. “Newspaper’s on the stoop.”

	“Porch light is still on.” Zane stopped to check the mailbox. “Empty.”

	“So he collected his mail yesterday.”

	The pale-green clapboards and white trim had been recently painted. A pair of low-slung wooden chairs adorned the deep porch. Seth leaned over to read the date on the paper. “Today’s issue.”

	Zane knocked. No one answered.

	An elderly lady emerged from the house next door. She turned around to drag her walker over the threshold. Big silver letters on the lumpy rear of her pink sweat pants spelled out BOOTY. She scraped and shuffled to the edge of her porch and called over to them. “Are you boys looking for Mike?”

	“Yes, ma’am,” Zane said. He and Seth crossed the small patch of lawn to stand in front of her porch. She frowned down at them.

	“Well, I’m worried. It’s recycling day. He always puts out his receptacle and mine.” She pointed to the green plastic container sitting in front of her garage door. “We missed the truck. Plus, his front porch light is on. That light is never on in the daytime. Mike turns it off when he brings in his paper in the morning. He’s an early riser. I’m telling you. Something is wrong.”

	Zane pulled a small notebook from the chest pocket of his uniform. “Can I have your name, ma’am?”

	“Trudy Baker.”

	“When was the last time you saw Mike, Mrs. Baker?” Zane asked.

	“Hm.” Her wrinkled forehead accordioned. “He came home around six. Looked like he was carrying a bag of fried chicken from Nell’s.”

	“Does Mike have a girlfriend?” Zane asked.

	“He hasn’t dated much since that useless bimbo he married six years ago dumped him. She hated Solitude. I think she lasted six months.” The old lady shook her head in disbelief. “I’d hoped he’d learned his lesson, but apparently not.”

	“Why do you say that?” Seth asked.

	“Because I saw a blonde in a shameful dress slinking out of his place before dawn last week.” She huffed.

	Seth’s interest sharpened. “Can you describe her?”

	“I didn’t get a look at her face, and my eyes aren’t what they used to be.” She shook her head. “By the time I fetched my binoculars, she was gone.”

	“Can you describe her car?”

	“There wasn’t an extra car on the street. She must have parked on a different street.” She shifted her weight, leaning heavily on her walker. “I need to sit down. If you have any more questions, you’ll have to come inside.”

	“Thanks for your help, ma’am,” Zane said.

	Seth and Zane rounded the house, peering in windows as they walked along the side of the building.

	“Can’t see a thing,” Zane said.

	“Who closes the kitchen blinds?” Seth asked.

	“Not me.” Zane headed for the detached garage.

	“Maybe he stayed over at his new girlfriend’s place.” Seth put a toe on the woodpile stacked against the side of the building and hoisted himself up to look in the high window. A log moved under his shoe. He gripped the window ledge to steady his footing. “Empty.”

	Seth dropped to the ground.

	“Mike could have fallen in the shower or had a heart attack.” Zane turned and headed for the back porch.

	A dozen other perfectly reasonable explanations occurred to Seth, but none of them were good. A faint mewing sound came from the back of the log pile. He peered into the shadowed space behind the stacks of wood. Two black-and-white kittens blinked up at him.

	Halfway across the grass, Zane stopped. “Something wrong?”

	“No.” Seth crossed the small patch of back lawn and climbed the porch steps.

	Zane pointed to the doorknob. Faint scratches marred the wooden jamb. He used the hem of his shirt to try the knob. The door swung open. Not a good sign. They drew their weapons and stepped across the threshold. Seth’s pulse kicked up a notch as the adrenaline buzz hit his bloodstream. The back door opened into a mud room.

	“Mike?” Zane called out.

	The house was silent except for the hum of appliances. The mud room led to a short hall.

	Zane took the first room. Seth shouldered the second door open. The bathroom. Two steps took him across the black-and-white mosaic tiles to the claw-foot tub. He swept the shower curtain aside. Empty. A single towel hung from a rack. Seth touched it. Dry. No drops of water in the sink or shower.

	The police chief continued down the hall while Seth nudged the next door with his elbow and led with his weapon. Bedroom. Empty. Dropping to one knee, he glanced under the queen-size bed, then checked the small closet.

	“No one’s home.” Zane holstered his weapon.

	Satisfied the house was empty, Seth returned his weapon to his hip.

	“Let me grab gloves, then we’ll snoop.” Zane fetched two pairs from his car.

	“Without a warrant?”

	Zane shrugged. “Mike isn’t going to sue me.”

	The layout was like Seth’s place but bachelor-sparse. Three main rooms in the front, a short hall, and two bedrooms in back. They started at the front entry. Seth scanned the scant furnishings and bare white walls. No wedding photo or snapshots. No curtains over the utilitarian blinds. No signs of female habitation. If he hadn’t shared his house with Carly for all those years, this was how he’d be living. She’d added everything to his house that made it a home. Without his wife and daughter, his bungalow was as empty, quiet, and depressing as the hollow space in his chest.

	“You see keys, a wallet, or cell phone?” Zane asked.

	“No. There’s a stack of unopened mail by the door.”

	“There’s cold coffee in the pot. It’s full, programmable, and set to brew at six a.m.” Zane appeared in the archway to the kitchen.

	“How well do you know Mike? I’ve never met him.” Seth worked for the sheriff’s office in the county seat of Hannon.

	“Well enough. We don’t hang out together, but we both work for the township. Can’t help but run into each other now and then, especially at city council meetings.”

	Seth avoided local politics like an Ebola hot zone. “Any chance he could be out for a run?”

	“He’s not the athletic type.” Zane shook his head. He handed Seth a snapshot. “This was on the fridge.”

	In the photo a man in his forties held a huge Chinook salmon in both hands. Mike was short, pudgy, and bald. Dressed in khaki pants and shirt, he looked like Elmer Fudd. Definitely not the athletic type.

	They moved to the back of the house for a more thorough search. The second bedroom was used as an office. The queen-size bed dominated the master bedroom. A basket of folded laundry sat on a chair against the wall. The hamper was half-full. No knickknacks cluttered the furniture, which was also free of dust. Seth checked the dresser and nightstand. No wallet, no keys, no cell phone.

	In the doorway, Zane nodded toward the bed. “Must have had a rough night.”

	The beige sheets and a thin cotton blanket were tangled, un-tucked, and hanging off the mattress. Seth peered into a trash can next to the dresser. “Empty condom wrappers in the trash.”

	Zane called Mike’s office and requested his emergency contact numbers. Five minutes later he ended the call and turned to Seth. “His mother is listed as his emergency contact, but Sue says she’s been dead for three years.”

	“Guess Mike didn’t update his personnel file. What now?”

	“Sue is going to send me a list of his appointments for yesterday.” Zane stepped on the pedal for the trash can and checked inside. “I have a bad feeling about this, but until twenty-four hours passes, what can I do? There’s no sign of a struggle. All we have is a few scratches on the back door, the unlocked door, and the fact that Mike has never missed work before.” He paused, considering. “The hell with it. This is too much like Roy’s disappearance. I’d rather piss Mike off than let an opportunity to find him pass. Let’s take some prints and talk to the neighbors. You can’t spit on the sidewalk in Solitude without everybody knowing about it. Someone must have seen Mike’s new girlfriend. We’ll put out a BOLO on Mike’s pickup. He drives a silver F-150.”

	As he stood in the middle of the inspector’s kitchen, Seth’s gaze fell on a recycling container in the corner. He walked closer. A single empty wine bottle was nestled in a bed of empty beer cans. “Is Mike a beer or wine guy?”

	“Beer drinker,” Zane said with certainty.

	“His new girlfriend must like pinot grigio.” Seth opened the dishwasher with two gloved fingers. A single wineglass occupied the top rack. “Let’s take a few prints.”

	Zane appeared in the kitchen doorway. He scrolled through his phone display. “Guess where Mike was doing inspections yesterday?

	Seth knew by the look on Zane’s face. “O’Rourke’s.”

	



CHAPTER SEVEN

	Carly pulled into her mother’s driveway and parked at the main house instead of driving around to the guest cabin she shared with her daughter. After spending the night with Seth, she’d been running late and had barely seen Brianna this morning. Even now that she was alone in her car, her face heated at the memory of the previous night. A type A alpha male, Seth was goal-oriented and intense.

	“Mommy!” Brianna bounded out of the house. Pigtails contained the dirty-blonde hair she’d inherited from her father. She flung her skinny body into Carly’s arms and wrapped her legs around her mother’s waist.

	“Hey, pumpkin. Whatcha doing today?” Carly carried her into the house.

	“Baking cookies with Grandma.”

	Patsy was at the kitchen counter stirring batter with a wooden spoon. A white apron covered her long cotton skirt and sleeveless blouse. Her long hair was bound in a loose knot at the base of her neck. “What are you doing here in the middle of the day?”

	Carly leaned over and gave her petite mother a kiss on the cheek. “I came to see what you girls were up to.”

	Brianna squirmed, and Carly let her slide to the floor. The little girl knelt on a chair. “Is it ready?”

	“It is.” Smiling wide, Patsy handed her granddaughter a spoon and slid the bowl across the table. 

	Patsy had lost weight after her husband had died, but almost four months later she seemed to have stabilized. Sadness still haunted her eyes, but joy lit her face whenever one of her grandchildren visited.

	Carly was glad she’d moved back home after she’d left Seth. She hated to think of her mom weathering her father’s death without Brianna as a happy distraction.

	Patsy set a cookie sheet on the table. “Can you stay for lunch?”

	“Sure.” Carly checked the time on her phone. “I have a little time before my next appointment.”

	“Grandma’s making grilled cheese sandwiches.” Brianna dropped a spoonful of batter onto the cookie sheet. “Then we’re gonna give Prince Eric a bath for the Labor Day parade.” Brianna’s 4-H project, a rescued pygmy goat, could find mud in a desert. He’d come to Patsy malnourished and weak, but was now fat—and feisty.

	“Get Uncle Bruce to help.” Carly grinned. While the three older Taylor siblings were gainfully employed, the twenty-three-year-old musician lived in their mother’s basement. Muscle might be required to handle the rowdy little animal. Plus, Carly owed him some payback for dunking her in the lake earlier that summer.

	A knock sounded at the front door. Patsy wiped her hands on her apron and walked into the hall. “Seth, what are you doing here?”

	“I have something for you,” he said.

	Carly’s whole body warmed at the sound of his voice. He and Patsy walked into the kitchen. Seth was carrying a cardboard box.

	“What’s inside?” Brianna leaped off her chair.

	Lowering the box to Brianna’s eye level, Seth kissed his daughter on the head.

	“Kittens!” she squealed.

	“Where did you get those?” Carly peeked into the box. Curled on what looked like Seth’s workout clothes, two black-and-white kittens looked up at her. “They look really young.”

	Patsy washed her hands at the sink. “Let’s see.” She lifted a kitten in each hand. “Eyes open. Still wobbly. They’re only two or three weeks old. Where did you find them, Seth?”

	“Abandoned behind a woodpile,” he said.

	Patsy set the babies back in the box. “Where’s their mother?”

	“Um. They’re orphans.” His vague answer and his nod at Brianna told Carly he knew but didn’t want to say in front of their daughter.

	“Well, I guess we’d better get the kitten formula out.” Patsy disappeared into the laundry room. She emerged in a few minutes with a can of formula and two eyedroppers. “Is it true about Mike Bell being missing?”

	Carly turned to Seth. “What?”

	“That has not been confirmed.” Seth sighed. “We’re looking for anyone who might have seen him Thursday night.”

	“Why don’t you ask Katelyn O’Rourke?” Patsy filled an eyedropper and handed it to Brianna, who had helped her grandmother bottle-feed many orphaned animals in the past six months. The Taylor farm held the spillover from the underfunded and overcrowded animal shelter.

	Seth’s eyes brightened. “Why would I ask her?”

	Patsy spread a towel on her lap and lifted one of the kittens out of the box. “Do you know Everett? He works for the sanitation department.”

	Looking confused, Seth shook his head.

	“Everett drives a recycling collection truck. He spotted Katelyn coming out of Mike’s house before dawn last week. He also said Mike recycled a couple of wine bottles, when everyone knows he’s a beer drinker.”

	Small Town Rule #8: Your recycling says a lot about your personal habits, so it’s important to be discreet.

	“Do you have any other details about Mike’s personal life?” Seth asked.

	“No. But if I think of anything, I’ll let you know.” Patsy put the tip of the dropper into the kitten’s mouth. “Oh, thank goodness. He’s drinking.”

	“Mine is too, Grandma.” Brianna cradled the other kitten.

	“I need to make a call.” Seth headed for the back door.

	With Brianna distracted by feeding the kittens, Carly followed Seth onto the back porch. The sunlight hit her face, hot and dry and soothing. She waited while he called Zane and told him about Katelyn.

	“Okay. Let me know when you’re free. I’ll stop at O’Rourke Properties and let you know what I find out.” Seth ended his call. He turned to Carly. “There’s an accident on the interstate. Car hit a combine.”

	“Oh no.”

	“Zane said there were no fatalities, but the Solitude PD is going to be tied up for the afternoon.” Seth loosened his tie and flipped open the top button of his dress shirt. The tanned skin of his throat shouldn’t have been such a turn-on. But with the rest of Seth’s skin so fresh in Carly’s mind . . .

	“Damn, it’s hot,” he said.

	“Yes, definitely hot.” She fanned her face and stepped into the shade of the roof overhang.

	“Do you know what else is hot?” Seth leaned close and whispered in her ear, “You.”

	She could smell the fresh scent of his body wash. The same soap she’d used last night in his shower. She put a hand in the center of his chest. “Don’t.”

	He drew back, hurt shining in his eyes.

	“Brianna might see,” Carly explained.

	He lifted a hand. “So? We’re still married, Carly. There’s nothing wrong with a man kissing his wife.”

	“We’re separated, Seth, remember?”

	“I thought going fishing yesterday was all about us trying to spend time together. I want to work this out, Carly. You know I love you. I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”

	“I know you’re trying, Seth, but we’ve just started down this road. I don’t want her to get excited about us getting back together unless we’re one hundred percent sure it’s going to work out.”

	His mouth tightened. He stepped back.

	Carly’s chest ached at the disappointment in his eyes—and in her heart. There was nothing she wanted more than to save her marriage. “I’m sorry. I just don’t want her to get hurt again. Last winter was hard on her. She’s just now starting to act normal.”

	As much as she loved him, she wouldn’t risk hurting her daughter again.

	“You’re right.” Seth nodded. His shoulders squared. “But I haven’t given up on us. Last night was the best night I’ve had in a long time.”

	Me too. But Carly had to protect herself as well as her daughter. “We need to take it slow.”

	“Okay. We can crawl as long as we keep moving in the right direction. Just promise me you won’t write us off just yet.” Typical Seth, keeping his eye on the prize. Hard work never scared him off. In fact, the more difficult a task, the more he applied himself. If he said he wasn’t giving up on her, he’d dog her forever.

	Stubborn, stubborn man, Carly thought with affection. She really did love him. “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll try.”

	“That’s all I’m asking.” Satisfaction and determination tightened his jaw. “What’s the rest of your day look like?”

	“I was thinking about taking Brianna and my mom to Dairy Queen,” Carly said. “But I doubt she’ll want to leave those kittens, not even for ice cream.”

	“I hope they make it.” Worry drew Seth’s brows together.

	“You’re sure the mama cat isn’t around?”

	“I’m sure.” Close-lipped, he crossed his arms over his chest, obviously sparing her the sad details.

	“I’m not Brianna, Seth. You don’t have to protect me from the facts.”

	He reached out to touch her arm, then curled his fingers into a fist and lowered his hand to his side. “I know. But just because you can handle the truth doesn’t mean you need to know every sad detail.”

	“You can’t protect me from everything.”

	“I know that too,” he said. “But in this case, telling you really doesn’t serve any purpose. Even you can’t fix this one. But if you must know, I saw the mama cat dead on the side of the road.”

	Sadness filled her, and for a moment she wished she hadn’t forced him to tell her. Maybe he was right. She’d cried a lifetime’s worth of tears in the past six months, between her separation from Seth and her father’s death. Was it so awful for him to try to spare her some more tears?

	“If anyone can save them, it’ll be my mom. This isn’t her first batch of kittens.” People had been leaving abandoned animals on the front porch for as long as Carly could remember. “Usually if their appetite is good, they’ll be all right.”

	“I hope so. Brianna fell in love at first sight.” His gaze lingered on hers, bittersweet. It had been love at first sight for them too, back on campus at Oregon State. “Come on. I’ll go to Dairy Queen with you.”

	“That’ll get tongues wagging.” Carly hesitated. Did she really want everyone in town to know she and Seth were trying again? Everywhere she went people would ask her about it. Wait . . . they did that anyway.

	“Let ’em wag.”

	“You hate Dairy Queen.”

	“But I have a new appreciation for small-town gossip.” Seth opened the door for her. “Besides, I need to go into town and talk with Katelyn O’Rourke, and I need a witness. Or at least someone to make sure I come out alive. Zane and Stevie will be tied up for a while.”

	“Scared?”

	“Damned straight. Katelyn scares the crap out of every man with a brain.”

	“So you wouldn’t have slept with her if you were Mike?”

	“I don’t want to sleep with anyone except you,” Seth said in his no-bullshit voice.

	Carly warmed at the sexy glint in his eye.

	“And I’d be afraid she’d eat me after we mated,” he deadpanned.

	The unexpected giggle bubbled out of her throat as they stepped into the kitchen.

	“Shh.” Brianna put a finger to her lips. “They’re sleeping.”

	The kitchen smelled like baking cookies and browning butter. Patsy flipped a grilled cheese sandwich on the griddle. She slid the sandwiches onto plates and handed them out. The knowing smile on her face told Carly her mother had seen the exchange between her and Seth on the porch. Patsy would never push either of them to reconcile but she’d been gently nudging them in that direction the whole summer. Her mother would never give up on love.

	They sat at the table and finished off sandwiches and iced tea. Carly carried their plates to the sink.

	“I have to go back to work.” She kissed her daughter on the top of the head.

	“Bye.” Brianna abandoned her lunch half-eaten to check on the kittens for the third time.

	“Thanks for lunch, Patsy, and for taking care of the kittens.” Seth hugged Brianna goodbye.

	Patsy waved away his thanks. “Brianna is going to look after those little babies. I’m just supervising.”

	Seth followed Carly outside. “Your mother is amazing.”

	“I know. She’s been a huge help.” Carly walked to her Jeep.

	“You can ride with me.” Seth gestured toward his county-owned sedan.

	“I’d better have my own car. I have other stops to make today.”

	Irritation flashed in Seth’s eyes but he blinked it away. “Okay. I need to talk to Alex and Peter Rollins today too. I know Peter is one of your cases now. Do you want in on that?”

	“I do. Why do you need to see him?”

	“Alex and Peter both had a beef with the O’Rourkes, and the fire marshal suspects arson.”

	“Peter was supposed to have counseling, then community service yesterday.”

	“In that case he should be in the clear,” Seth said. He hadn’t argued with her, and he’d included her in his investigation, as it pertained to one of her clients. Progress, she supposed. “What’s the plan?”

	Seth opened his car door. “We’ll stop at the Dairy Queen for ice cream. Maybe we take a walk while we eat.”

	Carly opened the door to her Jeep and let the heat escape. “The offices of O’Rourke Properties just happen to be down the street. Katelyn usually runs down to Nell’s at lunchtime. We’ll probably bump into her.” Nell’s small general store sold everything from bait to fresh fried chicken.

	“Convenient.” Seth leaned into his vehicle.

	Carly heard the sedan’s air conditioner kick on. “I can’t picture Katelyn with Mike.” The perfect blonde usually set her sights on alpha-type men, not mild-mannered township inspectors. “If she slept with him, she had a reason.”

	Seth caught her gaze. The green of his eyes brightened. “Exactly, and it doesn’t take a genius to figure out her motivation.”

	“The only reason Katelyn would sleep with Mike is to get inspections passed.” 

	And now Mike was missing.

	



CHAPTER EIGHT

	Dairy Queen was full of teenagers enjoying their last weekend of freedom before the new school year. A high school girl dug her spoon into her Blizzard and licked the frozen treat in slow motion. Watching her, the teenage boy across the table from her looked like he swallowed his tongue.

	“Brianna is never dating.” Seth steered Carly toward the counter. He knew what she wanted. “Small?”

	“Medium,” Carly said. “It’s been a rough week.”

	“No kidding.” Seth ordered two chocolate-dipped cones. A few minutes later, they took their ice cream outside to walk. She bit off the chocolate coating and dipped her tongue into the vanilla underneath. Mesmerized, Seth watched. Visions from the night before flooded his mind. Carly naked. Tongues. Skin.

	“You’re dripping.” Carly pointed at his hand.

	Melted ice cream dripped from his fingers onto the sidewalk. “Shit.”

	He ate the ice cream in a few bites and wiped his hands with a napkin. Carly popped the last piece of cone into her mouth. Under his dress shirt, sweat pooled at the base of his spine.

	Carly squinted at him. “Are you all right?”

	“Fine.” He loosened his tie.

	“Seth!”

	He glanced up. Katelyn O’Rourke was heading straight for him. She focused like a raptor with a rabbit in its sights. Her dress was tight and sleeveless, her heels take-me-home high.

	“Hi, Katelyn.” Carly waggled her fingers in a hello-I’m-here-too gesture.

	“Carly.” Katelyn’s gaze shifted between Carly and Seth. Irritation crossed her face. “I didn’t know you two were back together.”

	Seth wasn’t fooled by his wife’s sweet country-girl smile. She was no pushover.

	“Katelyn,” Seth said. “I was just going to call you.”

	“Were you?” Katelyn dialed her enthusiasm to bright.

	“I have a few questions for you and your mom,” he said.

	Suspicion dimmed the wattage of her smile. She recovered, turning and giving him a sultry glance over her shoulder as they neared the office door. “Then let’s go inside.”

	In the corner of his eye, Seth caught Carly’s eye roll.

	“Do you mind?” he asked her.

	“Not at all.” Carly shook her head. “I’ll walk down to Nell’s and pick up some aspirin for my mom, but I’ll be right back.”

	“Meet you back at the car in twenty.” Seth followed Katelyn into the building.

	The offices of O’Rourke Properties hadn’t been redecorated since the 1970s. Floors were industrial gray-speckled linoleum. Wood paneling covered the walls.

	“Let’s go into my office.” Katelyn led him down a narrow hall.

	“Is your mother in?” Seth asked.

	“No. Mama is out at the site.” Katelyn turned into a doorway. “I worry about her. I don’t know how much more stress she can take. Everything seems to be going wrong on the project.”

	“You have had a run of bad luck.”

	Faye O’Rourke was tough. Since her husband had died ten years before, Faye had struggled to keep the business in operation. Ironically, her three sons were no help. They’d run out of town at the first opportunity. It was Katelyn who’d stayed in Solitude to help run the construction firm.

	The guest chairs were metal and plastic. Seth eased into one. Instead of sitting behind her desk, Katelyn perched on the corner and crossed her legs. Her dress slid precariously high on her taut thigh.

	“I can’t thank you enough for saving Tim and Bob,” she said in a throaty voice.

	Grief invaded Seth’s chest. “I wish I could have done more.”

	“You did everything possible. We are devastated by the loss of one of our own.” She toyed with a sleek lock of blonde hair at her shoulder, her provocative behavior at uncomfortable odds with her words. But that was Katelyn. Everything about her screamed sex. The sheer force of her sluttiness turned Seth off, but he’d seen lesser men reduced to stammering idiots in her presence.

	“We’re trying to reconstruct what happened at the resort yesterday.”

	“Where’s Zane?” Katelyn tilted her head.

	“He’s tied up,” Seth said. “But considering we’ve linked your old foreman, Walt, to dealing drugs, Zane and I are working this case together.“

	Katelyn’s eyes narrowed. Seth had always suspected her bombshell-blonde act covered a sharp brain.

	Footsteps sounded in the hall. Faye appeared in the doorway. “Katelyn, what’s going on?”

	Seth stood. “Afternoon, Faye.”

	“Hello, Seth. How is your arm?” Despite the sweltering temperature, Faye clutched the edges of her powder-blue cardigan together.

	“It’s fine. Thank you, ma’am.”

	“What brings you here today?” Wheezing, the older woman eased into the second chair.

	“As I was saying to Katelyn, we’re reconstructing the activity at the site yesterday.” Seth didn’t like Faye’s color. Could she be sick? An illness would explain how she’d missed the signs that her foreman was involved with drugs.

	Faye nodded. “I already e-mailed a current list of employees, contractors, and suppliers to Zane, and noted which ones were at the site yesterday. I’ll make you a copy.”

	“That’ll help.” Seth said. “Can you think of anyone with a grudge against you?”

	Faye considered. “Sure. It’s almost impossible to avoid conflict in business. I heard Alex Rollins expressing discontent at the Founder’s Day celebration. He claims I let him go for no reason and that I owe him money. Both accusations are false. The fact is that Alex’s work wasn’t up to O’Rourke standards. Our resort is going to be the most luxurious in the area. Alex’s carpentry is better suited to rougher work. In fact, if Walt had been doing his job instead of conducting illegal activity on my property, he would have let Alex go long ago.”

	“Is Alex the only sub you’ve let go?”

	“No. There were several,” Faye said. “The names are highlighted on the list I sent to Zane.”

	“Have you had any other disagreements lately?” Seth asked.

	“Eric Hearne and I had a heated discussion a few days ago,” Katelyn added. “He invoiced us for more nails than he delivered. He claims he didn’t, but our records are clear. I’m sure it was simply an error on his part, but he was upset.”

	“Is he still a supplier?”

	“Yes.” Katelyn smoothed the fabric of her skirt. “Apparently he wasn’t upset enough to drop his largest customer.”

	Or he couldn’t afford to, thought Seth. “Were either of you at the site when the fire started?”

	“No.” Faye shook her head. “I was at home. I wasn’t feeling well yesterday.”

	“I was here,” Katelyn said. “Except at lunchtime when I ran out to the house to check on Mama.”

	Seth pulled a small notebook and pen from his pocket. “What’s the damage to the resort?”

	Faye paled until her skin was the same color as the strand of pearls around her neck. “We’re insured, but we’ll definitely lose time. My projections are dependent on getting the resort open by spring. Now I don’t know if we’ll make it. The delay is a cost we can’t recoup. It’ll be some time before I have a dollar estimate.”

	“You don’t have any emergency funds or property to sell?” Seth asked. At one time the O’Rourkes had owned a large chunk of the land around Solitude.

	“Besides the resort, the only land I have left is my house. I sold off all my extra acreage, including the old campground, to the state last year for the startup funds for the resort.” The older woman twisted the pearls at her neck. “This is it. If the resort doesn’t open in the spring, O’Rourke Properties will be bankrupt by next summer.”

	“Have you seen Mike Bell lately?”

	“Last week, I think, but I’ll get Katelyn to check for sure. Mike inspected the supports for the new boathouse.” Faye rubbed her arm. “I really thought we’d gotten past the major problems when Walt was arrested. I replaced a few subs, like Alex Rollins. The work was going smoothly. Oh my.” Faye pressed a hand to her chest.

	Seth moved forward. “Faye?”

	“Mama.” Katelyn slid off her perch.

	“I’ll be all right,” Faye wheezed. “I just need my medicine. It’s in my purse.”

	Katelyn rushed out of the office, returning in a few seconds with an orange prescription bottle. She opened it and gave her mother a pill.

	Faye put it under her tongue.

	“Nitroglycerin?” Seth asked. Years ago his father had taken the drug for his heart.

	She nodded. “I guess I can only put off that bypass for so long. I had a minor heart attack last winter.”

	“How did you ever keep that a secret?” he asked.

	Faye laughed. The color slowly returned to her face. “It wasn’t easy. My cardiologist is over an hour away.”

	“Don’t put it off too long.” Seth exhaled. Depending on their location, it could take the EMTs fifteen to thirty minutes to respond to a call, and the ambulance ride to the nearest hospital was forty-five minutes long. “I have no desire to test the portable defibrillator in my trunk.”

	“And I have no desire to be your first test subject.” Faye patted his hand. “But thank you for your concern. Please keep this to yourself. I’m having enough trouble with the resort. As soon as it’s up and running, I can tend to my health.”

	“No problem.” Seth stood.

	“Thank you,” she said.

	Katelyn tapped Seth on the shoulder. “I’ll walk you out.”

	For once she looked sincere and worried.

	He followed her down the hall toward the empty reception area. “Your mom is tough.”

	She nodded.

	“When was the last time you saw Mike Bell?” Seth asked.

	“Last week.” Her gaze faltered.

	“Where did you see him?”

	She scanned his face. “Why do you ask?”

	“I have a witness who saw you coming out of Mike’s house before dawn last Friday morning.”

	Katelyn crossed her arms and rubbed her biceps. “Mike and I were seeing each other, but we didn’t want our relationship to be public knowledge.”

	“Why is that?”

	“We were afraid it would look like I was sleeping with him for favors.”

	Which is exactly what Seth had thought when he heard the news. “Were you?”

	Anger colored her cheeks. “Of course not.”

	“I wouldn’t think of Mike as your type,” Seth pointed out.

	Katelyn lifted her chin. Her lips compressed, the tightness wrinkling the porcelain skin around her mouth. “Mike is a nice guy. He’s gainfully employed and, let’s face it, Solitude doesn’t have a very large dating pool.”

	When a woman was as loose with her favors as Katelyn, eventually she ran out of prospects.

	She snorted, an indelicate sound from her china doll face.

	In such a close-knit community, a certain amount of personal drama was unavoidable. A middle-aged and lonely guy like Mike might not let the legal, political, or professional ramifications of his actions get in the way of having a woman like Katelyn in his bed.

	“Have you been with him since last Friday?” he asked.

	“No.” She examined a bright-red, pointy fingernail. “I’ve seen him around town this week, but I haven’t been at his place.”

	If Mike had been willing to dismiss the law to sleep with Katelyn, had he strayed across the line in any other areas? Considering what had happened to Roy, Seth could only hope that Mike hadn’t gotten himself killed.

	



CHAPTER NINE

	Carly pulled up in front of the Rollins house. She tensed, remembering her visit the day before. But Seth was with her this time.

	He parked his cruiser at the curb behind her Jeep. He got out of the car and lifted his suit jacket from the passenger seat. Shrugging into it, he joined her on the sidewalk.

	Alex answered the door. He frowned, suspicion tightening his features as his eyes swept from Carly to Seth and back again. “What do you want?” he asked her.

	“Actually, I’m the one who needs to talk to you, Alex.” Seth had interviewed both father and son when Peter had been arrested for selling drugs. “Can we come in?”

	A defeated sigh escaped from Alex’s chest. “I guess.”

	They followed him into the kitchen. Peter was sitting at the table eating a sandwich. Taking their presence in, Peter put down his lunch as if unable to eat.

	Seth didn’t bother trying to create atmosphere, and he didn’t waste words softening anyone up. “Where were you yesterday, Peter?”

	The teen shrank. “I had counseling in the morning and community service in the afternoon. We picked up roadside trash along Route 7.”

	The pressure in Carly’s chest eased. Peter’s alibi was solid.

	“Thanks, Peter. I don’t have any other questions for you.” Seth shifted his gaze to Alex.

	The boy cast his dad a questioning look.

	Alex nodded. “Go on upstairs.”

	Seth waited for Peter’s footsteps on the stairs to fade. “How about you, Alex? Where were you yesterday?”

	“Driving Peter to his appointments. Had some time to kill. Stopped at Walmart. Was here part of the afternoon.” He inclined his head toward Carly. “She was here first thing.”

	“You hear about the fire at O’Rourke’s?”

	“Impossible not to,” Alex said.

	“Can you be more specific about where you were?”

	Alex straightened, as if he was just starting to connect Seth’s line of questioning to the fire. “You can’t think I had anything to do with the fire?”

	“Arson is a possibility.” Seth’s shrug was anything but casual. “Can you account for your whereabouts?”

	“All day?” Alex swallowed. His eyes flattened with opposition.

	Seth nodded. “To start.”

	Alex exhaled hard through his nose and raised his gaze to meet Seth’s head on. Even beaten down by the summer’s events, the carpenter wasn’t the kind of man who would back down from a challenge. “I drove Peter out to Hannon. His counseling appointment was at ten. We left here at nine. I sat in the waiting room. They call me in for the last half hour.” Alex breathed. “Since his community service project was also out in Hannon, there was no point wasting the gas driving back to Solitude. We grabbed hot dogs at the DQ out there. I dropped him off and went to Walmart to get soap.

	Seth made a note. “Got a receipt?”

	“I might. I’d have to check the truck.”

	“Why don’t you do that?” Seth suggested.

	Alex stood and left the room, his movements stiff and awkward with anger. Keys jangled. The front door opened and closed as he left the house and again as he came back in. He threw a crumpled register receipt on the table.

	Seth picked it up. “You checked out at one thirty-two p.m. What time did you pick up Peter?”

	“Five o’clock,” Alex said.

	“What did you do for three and a half hours?”

	Alex shifted in his chair. “I came home.”

	Seth leaned against the doorjamb and stared for a few heartbeats, as if waiting for Alex to confess something.

	“I don’t have a choice about talking to her.” Alex jerked his head at Carly. “But next time you want to interrogate me, I’m calling a lawyer.”

	“Then we’ll be having our next conversation at the county sheriff’s office.”

	Alex met his eyes with a steady, indignant glare. “I have nothing else to say to you.”

	“I’ll be in touch.” Seth pushed off the doorway.

	Carly picked up her file and followed Seth out of the house.

	“Where are you going?” He removed his suit jacket and tossed it into his car.

	“I have two home visits.”

	Seth’s brows rose.

	“Nothing I can’t handle on my own.” She waited for his response.

	Six months ago he would have launched into an interrogation about her clients. He’d have pressed for names and addresses. But today he simply nodded. “Okay. Call me if you need me. I’d like to stop and see Brianna tonight, if that’s all right.”

	“Of course.”

	“I’ll bring chicken from Nell’s.” He got into the cruiser and started the engine.

	Climbing into her Jeep, she drove away from the curb. Seth pulled out behind her. Carly glanced back at the Rollins house. The dead landscaping reflected the family’s despair. She didn’t need this animosity between her and Alex Rollins. But there was no way to separate her case from Seth’s. She wished she knew whether Alex and Peter had been swept up in something out of their control or were active players in a dangerous game.
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	Entering the Solitude PD, Seth waved to Sheila, who was taking a phone call.

	At ten minutes after five o’clock on a Friday afternoon, he’d expected the chief to still be working, but not Sheila. The county support staff cleared out at five on the dot. There was no money in the budget for overtime.

	“Zane?” he mouthed.

	She nodded and waved him toward the break/interview/supply room. The multipurpose space was the size of a walk-in closet. Seth closed the door behind him.

	Zane was sitting at the scratched table, reports spread out across the Formica.

	Seth took the folding chair opposite the police chief. He glanced at the log sheet from the construction site. “Find anything?”

	Zane looked up from the papers. “The problem is that I know most of these people, and I can’t imagine any of them setting the O’Rourke resort on fire.”

	“Any of them having money trouble?”

	Zane propped his elbows on the table and rubbed his eyes. “Probably all of them, but everyone who was at the site yesterday was an employee, a supplier, or a subcontractor.”

	“All of whom are dependent on the O’Rourkes for their next meal.”

	“It doesn’t make sense for any of them to sabotage the job that’s feeding his family,” Zane agreed.

	Seth ran a finger down the list. “Eric Hearne was at the resort yesterday. When I talked to Katelyn yesterday, she mentioned they’d had a disagreement about an invoice.”

	“If Katelyn mentioned the argument, it was probably more than a minor disagreement. But it might be best if you talk to Eric,” Zane said.

	“Probably.” Seth laughed. Eric had made a play for Stevie, but Carly’s sister only had eyes for Zane. “I’ll be passing the hardware store on my way out to the Taylor farm. I’ll stop and talk to him. Did you know Faye was having heart trouble?”

	Zane’s head snapped up. “No.”

	Seth broke out his notebook and gave Zane a rundown of his discussion with Katelyn and Faye.

	“How the hell could she keep something like that a secret?”

	“She said she uses a cardiologist over an hour away.”

	“She must get her prescriptions filled in fucking Portland,” Zane said.

	“Faye asked that we keep her condition confidential.”

	“Of course.” Zane scratched his chin. "But if she really needs open heart surgery, there’s no way she’ll be able to keep that a secret.”

	“She’s hoping to put it off until the resort is up and running,” Seth said. “But I haven’t gotten to the best part. Guess who was sleeping with Mike?”

	Surprise lifted Zane’s brows. “Who?”

	“Katelyn.”

	Zane froze. “You’re kidding.”

	“No. The gossip came from Everett in sanitation via Patsy, but I confronted Katelyn and she admitted she and Mike were involved in a relationship.”

	“Can you get the time and date she was seen coming out of Mike’s place confirmed by Everett?”

	“Working on it. I stopped at the public works building, but he’d already left. I missed him at home too. His wife said he went fishing. She’s not sure what time he’ll be back. He didn’t answer his cell phone.”

	“He’d probably be out of cell range.”

	“I left messages for him everywhere,” Seth said. “What do you have?”

	“We took fingerprints off Mike’s doorknobs and that wine bottle in the recycling bin. I’ll get Katelyn’s prints and see if we have any matches with prints found at Mike’s house. Did she say when she was last with him?”

	“She said last Thursday night. Left at dawn Friday morning, which is when Everett would have been making his rounds with the recycling collection truck.” Seth moved to his next section of notes. “Since Stevie was tied up with you at the accident, I went to see Alex Rollins. He has no alibi for yesterday afternoon.” He summarized his brief interview with Alex.

	Zane frowned. “He was pretty pissed off on Founder’s Day.”

	“He’s still pretty pissed off.” Seth rubbed at the bandage on his arm. The heat in the tiny conference room made his injury burn.

	“Well shit.” Zane grabbed a fresh sheet of paper. “So far we have Alex Rollins and Eric Hearne as possible arson suspects. Motives for both would be personal. Maybe the arson isn’t related to your drug case.”

	“Maybe not.”

	“What about Mike’s disappearance?”

	“Nobody saw anything. There are no signs of a struggle inside his home. Our two main pieces of evidence are an unlocked back door and a few scratches on the jamb.”

	“Mike couldn’t be involved in the drug ring, could he?”

	“That would be my last guess, but it seems awfully convenient that he was sleeping with Katelyn and performing inspections on the resort.”

	Sheila banged on the door, then opened it. “Alex Rollins is on the phone. He is freaking out.”

	Zane reached for the phone on the table. “Mr. Rollins?” He listened, his frown deepening. “We’ll be right there.”

	“What is it?” Seth asked.

	Zane shoved the papers on the table into a file folder. “Peter is missing.”

	



CHAPTER TEN

	Carly drove down Alex Rollins’s street and parked her Jeep behind two Solitude PD cruisers and Seth’s county vehicle. The front door stood open. She jumped out of the car and hurried across the lawn as Seth rounded the side of the house.

	“What happened?” she asked.

	“Looks like Peter went out the window sometime after we left.”

	“But he’s on the second story.”

	“The drainpipe is bent. He probably climbed down.” Seth scratched his arm. “The ground is dry and hard as concrete. No footprints.”

	“But why?”

	“Don’t know yet.” Seth steered her inside. “Zane’s inside. A couple of officers are sweeping the woods.” Seth nodded toward the end of the street, where the forest edged the neighborhood. “Unless he got a friend with a car to pick him up, the wooded area is his next-best option to stay out of sight.”

	Alex Rollins paced the living room, his belligerent attitude swapped for that of a frantic parent. His gaze riveted on Carly. “You two scared him this afternoon, asking him for his whereabouts as if he was a suspect. I get why he was a bastard.” He jerked his thumb at Seth. “But Peter trusts you.” Alex moved toward her.

	Seth stepped between them. “That’s not true and you know it. Peter answered my question and that was the end of it.”

	Alex’s fists clenched at his sides. He met Seth’s gaze, then his eyes shifted to Carly again. Alex deflated. “You’re right. This is all my fault. I can’t control my own kid. Hell, I don’t even know my own kid. He was drinking and using drugs and I had no idea. My wife took his dope and used it herself instead of telling me.” He pressed both hands against his face. “The fact is that before O’Rourke let me go, I was hardly home, and when I was here, I didn’t spend much time with Bev or Peter.”

	Alex had given Carly a rough time, but she still felt sorry for him. His son and wife were both in trouble, and he didn’t know how to help them. His life was spinning out of control.

	“When did you see Peter last?” Seth asked.

	“After you left I went upstairs. I was going to ask him if he wanted to talk, but I could hear music playing through the door. The counselor keeps telling me to keep our lines of communication open. I need to have a meaningful conversation with Peter every day. But for crying out loud, we had enough meaningful conversation in that session yesterday to last a week. We were both talked out. And it was the first time I’d heard his stereo on since he came home. It sounded normal, like before all this happened. So I didn’t bother him. Yesterday was rough. I gave him some space. But I should have checked on him.”

	Carly stepped around Seth. “Give yourself a break. No one would have expected a kid to go out a second-story window.”

	Alex’s eyes were lost. “What the fuck is going on in this town?”

	Good question, thought Carly.

	“Alex?” Zane called from the stairwell. “Can you come up here and see if you can figure out what he took with him?”

	Alex, Carly, and Seth trooped up to Peter’s room. Dirty laundry was strewn across the hardwood floor. Rock band posters from the 1980s covered the walls. Apparently Led Zeppelin was making a comeback. Alex checked the closet and dresser drawers. “He took his backpack. Can’t say about clothes. He has jeans, T-shirts, and hoodies. They all look alike.”

	“Can you check the rest of the house?” Zane asked. “And let’s get a list of Peter’s friends. We’ll start calling parents.”

	Zane gathered forces on the front lawn. “It’s eight o’clock. No daylight left. This boy knows the area. Let’s send out a BOLO to the surrounding counties and the state police.” Zane assigned phone calls and tasks. “We’ll try friends’ parents, local hangouts, et cetera. Let’s get on it, people. A lot of bad things have been going down in this town lately. I want this boy found.”

	“I hate to think of him out in the dark woods, alone.” Carly glanced at the trees three lots away. The sun glowed from behind the tree line. Shadows reached across the houses on wooded lots.

	Seth put an arm around Carly’s shoulders. “We’ll find him.”

	“We’d better get started.” Carly took the list of phone numbers Alex had given them and went into the house. Alex made coffee in the kitchen. Time to start calling parents. It was going to be a long night, and Peter was out there, alone in the dark.
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	Predawn misted on the trail. Carly hefted her pack higher on her back. Thirty minutes into their search, there was no sign of Peter. She’d spent the evening calling Peter’s friends. None of them had seen him. She’d even asked the parents to check their basements and outbuildings for signs that the teen could be hiding on their properties. No luck. A search had been organized after Alex discovered old camping equipment missing from the garage. Firemen, hunters, law enforcement, scouts. At first light, everyone who knew the woods had been on hand to help find the missing teen. Six rescue teams had split up to search Peter’s childhood haunts.

	Small Town Rule #9: Someone is always in your business, but that’s okay because someone also always has your back.

	Seth consulted his portable GPS. “Our sector takes us across the river and turns north, following the Rogue all the way up to the old O’Rourke campground. Alex said this was one of Peter’s favorite hikes when he was a scout.”

	Our sector. Like Seth would allow anyone else to team up with Carly.

	“The bridge is about a quarter mile in. From there on, the path runs parallel to the river all the way to the old campground.” Carly set off down the trail. “My dad used to take us hiking on this trail.” Her tone turned wistful.

	Seth fell into step behind her. Dry leaves and twigs crunched underfoot. The faint roar of water sounded under the chirp of insects and birds. Small animals moved through the underbrush. Though she couldn’t see the river yet, she could smell the mossy scent of the water. Dawn filtered through the trees.

	“How far do you think he could have gone?” Seth wasn’t a Solitude native. They’d fished and camped a little, early in their relationship, but Carly had grown up here.

	“Depends. The trail is all uphill, and the incline increases closer to the campground. That’ll slow him down. We aren’t sure exactly when he left yesterday, but the footing is rocky for night hiking. I’d think he’d pitch his tent as soon as it got dark,” Carly said. “On the other hand, most of his community service has been walking roadsides and recreation areas picking up litter. He’s pretty fit, and he packed supplies.”

	According to his father’s inventory, Peter was equipped with a tent and sleeping bag. His father also suspected he’d raided the pantry for energy drinks, beef jerky, and candy bars.

	“The state forest is on the other side of the campground?”

	“Yes. Peter could disappear for a long time out there.”

	“The Forest Service is on alert. The rangers will be out looking for him too.”

	The trail let out onto the riverbank. White water rushed under a wooden bridge. The river was narrow here, maybe thirty feet across, but the current picked up as water was forced through the narrow gap between the rocks. On the right, the river plunged five feet over an outcropping of rock.

	“Why did he take off?” Carly’s boots clomped on loose-sounding boards. Mist swirled up and dampened her skin.

	The bridge bounced lightly underfoot as Seth walked onto it. “Who knows? His dad said the joint counseling session was rough on both of them. Maybe it was too much. Some people don’t like to talk about their issues.”

	“If he wants to get his life back on track, he needs to understand why and how he got into this mess. Otherwise he’ll probably just make the same mistakes all over again. Problems have to be faced, not buried.” She left the bridge. The trail continued through a dense patch of trees and climbed. The temperature dropped ten degrees as they moved into the shade. The light sheen of sweat on her skin cooled, and Carly shivered. Had Peter been cold last night?

	Seth didn’t respond.

	“You know I would have been perfectly safe today with any one of the other volunteers,” she said. His behavior at the four a.m. search party meeting made her wonder if he really could change. None of the thirty firemen, cops, and hunters was good enough to partner with Carly. Seth had to be her personal guard.

	“Maybe I just wanted to spend time with you.”

	She glanced back. Their gazes met. Unfortunately the stubborn set to his jaw was damned sexy, and despite the animosity hovering around them, she felt the connection straight into the pit of her belly. Visions of him, naked and powerful, rising over her in the moonlight, flooded her brain, reminding her of the overwhelming link they’d shared since the first time they’d met. Love at first sight was no joke. She was her own worst enemy.

	She turned her attention back to the trail, which had turned rocky. The incline increased. Her thighs and lungs burned with exertion. How long had it been since she’d gone hiking? With Brianna and her job, she barely had time to shower some days. “The next couple of miles will be tough.”

	“Okay.” Seth, despite carrying a much heavier pack, ambled along as if they were strolling hand in hand down Main Street.

	Ten minutes later Carly didn’t have the breath for any more conversation. Her feet slipped on loose pebbles. Seth’s hand in the middle of her back kept her from falling backward.

	“Why don’t we take a break?” he asked.

	As much as she hated to stop, this could be a very long day, and they’d even packed for the possibility of spending the night in the wilderness. “There’s a good rest spot up ahead.”

	The trail leveled and opened into a twenty-by-ten clearing. Carly set her pack on a boulder and swigged from her water bottle. Seth opened an energy bar and broke it, offering her half.

	“Thanks.”

	“Look at this.” Seth squatted and pointed at a small pile of charred branches in a rock circle. Sand had been kicked over a fire. He pressed a hand to a rock. “Cool.”

	Carly circled the clearing. She spotted four evenly spaced holes in the ground forming a rough four-by-seven rectangle. “Someone pitched a tent here. The size looks about right for the two-person shelter Alex described.”

	He looked up at her and frowned. “Doesn’t mean it was Peter, though. Lot of campers out here.”

	Carly suppressed her hope. “I know, but Alex said this trail was one of his favorites.”

	Seth straightened. “We’ll find him, and until we do, we know he has the skills to survive.”

	“Provided nothing happens to him. He could fall or get sick. Dozens of things could happen to him, and that’s only the wilderness turning on him. With Mike missing . . .”

	“We don’t know that anything bad happened to Mike,” Seth pointed out.

	“His disappearance looks exactly like Roy’s.”

	“But we can’t make the assumption. He could have simply forgotten to tell someone he was taking Friday off.” But Seth’s voice lacked conviction. He didn’t believe Mike was on vacation. “Walt killed Roy, and Walt is dead. He can’t hurt anyone.”

	But logic didn’t dispel her growing anxiety.

	Seth straightened and brushed his palms together. “You ready?”

	“Let’s go.” Carly picked up her pack. Hope added energy to her steps. Someone had camped in this clearing recently. It could have been Peter.

	Three hours later, though, disappointment and exhaustion weighted her legs. The sound of water penetrated the foliage as the trail wound back toward the river. They paused, setting down their packs for a brief respite.

	“Don’t get discouraged.” Seth handed her a meal replacement bar. “We’ve seen plenty of signs that someone’s been on this trail.”

	“But like you said before, there’s no way to know if it was Peter or random hikers.” Carly chewed, washing the energy bar down with half a bottle of water, the coolness of the morning long gone.

	Seth scanned the surrounding forest. “How much farther to the old campground?”

	“It’s about a hundred yards ahead at the top of that rise.” Carly pointed up the trail.

	She wiped her forehead with a bandanna. “I’ll be right back.” She took a ziplock bag of toilet paper and a travel-size bottle of hand sanitizer from her pack.

	“Don’t go far.” Seth unfastened the long-range two-way radio from his belt. “I’ll check in.”

	Each rescue team was supposed to check in with the base camp every hour or so as terrain and signal strength permitted.

	“I think I can manage to pee in the woods, Seth.” Carly walked away.

	She heard him talking into the transmitter and pure static answering him. They’d have better luck with communications at the top of the trail. She picked a spot, took care of business, and cleaned her hands with hand sanitizer. The pungent sting of alcohol left her nostrils as she turned back toward the clearing. Another, cloying scent drifted to her. She sniffed, unease settling over her with a rush of goose bumps up her arms. “Seth!”

	He rounded a boulder. “What’s wrong?”

	“Do you smell it?”

	The scent of death was unmistakable.

	He inhaled, his gaze sharpening. “Probably an animal.”

	Carefully scanning the ground, they followed the smell to a spot a few yards off the trail. Carly stepped over a fallen tree. Insects buzzed to her right. Next to her, Seth paused and turned. He’d heard them too. His hand on her arm stopped her, but not before she saw it.

	Carly’s heart clenched, and her vision blurred. “Oh my God. No.”

	Next to a tree stump, a pair of boots protruded from a dense patch of underbrush.

	



CHAPTER ELEVEN

	“Alex said Peter was wearing his boots.”

	Seth caught Carly’s elbow and eased her to a fallen log. He couldn’t promise her the body wasn’t Peter, but he could spare her the sight of a corpse. “Stay here.” Leaving her on the log, he stepped closer to the boots. The scent of decomposition permeated his nasal passages, and his stomach flopped. Stepping carefully to minimize his evidence trail, Seth moved in. Please don’t be Peter.

	The smell intensified, as did the drone of flies, as he bent low to look under a patch of brush.

	The face was turned toward him.

	Not Peter. Mike.

	Seth turned away and breathed for a couple of seconds. Coated with the scent of decay, his throat clogged. He swallowed.

	“It’s Mike,” he called.

	“Oh no.” Her voice was strained. “How . . . ?”

	“Gunshot wound to the head.”

	“Oh my God.”

	Tamping down his personal acquaintance with the victim, he let his professional persona take over. Exposed to the elements and the heat, the body exhibited signs of initial decomposition: abdominal bloating, some marbling of the visible skin. The remaining eye was open and milky white. Insects and animals had been busy, with the majority of activity centered at the wound, natural orifices, and fingertips. He checked his watch. Seth was no ME, but he’d seen his share of remains. Considering the inspector had been missing approximately thirty to forty hours, Seth would bet this was where Mike had been all along.

	A 9mm lay on the ground next to his hand. The body was positioned as if Mike had been sitting on the tree stump when he’d died and then fallen to the ground. A folded piece of paper protruded from the shirt’s chest pocket. Using one finger, Seth tilted the paper and peeked at the text.

	“Seth?” Carly called.

	“Yeah.” Seth turned to see her squinting through the foliage. He tucked the paper back into Mike’s pocket and retraced his steps back to the trail. While he’d love to preserve the crime scene, finding Peter was more important. The best Seth could do was call the death in. He rooted through his pack for something to mark the location of the body on the trail. He pulled out an extra sock and tied it to a low-hanging tree branch.

	“What did you find?” she asked.

	“A structural inspection report for the main building of the O’Rourke resort. Mike signed off on it.”

	“Do you think he felt responsible because the roof caved in and killed that man? Could he have driven out here to kill himself?”

	“That’s the implication.” But Seth wasn’t convinced.

	“Look over here.” Pale-faced, she pointed behind the fallen tree.

	Seth peered over. “Vomit.”

	He examined the ground in front of the log. Two indentations indicated where someone might have knelt. An empty energy drink can was tucked under the edge of the log, the same brand Alex had said Peter took with him. In his mind, Seth saw Peter finding Mike’s body, stumbling backward, falling to the ground and getting sick. Seeing a dead body would freak out a teenager.

	He tied his other sock to a tree branch next to the puddle of vomit.

	Carly leaned forward, resting her forearms on her knees.

	Seth unclipped the two-way radio from his belt. “I’ll call it in.” But all he could raise on the radio was static. He and Carly also carried personal locator beacons that could be activated in an emergency, but direct communication would be optimal so the medical examiner could be called ASAP. Evidence deteriorated rapidly in the open. The sooner the crime scene was secured the better. He turned to the trail. “We’ll have to climb to the top of the rise. Can you hike?”

	Carly pushed to her feet. She swayed for a second, then righted herself. “Let’s go.”

	“Need some water?”

	“No. I’m not up to swallowing anything at this moment.”

	In five minutes they crested the hill. The main campground spread across about an acre of relatively high ground. In the center, a log cabin–style administrative building had partially collapsed. Vegetation crept across the once-cleared land. Spaced about fifty feet apart, RV hookups marked individual campsites. On either side of the area sat cinderblock buildings that used to house restroom and shower facilities, one for each gender. At the rear of the area, an old dirt logging road provided access.

	Seth stopped. Carly nearly slammed into him. 

	“Hey, what’s that?” she asked in a soft voice.

	A Coleman camper was angled into a space near the middle. A portable generator hummed at its side. Behind the RV he could see the bumper of a silver pickup. Mike had driven a silver pickup. The hairs on the back of Seth’s neck quivered. He tugged Carly back down the hill onto the trail.

	“I don’t like it,” he whispered. “Something’s wrong.”

	Carly crouched behind an evergreen. “Why would Mike come up here to kill himself?”

	Seth shook his head. “No reason he wouldn’t do it in his house.”

	“Why is there a camper up there? I thought the campground was closed.”

	“It is. The O’Rourkes sold off the property. Doesn’t mean people won’t try and use it anyway.”

	“There’s no water or electrical hookups. What’s the attraction?” Carly asked. “It’s not like there’s any shortage of camping areas around here.”

	“This is Oregon. People like to live off the grid.” Seth tried the radio again, but he needed to be up on the hill to get reception. He didn’t know why the camper freaked him out. Though people who lived off the grid might want to defend that right with firearms. “I need to get out in the open and on high ground to use the radio. You stay here. I’m going to crawl up there and get a better look around.”

	“I’m not staying here by myself. That’s how the young woman always gets picked off in horror movies.”

	Seth sighed. Carly wasn’t very good at following orders. On the bright side, she trusted him to protect her.

	Crouching, he ran back up the trail and peered over the rise. Carly, who’d spent much of her childhood in these woods, followed him with a quiet step. He held out a hand, indicating she should keep her head down. From his position he could see the camper and the pickup. Just because it was silver didn’t mean it was Mike’s vehicle. It could belong to the people who owned the Coleman.

    An approaching engine rumbled. Seth crouched behind some greenery and squinted through the foliage. An old black Bronco entered the campground via the access road. It rounded the administration building and parked in front of the camper. Two men got out of the vehicle. One wore a neon-green Seahawks cap. Bright red hair topped the second man’s head. They transferred two boxes from the back of the Bronco to the Coleman. Large block lettering on the boxes read NOT FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION. A few minutes later they emerged, got back into the SUV, and drove away.
 
	“What’s going on?” Carly hissed.

	Seth slid down and gave her a rundown. “I’m going to see if I can get the radio working. We need to call for help. I need you to stay here, out of sight. Okay?”

	“Yes.” She hunkered into the underbrush.

	But he knew her promise didn’t mean shit. “I mean it.”

	She raised a palm. “We could activate our emergency transponders.”

	“Without knowing what those two men are up to, I don’t want search and rescue swarming this place blind. I’d rather make them aware of any potential danger.” Seth crawled over the rise and tried his radio. Bursts of contact alternated with static. He moved away from the trees, into the clearing of the campground.

	More crackling. “Solitude base, over.”

	Before he could answer, movement in the trees behind the Coleman caught Seth’s attention. Whipping out his gun, he shoved his silenced radio into his pocket. He ran across the clearing and ducked into the woods on the other side. His boots made no sound on the dry ground. The smell of gasoline stung his nostrils. In the shadow of the trees, Seth circled the camper. A slim figure dumped the contents of a red gas can on the dry brush under the Coleman. Carrying a second can, he climbed the steps and tried the door. When it didn’t give, he picked up a large rock and smashed the window. Dropping the rock, he tilted the can and poured the gas in the opening. He turned.

	Peter. He held a pack of waterproof matches in one hand.

	“Stop!” Seth emerged from the woods. “What the hell are you doing, Peter?”

	Peter froze for a few seconds, his eyes wide, almost shocky.

	“I’m stopping them before they come after me. I saw the dead guy. They must have killed him. I know what they’re doing here. I stole drugs from them. It’s only a matter of time before they kill me too.” Peter dropped the empty gas can, struck a match, and tossed it in the broken window. Fire leaped, rocking the camper and knocking Peter off the step.

	Seth lunged for the boy. He grabbed his arm and dragged him away from the burning Coleman.

	“Get up!”

	Peter scrambled to his feet, then turned shocked eyes at the camper. “I didn’t think it would burn so fast.”

	“Chemicals.” Seth prodded the boy toward the woods. “Move.”

	Boom.

	A ball of fire mushroomed from the RV. The explosion shook the ground and sent pieces of camper into the air. Fire crackled, catching in the surrounding grass and spreading toward the woods.

	“Oh, shit.” Seth grabbed the teen by the collar and shoved him in the opposite direction, toward Carly. “Go. Go. Go.”

	“What was that?” Peter glanced over his shoulder.

	“Propane tank.” Seth drew up at the entrance to the campground. The fire was rolling into the dry forest like an ocean wave. “Carly!”

	“I’m here.” She jogged toward them.

	Seth had the radio in hand. “We’re at the old O’Rourke campground.” He reported the fire, as well as finding Peter, alive and well, and Mike’s body.

	“Emergency responders are on the way,” the search coordinator responded with a burst of static.

	Seth hustled Peter and Carly away from the flames and toward the trail. One shift in the breeze and that fire was heading straight for them. In fact, even without a wind change, they were in grave danger. They ran over the rise and back to the trail Carly and Seth had hiked. The canopy closed over them, the coolness of the shade feeling like a false sense of security. Radio contact faded. Seth shoved the walkie-talkie into his pocket.

	They rounded the first bend in the trail.

	“Hold it!”

	Seth slid to a stop, dirt and rocks shifting underfoot.

	One of the men from the Bronco blocked the trail. In his hands, pointed straight at them, was a shotgun.

	



CHAPTER TWELVE

	“Hands in the air.”

	Carly’s heart slammed against her ribs. The man who held the gun was tall, rangy, and filthy. Under his green ball cap, gray eyes narrowed in a mean squint.

	“The fire’s coming.” Seth glanced over his shoulder. Smoke drifted through the trees. “We have to get out of here.”

	“Oh, we will.” Green Hat jerked the barrel toward Peter’s face. “Toss your gun on the ground.”

	Seth complied, pulling his weapon from its holster with two fingers. The redheaded man emerged from the woods, a roll of duct tape in his hands. “What we doing with them?”

	“Tie ’em up. The fire’ll take care of them.”

	Seth gave Carly a look. He blinked from her to Peter to the woods. She shook her head slightly. Red stepped in front of Peter and spun him around to bind his hands behind his back.

	With Peter out of the gunman’s direct line of fire, Seth rushed Green Hat, grabbing the shotgun in both hands. They struggled with the weapon. The man grunted as Seth drove a knee into his groin. Red reached for a gun in his waistband. Green Hat crumpled to the ground.

	“Drop it.” Red pressed a handgun to Peter’s head. Seth released the shotgun. The weapon fell to the ground. “Tie him up.”

	Green Hat knelt at Seth’s ankles.

	Carly’s breath locked. Though Red pointed the gun at Peter, both men were focused on Seth. No one was paying any attention to her. She scanned the ground. The shotgun was a few feet away. There was no way she could let these men tie them up. The fire had increased to a popping roar on the other side of the hill. The entire area was dry and brittle, and help was at least twenty to thirty minutes away.

	In one smooth movement, she snatched the shotgun off the ground and brought the butt up hard under Green Hat’s chin. His head snapped back. Blood flew from his mouth as he fell backward. With little room to bring the weapon into firing position, she whipped the barrel around, catching Red solidly across the face and flaying his cheek open. White bone gleamed through the separated flesh. Clutching his face, he dropped the gun. His eyes rolled back in his head. His knees buckled, and he fell face forward into the dirt. Neither man moved.

	“Peter. We have to get out of here.”

	But Peter didn’t move. He stood, rooted to the forest floor. Fear opened his eyes wide.

	Carly ripped at the tape binding his wrists, but the layers were too thick. Her knife was in her backpack in the clearing by the body. “I need you to move.”

	Seth used his keys to cut the duct tape at his ankles, then separated Peter’s hands. “Run!”

	Carly kicked the handgun into the trees as she broke took off. Fire rounded the bend in the trail. Smoke rose into the sky, tinting the horizon in a swirl of charcoal.

	“We’re not going to make it,” Peter sobbed. “It’s all my fault. Everything.”

	“Save your breath,” Carly yelled. How far to the river?

	The wind shifted. Smoke blew in their direction. Fire rolled toward them.

	Grabbing Carly’s hand, Seth pushed forward. The smoke thickened. She could feel the heat on her back. The trail bent. A rushing sound filtered through the trees. She lost track of their position. Was that the river? Or had the fire circled around?

	They burst from the trail. The river lay ahead, at least fifty feet wide at this juncture, but the current wasn’t as swift as it had been under the bridge. They plunged into the water. Icy cold gripped Carly’s skin as she waded thigh-deep.

	“The water’s shallow over here,” Seth yelled.

	Carly turned toward him. Her boots slipped out from under her. The water closed over her head and swept her away.
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	Seth searched the bubbling surface of the river. “Carly!”

	Her head came up twenty feet away. Her arms flailed as she turned onto her back, bobbing and working to keep her head above water. The current sucked her toward a boulder in the middle.

	“Stay here.” He pointed at Peter and leaped toward Carly.

	“Look out!” he yelled, but it was too late. No!

	An eddy pulled her into the side of the rock. His lungs seized as she hit hard and sank. Frantic, Seth swam toward her, riding the current. He went under and fought his way to the surface. Spitting out a mouthful of river water, he gasped. “Carly!”

	Seth reached the boulder, bracing for the impact with his arms. He hit, gripped, slid, and finally got a handhold. Pain zinged up to his elbow. He clung to the side of the rock with numb fingers and scanned the water. Coughing and sputtering, Carly surfaced a few feet away, her eyes blinking wide-open, her face pale, her hand reaching out. Seth made a desperate grab. Their palms connected, slipped. He lunged, wrapped his fingers around her slender wrist, and hauled her back to the rock. She clutched his chest. Trembling and choking, she rested limp against him.

	“Seth, you’re bleeding.” Blue with cold, Carly’s lips quivered.

	He looked down. Blood ran from a three-inch gash in his bicep. “It’s fine. Are you all right?”

	His fingers worked through her wet scalp but found no injury. He swept her ponytail aside and lifted her T-shirt off her back. An abrasion covered the back of her shoulder and neck.

	“We need to get out of this water.” Seth climbed, dragging Carly out of the icy water and up onto the boulder to wait for help. He wasn’t taking a chance crossing the rest of the river without a lifeline. He would take no risk of ever losing Carly again.

	



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	“How’s the arm?”

	“Fine.” Seth looked up at Carly standing in the ER cubicle doorway.

	“I brought you clothes.” She handed him a duffel bag.

	He glanced inside. Shorts, T-shirt, flip-flops.

	“Thanks.” Standing, he tossed the hospital gown onto the gurney.

	This time Carly didn’t look away. Nice.

	“Thirty stitches isn’t fine.” She grabbed him by the hand and turned his arm to look at the underside. A square of gauze had been taped over his new stitches. The burn on his forearm had a fresh bandage as well. “I hope neither of those get infected.”

	“Don’t worry. They shot me up with enough antibiotics to kill whatever was lurking in the water. Where did you get the clothes?” Seth stepped into the shorts and sniffed her head. “And you smell nice. How did you manage that?” Not that he was complaining. She hadn’t suffered any injuries more serious than scrapes and bruises. Considering they’d been in a fire, attacked by armed men, and nearly drowned, Seth considered this a good day.

	“I didn’t need to wait two hours for X-rays and stitches.” She smiled. “I went home and showered.”

	He pulled the T-shirt over his head. “Let’s get out of here.”

	“Brianna wants to see you.”

	“I want to see her too.” He also needed to tie up a few loose ends. The entire Solitude PD, and fire departments from all the surrounding counties, were busy with the now contained but still burning wildfire. The camper had been where the illegally imported chemicals had been stored, and where the two lowlifes had cooked the raw materials and applied the solution to small paper strips to sell.

	“The case can wait.” Carly wasn’t fooled. She tapped an irritated sandal on the tile.

	“I’ve been working on this damned case for months. I want it over and done with so I can weasel my way off this task force. Now that we found the manufacturing site and cut off the drug supply in Solitude, I should be able to go back to my old job.”

	His regular hours as a special investigator for the county sheriff’s office were bad enough. He wasn’t giving up every moment of his life to chase drug dealers. Balance. That’s what he needed. His gaze went to Carly: her lithe body, outfitted in shorts and a T-shirt—an outfit that would have been totally ordinary on anyone else—sent his heart into overdrive.

	“I can’t believe those two men were Walt’s underlings, and that he’d been the mastermind behind the drug operation,” Carly said.

	According to Peter, the two men had been making C-22 “bacon” in the camper since the previous winter. He’d seen them deliver boxes to Walt, who had passed the product on to JD for distribution.

	Carly shuddered. “I know they were criminals and they tried to kill us, but I still hate to think of them burning to death. What an awful way to die.”

	Seth pointed at her. “Remember, that’s exactly what they wanted to do to us. I have no doubt the investigation will prove they killed Mike. It was us or them. I’m very happy with the way things turned out.”

	“You’re right.” She nodded.

	But Seth knew Carly hated to think anyone was beyond saving.

	“Be happy. You saved Peter.” Seth tugged the privacy curtain aside. The movement pulled at his stitches. Pain burst through his arm. He closed his eyes until it passed.

	Carly’s eyes narrowed at him. “I hope so.”

	Seth swallowed. “He made some really stupid decisions, but he’s not a totally bad kid.” Seth grudgingly admitted that the teenager’s dumbassery in the woods had been caused mainly by his being a teenager. “As soon as he heard about Mike’s disappearance, he figured it was only a matter of time until those men came for him.”

	“He wanted to make everything right.”

	“You know where good intentions lead. Setting a fire in the middle of a dry forest was the ultimate in stupidity.”

	Carly winced. “He didn’t think it through or plan to set a fire. He wanted to destroy the drug operation. He saw the men loading more chemicals into the trailer, he saw the gas cans they used to run the portable generator, and he acted on his anger.”

	“Okay. I’ll give him a break, but he’s not getting off scot-free.”

	“And he shouldn’t,” Carly said. “It isn’t healthy for him to avoid responsibility for his actions.”

	Seth grabbed the plastic bag of personal effects on the bed. He shoved his wallet and keys in his pockets. Pain clanged through his elbow like church bells. Under the thirty stitches was a bruise the size of a watermelon and the color of a ripe eggplant. “I’m ready.”

	“Are you all right?”

	He pulled his lips off his teeth. “Fine.”

	Carly wasn’t fooled by his ridiculous attempt to smile. She rolled her eyes. “Stubborn as a mule.”

	Seth shoved his feet into his flip-flops. “Let’s go.” He walked out of the room.

	Carly grabbed his discharge papers from the tray table. “Don’t you want these?”

	He shrugged. “You can hold on to them for me.”

	“Do you want to come to my mom’s with me?”

	Seth rubbed a hand across his hair. “But I’m a mess. I don’t want Brianna to see me like this.”

	“She won’t care.”

	“No. But I might scare her, and I smell like three-day-old trout,” he said. “Can you drop me at home? I’ll clean up and come over.”

	“You promise?”

	“Of course. I have to check on my kittens.”

	“Your kittens?” Surprise raised her voice.

	“Yes, why is that so shocking?”

	“You said no one was home enough for us to get a pet.”

	Seth shrugged. “I’m going to be home more. Besides, with two of them, they’ll have each other for company.”

	“All right.” She drove him home, parked in the driveway, and walked him in. “Do you need help?”

	“I might not be able to get my shorts off.”

	“Not funny, Seth.”

	“I thought it was pretty funny.”

	“Let me cover your arm in plastic. Again. Seriously, Seth, please stop getting hurt. We’ve made too many visits to the ER this week.” Her phone buzzed. She read the display. “Mom says she’ll heat up some leftover pot roast.”

	He turned toward the bathroom. Carly stepped up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. She pressed her face into his back. Seth turned and folded his arms around her. Tears soaked his borrowed shirt. “Hey, what’s all this for?”

	“It was a hell of a day.” She sniffed.

	“Can’t argue with that.” Seth rubbed her back. Despite the horror of the day, warmth spread through his chest. His wife had had a horrible day and turned to him for comfort. She might not be ready to take him back yet, but baby steps still moved him closer to his goal.

	With a deep sigh, she pushed back and wiped her knuckles under her eyes. “I’ll see you soon?”

	“Definitely.” As much as he wanted her to stay, he’d let her go. She wasn’t ready to move back in with him yet. He would have to wait. 

	Since the house felt as empty as a cavern without Carly, Seth showered and dressed in jeans and a gray T-shirt. His cell vibrated before he reached the front door. He didn’t recognize the number on the display.

	“Hey, is this Harding?”

	“Yes.”

	“This is Everett from sanitation. My wife said you wanted to talk to me.”

	“I do. Can I stop by in the morning?” Seth shoved his keys into his pocket.

	“Sure. What’s it about?”

	“I just need a statement.” Seth went out onto the porch. “Did you see a woman coming out of Mike Bell’s house last Friday morning?”

	Everett whistled. “Oh yeah. Katelyn O’Rourke. That was the shock of the year. I didn’t expect to see a hottie like that with Mike. It wasn’t a one-time thing either.”

	Seth locked his door. “What do you mean?”

	“I saw her walk of shame yesterday morning too.”

	Seth froze. “What time?” 

	Katelyn had lied to Seth. She’d been at Mike’s house the morning of his disappearance. 

	“About five thirty,” Everett said. “About what time are you stopping by?”

	“You know what? Something’s come up. I’ll call you back, Everett. Thanks.”

	“Hey, no problem.”

	Seth bypassed his SUV and got into his county vehicle, which he should have returned on Friday but hadn’t. Driving through town, he called Zane. The call went to the cop’s voice mail. He must still have been tied up with the forest fire. The Solitude PD station would be closed on a Saturday evening. Seth left the police chief a detailed message. “If I can find Katelyn, I’m going to take her to the sheriff’s office for questioning.”

	He stopped at the offices of O’Rourke Properties but the lot was empty, the door locked. He turned the car out of town. He’d try the O’Rourke house out on the river. If Katelyn wasn’t there, he didn’t know where else to look for her. In that case he’d go see his wife and daughter and try again later. If he found Katelyn, he’d call Carly and let her know he might not make it over tonight, but there was no point disappointing her until he was sure.

	Katelyn hadn’t told him she’d seen Mike the morning he disappeared, which didn’t necessarily mean she’d killed him, but it proved she was a liar. Seth and Zane had assumed the two men at the campground had been working for Walt. But was that the truth? Was there any way Katelyn could be behind everything?

	Seth turned onto the private road that led through ten acres of woods to the O’Rourke residence. All cedar and glass, the house looked down on the Rogue River from a grassy hill. He steered around the circular driveway past a three-bay detached garage. The wooden steps creaked under his athletic shoes.

	Faye answered his knock.

	“Seth.” She opened the door wide. “Zane stopped earlier to give me an update on the fire. Are you all right?”

	“Yes, ma’am.” He followed her down a short hallway to the kitchen. The slab of granite on the center island was big enough to park a car on. The kitchen opened into a great room. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed a breathtaking view of the Rogue.

	“What can I do for you this evening?” Tonight’s cardigan was pink, and she clutched the edges as if she were freezing. Her color would have made chalk look dark.

	“Are you feeling okay?”

	“I’m not dead yet.”

	“I’m actually here to see Katelyn. Is she home?”

	“No. I’m sorry. She went to the store.” Faye checked the time on her watch. “But I expect her any minute. You’re welcome to wait. Can I get you some coffee?”

	“I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

	“No trouble at all. I just made a fresh pot.”

	“Okay, then.”

	“When Zane stopped, he said he thought those two men squatting on the old campground had been Walt’s partners.”

	“That’s one theory.” Seth evaded the question. There was no point in speculating. Katelyn might have kept her recent liaison with Mike secret to avoid scandal, and Seth was not going to round out his evening by giving an old lady a heart attack.

	“Sit down, please.” Faye waved toward a sofa facing the picture window. She bustled around the kitchen, filling a tiny pitcher with cream.

	Seth faced the river, a ribbon of darkness in the fading twilight. “The water looks calm from here.”

	“It’s deceptive. This segment is particularly dangerous.” Faye set a tray on a glass coffee table.

	“I learned that today.” Seth drank his coffee black, but the brew was unusually strong, like Faye. He added some cream.

	“Yes. I know.” She sat and rested her folded hands on her lap. “I’m sorry about what happened. I so wanted to make a go of the new resort, but everything got out of control.”

	“It’s not your fault.” Seth drank his coffee.

	“I should have known what was going on under my nose.” Faye stared out the window. “Getting old is a bitch.”

	Seth laughed. A light appeared outside the window. Floating. Flying. It burst into a kaleidoscope, colors circling. Zooming in and out. What the hell? He rubbed his eyes. The lights circled his head like a cartoon concussion. What next, a little bird?

	“How do you feel, Seth?”

	He turned to Faye. Her face melted and reformed. Oh. Shit. She’d drugged him.

	“You didn’t really think Katelyn was smart enough to pull all this off, did you?” Faye tsked.

	Seth lurched to his feet. The wood floor rolled under him.

	Faye took his arm and steered him toward the front door. “Let’s get you to your car. Maybe you’ll get lucky. But I doubt it. You’re stronger than Bill was. I gave you a bigger dose. Just in case, though, it would be better if your car was pulled from the river tomorrow with you in it.”

	Seth tried to pull away from her. But his visual field undulated. He yanked his arm away but swayed like a drunk. Water pelted Seth’s face. It sizzled on his skin like acid. He smacked at the burning drops with his hands. His pulse quickened, the beats thudding like bongos in his chest.

	No. No. No. He couldn’t let this happen. He put his hands on his knees, shoved a finger down his throat, and vomited all over Faye’s hardwood.

	She jumped backward. “Well, now, that was just disgusting. I didn’t expect you to give me a hard time. My hired hands are dead. I’ll have quite a time getting your body out of the house on my own. I suppose, if push comes to shove, I could use the hand truck in the garage.” She waved a hand. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I’d really like to take care of this tonight. I don’t have much time.” She smiled at him, giant lips spreading to reveal fangs. Huge vampire fangs ready to piece his jugular. “You have even less. It’s a shame. You’re a nice young man. But, like Bill, just a little too smart. That’s why you have to die.”

	



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	“Where’s Daddy?”

	Pacing the kitchen of her mother’s house, Carly smiled at her daughter. “I’m sure he’ll be along. Why don’t you go check on those kittens?”

	“Okay, Mama.” Brianna disappeared into the laundry room.

	Damn Seth. He promised.

	She chewed a worried fingernail. This didn’t feel right. The “old” Seth wouldn’t have thought much about not showing up. But she hadn’t expected this. Not tonight. Not after everything that had happened in the last few months.

	Carly picked up her cell and dialed Seth again. And left yet another message. She texted her sister Stevie. All the Solitude cops had been busy with the forest fire and major crime scene at the campground. Stevie called her right back. “What do you mean you can’t find Seth?”

	“He said he was coming right over. That was an hour ago.”

	“Maybe he stopped somewhere.”

	“No, he promised he’d be here for Brianna,” Carly insisted.

	“Carly . . .” Stevie’s voice rang with doubt.

	“I know he used to do this all the time, but I just have this feeling that something is wrong.”

	“Oh no. Not you.” Stevie groaned.

	“It’s not like that. This is based on the fact that I talked to him an hour ago.”

	“Gotta go. I’ll ask around. Let me know if he shows up.” Stevie ended the call.

	Carly paced. A minute later her phone rang. Stevie.

	“Zane said Seth left him a message that he was taking Katelyn O’Rourke to the sheriff’s office for questioning. Apparently she lied in a statement,” Stevie said. “You might try his office in Hannon.”

	“Thanks.” Carly tried to summon some anger. Seth wasn’t answering her calls because he was with Katelyn O’Rourke. But this didn’t make sense. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t called to let her know.

	She dialed numbers and queued her way to a live person within the sheriff’s department. As a county employee with CPS, she knew many of the police staff, including the detective sergeant on duty, who informed her that Seth was not in the building. He hadn’t brought anyone in for questioning.

	Wait. She knew of one way to find him. His cell phone.

	Carly ducked into the family room. Brianna and Patsy were feeding kittens.

	“I’m going to run over to Seth’s,” Carly said.

	Her mother gave her a look. Carly smiled back. “I’ll call you.”

	Patsy shook her head. “How about I go with you instead.” It wasn’t a question. “I’ll just get your brother Bruce up here to help with these kittens.” Calling for Bruce, she walked out of the room.

	Brianna cradled her kitten. “Bring Daddy back with you, Mommy.”

	“That’s the plan.” Carly jogged out to her Jeep.

	Two minutes later, her mother climbed into the passenger seat. “Where are we going?”

	“Seth’s house. I can find his cell phone with his computer.”

	Carly exceeded the speed limit all the way into town and to the house. Thank God Seth had never changed the locks. Inside she went to his desk, booted up his laptop, and opened his “find my phone” application. A map appeared on the screen. Carly located the blinking green dot and zoomed in. He was at the river?

	“Where is he?” Patsy asked.

	“Katelyn O’Rourke’s house.” Carly explained about Stevie’s call.

	Disappointment flooded Carly. Seth was interviewing Katelyn. He’d just decided to do it at her house rather than drag her to the sheriff’s office. He had blown her and Brianna off for work without a second thought. But doubt nagged at Carly. After all they’d been through, would he really do that?

	“That doesn’t sound like Seth,” Patsy said. “This feels all wrong.”

	“I know.” Carly closed the computer. “Would you mind driving out to the O’Rourke place?”

	“Not at all,” Patsy said.

	They left the house, and Carly drove toward the river. Seth wouldn’t forget her or Brianna, not after all the work he’d put in trying to get her back. Something was wrong. Maybe he’d been hurt worse than he’d admitted this afternoon. She scanned the sides of the road as she drove. Her father had been found in his vehicle on the roadside. It would be like Seth to get ill and try to drive himself to the hospital. But they arrived at the O’Rourke place without passing a single car.

	Carly drove up to the big glass house. They got out of her Jeep and walked up the front steps. Lights blazed inside. At the front door, Carly peered in the sidelight. Seth was lying in the foyer next to a puddle of vomit. Faye was trying to drag him across the wood.

	Carly opened the door and dropped to her knees next to Seth.

	He blinked up at her. “Is that you?”

	“I’m here.”

	“Poisoned. Drug.” He breathed. “Threw most of it up.”

	“You’re going to be all right.” Carly checked his pulse. It slammed erratically against her fingertips.

	Her mom leaned over her shoulder. “Ambulance is on the way.”

	In the corner of her eye, Carly saw Faye sink onto a kitchen stool. “You poisoned my father, didn’t you?”

	“I didn’t have much of a choice. He always knew what was going on in his town. He was asking all the right questions. It was only a matter of time before he figured it all out.” Faye pressed a hand to her chest. “When I had the heart attack, I knew I had to take action. I couldn’t let O’Rourke Properties fail. It’s the O’Rourke family legacy. Walt and I devised the whole operation together. He hired those two thugs and put them to work. They weren’t supposed to sell the product in Solitude. But you really can’t trust that sort of man.” Faye’s words grew softer as she wheezed. “I learned that the hard way.” Panting, she slumped back against the back of the stool.

	“Nitroglycerin tablets. In her purse.” Seth’s soft words slurred.

	“There it is.” Patsy grabbed a square black purse from the granite counter. She found a bottle of small pills in the front pocket. Opening it, she dumped out a pill and shoved it under Faye’s tongue. “There is no way I’m letting you take the easy way out. You killed my husband, and I’ll see you pay for it.”

	Unconcerned with Faye’s fate, Carly checked Seth’s pulse again. Still beating. His eyes fluttered. She tapped his cheek. “Stay with me, Seth.”

	“Always.”
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	“We have to stop meeting this way.”

	Seth sat up in his hospital bed, exhausted but ever thrilled to see his wife. Now that the drug had worn off and he wasn’t stoned out of his mind, he wanted to go home. But the doctor insisted on keeping him overnight for observation.

	Carly perched on the edge of his bed and took his hand. “Faye is in ICU. Zane can’t ask her any questions yet.”

	“That’s okay,” Seth said. “Before you showed up, Faye talked plenty. O’Rourke Properties was already close to bankruptcy last year. She sold every asset she had to finance the construction project. But costs ran over. Walt came up with the idea of making drugs for extra cash. It paid well, but it got out of hand fast.”

	“I can’t believe it. If she had money, why was she skimping on cheap materials, and who set the resort on fire?” Carly asked.

	“Drugs are profitable, but the costs ran higher than Walt or Faye expected. Apparently bribery gets expensive, and their cash flow was already falling short. That’s why the O’Rourkes were letting their contractors go and claiming their work was inferior to avoid paying them. Faye and Walt also didn’t expect the rivalry with the gang from the coast. Drug dealing was more complicated than they anticipated.”

	“So who set the resort on fire?”

	“Faye ordered her men to do it. She was hoping the insurance money would tide her over. Plus, they’d skimped and used cheap construction materials. That’s why the resort had failed so many inspections. Faye thought a nice raging fire would destroy the evidence. With the insurance money, they could have started again.”

	“Did Katelyn know?”

	Seth shook his head. Dizziness came and went. “Katelyn slept with Mike to get him to pass inspections, but that was the extent of her involvement. Everything else was all Faye. She was the one who bribed Roy to look the other way. She knew about his gambling problem and loaned him some money. Once he was in debt to her, she had him by the short hairs. Then, after that boy overdosed back in May, Roy told her that was it. He was going to confess everything. So Faye had her men kill him the same way they killed Mike.”

	Seth yawned. Though the drug had mostly worn off, he could feel the beginning of an epic hangover starting in the back of his head.

	“Why don’t you get some sleep?” Carly tugged his blanket over his chest, then moved to the chair next to the bed.

	He slid down on the pillow. “You’re not going home?”

	“Not just yet.” She was there when he fell asleep, and she was still there every time he opened his eyes during the night.

	



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

    TWO DAYS LATER
 
	Carly lit the last Roman candle and watched it burst in the sky. Bright colors reflected off her father’s granite headstone. “We miss you, Dad.”

	Next to her, Stevie sighed. “At least we know who killed him. It’s finally over.”

	“You can finally enjoy that small-town life you came home for,” Carly said.

	“I quit the LAPD and moved home for some peace and quiet, not a string of murders.”

	Small Town Rule #10: If you couldn’t wait to leave your small town, as soon as you did, you realized it had been the best place to grow up.

	“Doesn’t seem like any of it was real. Things like that shouldn’t be able to touch Solitude.”

	“Drugs are ugly, and there’s no avoiding them these days, not even here,” Stevie said. “It’s sad that one of our own brought that ugliness here. Faye’s family was such a huge part of Solitude’s heritage.”

	Carly sighed and started cleaning up their father’s gravesite. She held up their father’s homemade fireworks launcher. “Dad left us the best legacy.”

	“The perfect heirloom for the daughters of a police chief with a weakness for illegal pyrotechnics.”

	Carly laughed. “Illegal or not, he did love his fireworks.”

	“We’ll be back with more on New Year’s Eve,” Stevie said. “I have no intention of stopping his favorite tradition.”

	“Me either,” Carly agreed. “Would you mind if I brought Brianna next time?”

	Stevie wiped a tear from her cheek. “Of course not. Dad would love it.”

	The cemetery sat on a hill. Below, the Rogue River flowed, inky black in the darkness. The overcast sky threatened to dump rain on them at any moment. But Carly didn’t mind. The cold front was a welcome reprieve from the grueling heat of this summer.

	“Was Brianna upset that the parade was rained out this morning?”

	“Seth told her she could keep the kittens. Nothing could make her sad.”

	“He’s really come around,” Stevie said. “Dad would be happy. He always liked Seth.”

	“I know.”

	Headlights passed over the grass. Wet blades glimmered.

	“Who is that?” Carly asked.

	Stevie put her hands on her hips. “Looks like Zane’s vehicle.”

	Another car pulled in next to him. Squinting, Carly zipped her backpack. “That’s Seth.”

	“Good thing we’re finished.”

	They watched Zane and Seth cross the grass.

	“We were filling out paperwork when we got a call about illegal fireworks use at the cemetery.” Zane shined his flashlight in Stevie’s eyes. “We have enough to deal with right now. I don’t need late-night calls involving one of my own officers.”

	Seth propped his hands on his hips. “Like the paperwork this case has generated wasn’t painful enough.”

	“What fireworks?” Carly gave them an exaggerated shrug.

	Stevie kicked the backpack behind Dad’s headstone. “We haven’t seen any fireworks.”

	Zane laughed, softening the lines of exhaustion around his eyes. “Are you done?”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Stevie said in a haughty voice. “We were just here having a conversation, minding our own business.”

	“What’s in the backpack?” Seth asked.

	“Flowers,” Carly said.

	“Your flowers smell like gunpowder.” Zane reached for Stevie’s hand. “We better get out of here before somebody calls a cop.”

	Stevie gave Carly a quick hug and left with Zane, hand in hand. Carly sighed. Her sister deserved a good man.

	She turned to Seth, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was shining his flashlight on her father’s gravestone. She stepped up beside him, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

	Grief swelled in her heart. “I miss him so much.”

	“Me too.” He rubbed her arm. He moved his beam to the second half of the double headstone.
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	“I hate that she put her name on the tombstone.” Carly shivered. “It’s so morbid.”

	“I know exactly how your mom feels.” Seth turned her to face him. He lifted her chin with a finger. “You are everything to me. You are more than my wife. You’re my best friend, Carly. I want to be with you until they put me in my grave.”

	After nearly seeing him die, Carly couldn’t bear the thought. “Please don’t say that.”

	She pulled away, walking across the damp grass to the edge of the cemetery. The clouds parted, and a beam of moonlight shimmered on the bubbling surface of the Rogue River. Without that river, she and Seth would both be dead.

	He stepped up beside her. “I mean it. There is nothing in the world I wouldn’t do to get you back.”

	“What about marriage counseling?”

	“When and where?” His gaze didn’t falter. “I’ll be there.”

	Carly smiled. “You mean it? You wouldn’t go before.”

	“I said anything. I meant anything.” Seth took her hands and held them in his. His fingers curled warmly around her palms. “When you’re not with me, I feel like I can’t take a deep breath. I’m half a person, and not the best half. I want us to be a family again. I was even thinking maybe your mom would let us live in the cabin.”

	“Instead of our house?”

	“It was just a thought. Brianna seems so happy with your mom. There’s less stress on her with your mom around to help. If you don’t like the idea, just forget it.”

	Carly rose on her toes to kiss him on the mouth. “I love you.”

	“I love you too.” He kissed her back, long and hard enough to make her feet arch in her Keds.

	“I like the idea. I’d have to ask my mom, though I think she’d love it. So we can talk about that with the marriage counselor. On one condition.”

	“Anything.”

	“You carry my backpack. Those flowers are damned heavy.”

	Seth laughed, and joy filled Carly’s heart. Even in the light of the moon, the road ahead of them was dim. But she knew without a doubt that her husband would shoulder any burden for her. The future held no guarantees. But tonight she had hope, and that was enough.
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