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    WOW!!! What an incredibly intense and gripping beginning to Sherri Orvik’s new book Killer Secrets. She does an incredible job making you feel like you literally right there as she tries to escape a mad man. The detail in the scene and the raw emotions were outstanding. I was seriously on the edge of my seat needing to know what happened.  
 
    Sherri has an outstanding gift for this genre of writing. Even though this was a short read it was fast paced that hooked your attention and grabbed you hard from the start. It was full of thrill, suspense, action, a killer, investigation, and an intense storyline. Stories like this I love.  
 
    However, this book may trigger some that have been drugged, abused, assaulted, attacked. Please read at your own risk.  
 
    I would definitely review for Sherri again. ─ By HeidiLynns BookReviews 
 
      
 
    It has evidence at strategic places to keep the interest of the reader. I think that the author, Sherrie Orvik, did this very well. New developments and information kept coming, sparking new twists and directions, and, as a reader, I tried to second guess who might, or might not be guilty at various turns in the plot. The fact that I had these questions, I believe spoke well for the writing of this crime novel.  
 
    Additionally, the story included the added dimension of a strong romantic love interest with built-in conflicts. James, a cop struggled with the balance of job duty vs. personal happiness. Elyse's character battled severe trauma, as well as vulnerability with trust issues. The romantic scenes were intense, but not graphic -- just enough hint of passion to pull the reader in. The romantic attraction within the crime setting provided a great change of dynamics in the midst of danger.  
 
    There were other great characters as well. James's father, Pops, was a likeable one with his warm, grandfatherly personality. Other people within the story possessed good personality traits that helped them also function believably in their roles, such as police officer co-workers, Terry, and Helen, a nurse, not to mention a great, lovable guard dog!  
 
    The writing was very descriptive. I could envision the story as a movie, as the feeling of place and time was always evident. I really enjoyed the story, and especially liked the italicized inner thoughts of the protagonist throughout. The story was original. Many times, there is romance between a cop and a female character; however, this story had unusual and clever plotting. A strong bond was that the crime touched both Elyse's and James's lives, upping the stakes. It kept me turning pages with complications that bound both protagonists as they headed deeper into the story, and danger.  
 
    Crime fiction is not something that I read often, but this story made me reconsider the genre. The story was well-written, with forensic details, investigative procedures, false leads, and tension that built and ran throughout the novel. I truly enjoyed reading this story. ─ Nancy Lorenz is the author of The Strength of Ballerinas and American Ballerina 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Get out! Run!  
 
    The words roared through her groggy mind and her heart pounded in her chest. She squinted against the brightness of the sun through the windshield. Tall trees broke the blue of the sky, fast at first, then slower as the car decelerated. A slight breeze brushed against her face, and the warm air smelled of pine and earth. Her mind flooded with memories of time spent at the old family cabin in the Colorado Rockies.  
 
    Woods.  
 
    She knew the woods, knew she could be safe there. If the car stopped, if she could get out before her attacker realized she was coming to, if she could run… 
 
    If… 
 
    Mere inches separated her from the door handle and freedom. Her fingers burned to reach for it, but the car still rolled over what sounded like crunching gravel.  
 
    Gravel?  
 
    They weren’t in town anymore. How long had she been unconscious? How far had they come? 
 
    It didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting out. Running as fast as she could, as far as she could.  
 
    The car jerked, the sound of the wheels stopped. Her heart jumped into her throat. 
 
    Now! Get out! 
 
    The world was a blur, her vision spinning and dim, but she clawed toward the nebulous handle and managed to open the door.  
 
    “Now, now,” the driver said, his voice distant and as warped as her vision. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    Run!  
 
    She fell out of the open car door and onto the crude road. Gravel dug into her kneecaps. She dragged herself forward, even as sharp, dry pine needles and rocks tore into her flesh. Dust filled her nostrils, making it hard to breathe.  
 
    Ignore the pain. Run… 
 
    The woods had always been her safety, her refuge. They could be now, if she could get her legs to work. 
 
    She scrambled to her feet and stumbled forward. Fear raced through her veins with every step that pounded behind her, the sound of his feet on the brush closer and closer. Her body jolted to a stop, her scalp burned.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” His hot breath and spit hit her cheek, his grip twisted tighter into her hair. 
 
    She glanced at her attacker. Black ski mask. Long black sleeves. Black gloves.  
 
    She wanted to ask who he was, what he wanted, but he pulled her up by the throat and choked off her breath. “You’re not getting away. Not this time.”  
 
    The rage-filled words rang in her ears as he slammed the back of her head against the jagged bark of a tree.  
 
    She scratched at his exposed neck, desperate for him to release her. Nothing.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” he seethed as his hands tightened around her neck.  
 
    It was now or never. Escape or die. She raised her knee as fast as she could, and he fell to the ground, doubled over.  
 
    Terror gave her strength she didn’t think she had and she ran, his curses echoing through the trees behind her. 
 
    Her throat burned with each inhale of the hot, dry air of the forest. Sweat stung her eyes. She reached up to brush it away, nauseated at the sight of red smeared across the back of her hand.  
 
    Blood. There would be more if she didn’t keep running. 
 
    Her legs shook as she ran through the woods. She coughed, her lungs begging for the precious breath he’d almost stolen from her. The forest spun around her, and she fought to stay on her feet.  
 
    Just run! 
 
    She ran forward, spurred on by the drum of footsteps closing in behind her. She careened through the thick foliage, branches catching her clothes and tearing her skin. 
 
    In the distance she heard the sounds of motors and a horn. Traffic. That meant people. People meant safety. She sprinted forward, certain she felt his hot breath against her neck. Ahead, the faint green glow of a stoplight beckoned. She raced toward it, exhaustion and pain choking every breath.  
 
    Her legs burned as she raced through the thorns of a tall hedge, desperate to reach safety. She stumbled forward, then glanced back to see if he was behind her.  
 
    The screech of brakes was her only warning before she felt searing pain. Her body slammed against the hood of a car, and she crashed onto the pavement. Her ears filled with the sounds of horns and screams.  
 
    Get up! Run! 
 
    She had to. Her survival depended on it. But her body refused. Her limbs were weak, her thoughts jumbled and hazy, her breath impossible to catch. She turned her head and saw the stopped car with its driver side door open. Black. White. Blue and red flashing lights. 
 
    Police?  
 
    People gathered around her, their figures hazy against the brightness of the sky. She tried to scan the crowd for her attacker, but their faces turned into shadows, their hum sounded further and further away. The lights of the police car behind her flashed dimmer and dimmer. The blue sky above got darker and darker, until her world went black. 
 
    “Miss, can you hear me? Don’t move.” A man’s voice broke through the dark silence as she slowly regained consciousness.  
 
    She blinked, tried to force her eyes open against their will. A man knelt beside her. Sunlight sparked against the metal star on his shirt and highlighted his sandy brown hair with streaks of copper. His crystal blue eyes reflected her own bloodied face. 
 
    The police car was behind him, its hood dented, its lights still flashing.  
 
    “I…I need…” She wanted to ask for his help but couldn’t get the words out.  
 
    “Try to relax,” he said.  
 
    He reached for the radio on his shirt.  
 
    “I need an ambulance at the corner of Fifth and Wilder. I have a pedestrian versus vehicle with injuries.”  
 
    He touched her wrist, his blue eyes filled with concern. 
 
    “The ambulance is on its way. You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    She wanted to believe him, but her heart beat wildly out of rhythm and her throat tightened. Her mind raced with fear. 
 
    He’s still out there, maybe watching now, a killer… 
 
    She grabbed the man’s hand. “Help me.” 
 
    “I will. I am.” He frowned and ran his fingers along the side of her neck. “What happened? How did you get these bruises?” 
 
    “He…” She tried to explain, but she didn’t have enough breath.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “There will be time to explain after you get to the hospital.”  
 
    She heard the wail of the ambulance sirens approach. He covered her with a blanket and placed his hand on her shoulder. Maybe she was safe now. Maybe not. Either way, she couldn’t fight anymore. She let exhaustion take over and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Stay with me miss. Don’t close your eyes,” the man’s voice intruded. “Can you tell me your name?”  
 
    Her name? Of course she could tell him her name. Couldn’t she? Panic filled her as she searched for a name she couldn’t recall.  
 
    “I don’t…” Blood filled her mouth and choked off her words.  
 
    An EMT pushed past the officer. “Sorry, Sheriff Warrick, this interview is over.” He knelt beside her and prepared her for transport. His voice sounded distant, his face blurred. 
 
    “Just breathe for me and lie still.” He placed a cold stethoscope on her chest. 
 
    She tried to breathe, her body desperate for the air her lungs could not capture. She heard the faint, muffled voices of the EMT and the officer as they lifted her into the ambulance. She tried to listen, but her mind was too clouded to concentrate on their words. 
 
    The EMT closed the door and the siren began to howl.  
 
    “Don’t worry, miss. You’re going to be just fine.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    James Warrick watched the ambulance pull away, the blaring sirens playing like a soundtrack to the horrible images in his mind. There was no way he could have stopped in time to avoid hitting her. Still, the disturbing vision and sound of her body striking his car played over and over in his head.  
 
    He looked toward the edge of the park and frowned. She’d run right through the hawthorn hedge that served as the boundary between the park and the forest.  
 
    You must have been pretty desperate to run through those thorns.  
 
    He picked up one of the woman’s shoes that had been left behind by the EMT. Sandals. She hadn’t been out for a hike. Something—or someone—had driven her into traffic, and he was going to find out which.  
 
    He opened the backseat door of the cruiser and Oden jumped out of the car. The 100-pound bloodhound stood at James’ side. He held the sandal to Oden’s nose.  
 
    “Come on, boy. We’ve got work to do. Track.” 
 
    Oden put his nose to the ground and followed the scent toward the broken hedge and into the woods. James followed close behind. 
 
    The green of the park grass gave way to the dusty ground of the woods. James squatted and examined a second set of footprints pounded into the dry dirt just shy of the park. Only the sandal prints continued through the hedge. Whoever had attacked her hadn’t followed her out of the woods.  
 
    “Oden, find.” The dog put his nose to the footprints and strode into the woods.  
 
    James drew his weapon and followed Oden, his footsteps slow and cautious. He listened for any sign of the woman’s attacker, but the only sounds he heard were his and Oden’s steps over the parched underbrush.  
 
    They’d walked a half mile when they came to a forest service road, where the prints merged into a messy mix of pine needles and scuffed earth. Tire tracks marked where a car had been. It had rained last night, so the tracks had to be recent. 
 
    He holstered his gun, then lifted his radio from his shirt and called the station. 
 
    “Edith, I need my team out on service road seven, mile marker ten. Tell Terry to bring the DNA kit.” 
 
    “Yes, Sheriff,” the radio crackled back.  
 
    “Have her and Bailey drive separate squad cars. I’ll need to use one of theirs since my car is now part of the investigation.” 
 
    “Bailey’s off today, but I can call him in if—” 
 
    “Call him and tell him not to bother checking in at the station. Just tell him to get here. I’ll take Reynolds’ car.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
    The sunlight glancing through the branches glistened against the bark of one of the trees and caught James’ attention. He approached the shiny red spot and confirmed his suspicion. Blood. Several long, wavy strands of red hair stuck out of the bark. It was the same strawberry blonde as the woman who’d ran in front of him.  
 
    Someone was definitely trying to hurt her. Or worse. Judging by the disturbed ground and the way she’d run out of the woods, though, she’d put up a fight, and hopefully she’d managed to get a piece of her attacker.  
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of sirens. Officer Hank Reynolds pulled up first, followed by Officer Joe Bailey.  
 
    “Reynolds.” James shook the older man’s hand. Hank had been on the Gunderson police force since James was a kid, and his experience would be priceless during the investigation. The newest member of the team walked toward them. Although Joe Bailey was close to James’ age, he had just graduated from the academy and was eager to work outside of the office. 
 
    “Officer Bailey,” James extended his hand. “Sorry to bother you on your day off, but I need all hands on this scene. Looks like your first field case could be a big one.” 
 
    Bailey cleared his throat and shook James’ hand. “No problem. I won’t let you down, sir.” 
 
    James turned back to Reynolds. “Where is the evidence team?” 
 
    Reynolds huffed. “Dryden had to stop and pick up Calvert. He was at some fancy lunch with the mayor. Better watch it, Sheriff. I think Calvert is after your job.” 
 
    “Yeah, well he’ll be disappointed when he finds out it involves more than lunches with the mayor.” 
 
    Just then, the evidence team pulled up. Terry Dryden got out of the car first, followed by Chip Calvert. 
 
    “Sorry it took us so long,” Terry said. She rolled her eyes and walked past James. Life in a family of law enforcement had left her with little patience for politics or people who enjoyed playing political games. 
 
    “Chip.” James kept his voice neutral. “So glad you could join us.” 
 
    “Well, I would have been here sooner,” Calvert buttoned the last button of his work shirt and tucked it in as he walked toward James. “But someone had to attend that meeting you didn’t think was important.”  
 
    “What would we ever do without you, Chip?” James smiled through gritted teeth, and then turned to the rest of the team. “Alright everyone, listen up. A woman was attacked in these woods earlier today. She managed to escape but ran out in front of my squad car.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Chip cut in. “Maybe you need a refresher course in tactical driving.” He narrowed his eyes and smiled at James. “Or maybe your family just isn’t cut out for police work.” 
 
    Terry glared and poked Chip in the chest. “You shut your mouth before I—” 
 
    “Enough.” James stepped between them, even though he would’ve loved watching Terry break Chip’s teeth. “I need all hands on this case, understood?” 
 
    Terry continued glaring at Chip, but answered, “Understood.” 
 
    “I found two sets of footprints leading out of the woods—our victim’s prints continued through the hedge, but the other set doubled back, leading me here. There are tire tracks heading east on the service road. I need to go interview the victim. Reynolds, Bailey—I want you to document the scene. Calvert, you and Dryden gather DNA evidence. Make sure everything gathered here is run against what is found on the victim.” 
 
    Chip turned on his heels and stalked away to get the evidence kit. Hank was right. Chip preferred giving orders much more than taking them. James didn’t have time to worry about politics now, though. He had a job to do.  
 
    “You should’ve let me clean his clock,” Terry said. 
 
    “Ignore him. Any luck, and he’ll be working at the mayor’s office soon anyway.” 
 
    “Can’t be soon enough, as far as I’m concerned,” Terry retorted. 
 
    “I need to get to the hospital. Can I trust you not to leave Chip out here? You know he’d never survive a night in the woods,” James teased.  
 
    “I can’t make any promises. You’re not taking that mutt to the hospital, are you?” Terry asked, mischief in her eyes. As his older cousin, she had always liked teasing him. Now that he was her boss, she enjoyed it even more. 
 
    James smiled. “You’re lucky we’re related, or I’d fire you on the spot for calling my partner a mutt. And, no, I’m not bringing Oden to the hospital. Can you keep him until I’m finished there?” 
 
    “Sure,” she responded. James handed her Oden’s lead. She rubbed the bloodhound’s ears and looked up at James. “Just give me a call when you get home, and I’ll drop him off.”  
 
    She glanced around, her brow pulled together. “Where’d Bailey go?” 
 
    “Bailey?” James called out.  
 
    “Over here.” Bailey’s voice called out from somewhere to James’ left. “I think you’d better come see this, Sheriff.” 
 
    James scanned the thick foliage and spotted the rookie about twenty yards away. “What do you got?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Bailey called back. “You’d better take a look.” 
 
    James jogged toward him, pushing through the underbrush to a cleared area surrounded by tall pine trees. A set of footprints marked the ground beside a large rectangular hole near the base of a large Poplar tree. Bailey crouched beside it, camera in his hands. He turned slowly and looked up at his boss. “This looks fresh, but there’s water in it, so I’d say it was dug before last night’s rain.”  
 
    James crouched beside Bailey, careful not to disturb the scene. The hole was around four feet deep. Just about the right size for a shallow grave.  
 
    He pictured the woman lying on the ground in front of his car, her body broken and bloodied. Based on this hole in the ground, it could have been worse. She could have been here, covered by a layer of dirt. Never to be found. One of the missing.  
 
    As horrible as the accident was, it had possibly saved her life. If he hadn’t hit her, her attacker may have followed her and finished what he’d started. He stood and looked at Bailey, who had lost his previous enthusiastic demeanor. 
 
    “Get it processed.”  
 
    “What do you think, sheriff?” 
 
    “I think we have a killer on our hands.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The old stairs creaked under her feet, each step slower, and each breath heavier as she approached the top. Quiet singing drifted from her mother’s bedroom.  
 
    Jesus loves me this I know… 
 
    She followed the sound up to the landing and stopped there. She didn’t want to go further, but the singing continued, drawing her toward it. A door loomed in front of her, the haunting melody coming from behind it making the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.  
 
    She continued forward, even though her mind screamed at her to stop. She reached for the knob, her palms sweaty. The door moaned as she slowly pushed it open. 
 
    Blood.  
 
    On the floor. On the walls. A woman rocking a bloody child. A dead man with a knife in his back.  
 
    A dark figure coming toward her from the shadows.  
 
    A scream caught in her throat.  
 
    Get out. Run for your life.  
 
    She tried to run, but her feet felt trapped, and the faster she tried to run, the slower she seemed to go. Heavy footsteps pounded closer and closer, panic choking her breath. She screamed as invisible hands grabbed her shoulders.  
 
    “You’re okay.” A man’s soothing voice seemed to enfold her from everywhere and nowhere. “Wake up.”  
 
    She woke with a start, her breathing almost as fast as her racing heart. She looked around, agitated, trying to see if she had been followed. The fog of sleep began to clear, revealing monitors, stark white walls, and an IV in her arm. 
 
    The hospital?  
 
    A man stood next to her, gently holding her shoulders. His blue eyes were familiar. She knew him. Recognized him, at least.  
 
    “It’s alright. I think you were having a bad dream, but you’re safe now.”  
 
    She stiffened and shifted, and he pulled his hands away. “Who are you?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t remember?” 
 
    Did she? The more she looked at him, the more she thought she recognized him. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “I’m Sheriff James Warrick. We met at the scene of the accident.” 
 
    “Accident?” 
 
    The man reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    “You ran out in front of my car, and I didn’t have time to stop. I’m afraid I hit you.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    “Partially. I wanted to be sure you’re okay, but I’m also here because I have reason to believe you were running from someone.” 
 
    The dark figure from the nightmare flashed through her mind. “I think I was…but who?” 
 
    “I hoped you could tell me.” 
 
    The door to her room opened, and the sheriff spun around, putting himself between her and whoever was about to enter. His hand sat taut on his gun, ready to defend, his gaze fixed on the door. He relaxed his stance when he realized it was the doctor. 
 
    “Sheriff.” The tall, thin man nodded in greeting. “I was under the impression that your office wouldn’t interview my patient until she had more time to recover.” 
 
    “That’s never been our policy. What gave you that impression?” 
 
    “An officer called earlier to check on her and asked when he could come in and question her. I told him tomorrow would be better. I don’t think it will be good for her to go through that twice.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The sheriff glanced at her, his eyes filled with unease. She got the feeling he was concerned for more than her health. He turned back to the doctor and continued. 
 
    “It’s imperative that I question her as soon as possible, but don’t worry. No one else will be in to bother her. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Then be brief. She needs rest.” The doctor walked to the bed and glanced at her, then focused his attention on her chart.  
 
    “I’m Dr. West. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’ve been better.”  
 
    “That’s not surprising. You’ve been through a lot. You’re going to be sore for a while. You have some broken ribs, which punctured your lung. We had to insert a chest tube to drain the blood from your lung. You also sustained several cuts and contusions, as well as a concussion in the accident. There’s always the risk of blood clots developing after injuries like yours.” He nodded toward her legs. “You’re wearing compression stockings to lower that risk, and we’ll be keeping a close eye on you for the next few days.” 
 
    She knew she should ask questions, but she was exhausted, her body weak and aching. She couldn’t think of questions, only pain. She laid her head back and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Sheriff,” the doctor said. “Can I speak to you in the hall for a moment?” 
 
    Why did he need to speak to the sheriff alone? Curiosity forced her to open her eyes. 
 
    “Whatever you have to say to the sheriff you can say in here,” she strained. 
 
    Dr. West looked at her and shrugged. “We ran a full CT scan in order to assess your injuries, and the results were somewhat alarming. We found the broken ribs caused by the accident, but there are also several healed fractures in your arms and jaw.”  
 
    “How old do you think the injuries are?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    “I’d say between five and ten years. Injuries like this are often indicative of abuse, although it does appear that the most recent arm fracture was professionally set.”  
 
    The sheriff turned to her, his eyes filled with compassion. Or was it pity? She didn’t want his pity. 
 
    “Who did this to you?”  
 
    She should remember. Something like that would be hard to forget. But she couldn’t remember. 
 
    “I don’t remember.” 
 
    He frowned. “What’s your name?” 
 
    He’d asked before. She remembered that, and she wanted to answer. She couldn’t. Her pulse sped, setting off a monitor. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Try to relax,” Dr. West said, turning off the beeping alarm.  
 
    “Relax? I was attacked, hit by a car, apparently abused, and I don’t know who I am.” She struggled to sit up.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay.” The sheriff gently put his hand on her shoulder, urging her to lie back down. She flinched and glared at him, and he took a step back.  
 
    “How can you say that?”  
 
    “I’m sure you don’t feel like it is now,” the doctor tried to reassure her. “But memory loss can happen with a concussion as severe as yours. More often than not, it’s temporary. You need rest. I’ll be back in the morning to see how you’re doing. Sheriff, I know you need to question her, but keep it short.” 
 
    The doctor walked out of the room, leaving her alone with the sheriff.  
 
    He pulled a chair next to her bed and sat, then pulled a small notepad from his shirt pocket. “Are you in a lot of pain?” 
 
    Was he serious? Of course she was in pain. Still, she wanted to get this over with so she could be alone to figure things out. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He looked at her like he was waiting for more, but she had nothing more to say. “Okay,” he sighed. “Do you think you can answer some questions for me?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Do you know where you live?”  
 
    She wanted to remember. Wanted it so badly her head pounded as she tried to recall what wasn’t there. “No.”  
 
    “Do you remember what you were doing this morning?” 
 
    She took a breath and squeezed her eyes closed for a second. “No.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what you do remember?” 
 
    You, she almost said. Because he was her only clear memory. His gentle blue eyes and soothing voice had been seared into her brain after the accident. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “If you’re lying to protect someone—” 
 
    “—why would I do that?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how often victims of abuse try to protect their abusers.” 
 
    Victim? Abuser? She tried to process the words, but she couldn’t. No matter how hard she tried to grasp some kind of memory, the fog in her head clouded everything. She closed her eyes to block the sheriff out.  
 
    “You know,” he said, his tone gentle and quiet, “why don’t you get some sleep, and we’ll see if you can remember more in the morning.” 
 
    Morning? She didn’t think she would have any more to tell him then. She opened her eyes, planning on giving him a scowl that said “forget it,” but his smile disarmed her.  
 
    It wasn’t a big smile, more like an “it’s going to be alright” smile. His eyes were as blue as the sky, and just as calming. She almost believed that things were going to be okay. She wanted to believe, but every healed break in her bones told her to keep her guard up. 
 
    She sighed. “That’s fine, Sheriff.”  
 
    “Call me James.” 
 
    I don’t think so. She closed her eyes again, hoping she would wake up and realize this was all just a bad dream. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    James waited until the woman was asleep, and then walked out into the hallway to call the station.  
 
    “Hi, Edith,” he spoke into his phone.  
 
    “Hi, Sheriff. You still at the hospital?” 
 
    Edith had been at the department for the greater part of her twenty-year career and did everything from dispatch to budgets. Only Oden worked more closely with James.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m still here. I need you to do a missing persons search. The victim from the accident has amnesia, so you’re going to have to go solely from description. Jane Doe is about 5’6” and weighs around 130. She has light red hair, green eyes, and is somewhere between twenty-five and twenty-eight years old. Thanks Edith, you’re a peach.” 
 
    She laughed. “I bet you say that to all the pretty ladies.” 
 
    “Nah. You know you’re my girl. Let me know if you hear anything.” He disconnected and grabbed his notepad.  
 
    He had learned very little about Jane Doe but noted what he did know. She was the victim of previous abuse. Running from someone. Someone who wanted her dead.  
 
    A boyfriend? 
 
    A husband? 
 
    He hadn’t noticed a ring on her finger, but that didn’t mean she was single.  
 
    An alarm sounded in the woman’s room. He rushed in and found her standing near the bed, peeling the tape off of her IV and looking around the room. She glanced at him but kept picking at the tape. 
 
    “What are you doing?” He reached his hand out to stop her. She glared at him, and his hand stopped just short of her arm. According to the doctor, she had been hurt enough already by someone. If he wanted to find out who, he needed to make sure she could learn to trust him. 
 
    “I thought you’d left.” 
 
    “So, you thought you’d leave, too? Do you think that’s smart?” 
 
    She shrugged and smoothed the tape back down on her pale skin. “I think it’s smarter than staying here waiting for whoever tried to kill me to finish what he started.” Her breathing was quick and shallow, and she looked like she was fighting just to stay upright, but she took a step back from him.  
 
    “You just had major surgery. You say you don’t know who you are or where you live—”  
 
    “I don’t!”  
 
    “Okay, then if you don’t know where you live, where, exactly, are you planning to go? How are you going to protect yourself?” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out. I just need my clothes.” 
 
    She turned, let out a yelp, and doubled over, waves of hair falling across her face. Her long, slender legs began to buckle and looked like they weren’t going to hold her much longer. Her breathing was labored, and her body shook. 
 
    “Come on. You need to lie down.” James gently took her arm and helped her back to the bed.  
 
    She struggled to walk with his help. How far did she think she was going to get without it? What was she thinking, trying to leave? Did she have a plan, or was it the same basic instinct that had driven her into the road?  
 
    A nurse walked into the room, her gaze jumping from James to the woman. “What’s going on?” 
 
    He decided it was best not to tell her that the patient had tried to leave. He needed her to trust him, and building trust would take time. Time he wasn’t sure they had.  
 
    “She wanted to take a walk, but I guess she’s not ready for that yet.” He smiled at the woman. She narrowed her hazel green eyes at him and didn’t smile back.  
 
    “Well, she should walk,” the nurse said, bustling around, turning off alarms. She looked at the woman and raised her eyebrows. “But not yet, and you need to be very careful. You’ll need the sheriff to help—”  
 
    “I don’t need his help. If I need to go anywhere, I’ll take myself there.”  
 
    The nurse pursed her lips and furrowed her brow. “Someone needs to help you. You need to be gentle with that chest tube, or you’ll injure yourself.” The nurse pulled a blanket over the woman’s legs. “Can I get you anything? Are you hungry?” 
 
    She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “No.”  
 
    “Alright, then. I’ll be back later to check on you.” She walked out and closed the door behind her. 
 
    The woman looked at James. “I’m surprised you didn’t tell the nurse I was trying to leave.” 
 
    “Why would I have done that?” 
 
    “So she could keep an extra watchful eye on me and make sure I didn’t try it again.” 
 
    “Are you planning to try it again?” 
 
    She fake-smiled at him. “If I were, chances are I wouldn’t tell you.”  
 
    “You know, miss, I’m not the enemy here. I only want to protect you.”  
 
    “Right. After all, isn’t that what macho hero cops are supposed to do? Protect people from their own stupidity?”  
 
    “I don’t believe I ever said you were stupid.” He didn’t think for one moment she was stupid. In fact, he suspected she was smart enough to keep herself carefully guarded. Whether or not that included pretending she had amnesia was something he was determined to figure out. Especially after her attempt to run away. 
 
    She hadn’t responded to his comment, she just gazed out the window. He sat in the chair beside her. “You know, that is the first time in my illustrious career as sheriff that I have been called a hero cop.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You called me a hero cop. I’ve never been called that before. I think I like it.” He let out a short laugh and smiled.  
 
    “You forgot the macho part.” A small smile raised the corner of her mouth. This was good. It was a start, anyway.  
 
    “I didn’t forget. I’m just choosing to focus on the more…positive side of your comment. Look, it’s been a really long day. Why don’t you try to get some sleep?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I will.” 
 
    He pulled the chair back over to the window and sat, watching the woman as her breathing slowed and she drifted off to sleep. His eyelids got heavier with each slowing rhythmic rise and fall of her chest. He was exhausted. Hungry. And he wanted a shower. It was possible she was faking, though, plotting to try to run again as soon as she thought she was alone. There was no way he was about to let that happen. And whoever had called the hospital wasn’t from the police department. His instincts told him it was more than likely the same person who attacked her, trying to figure out if she’d survived and if she’d talked. She needed protection, from her attacker and from herself. 
 
    He stood and paced the room, the limited information he had about her case running through his mind. Whoever had tried to kill the woman had to have known his way around the back roads. Known enough to at least assume that the service road was desolate enough to kill and bury someone without being seen.  
 
    A local?  
 
    If it was her abuser, would that mean she was a local as well? Gunderson was a small town, and James was certain he would have remembered her if she lived here. A beautiful woman like her would have been hard to forget.  
 
    “Are you going to pace like that all night?” Her comment invaded his thoughts, and he turned to see her raising the head of the bed to sit. 
 
    “Sorry. I thought you were asleep.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can’t sleep.” 
 
    “Then how about we make good use of this time? Why don’t we talk about why you tried to leave?” 
 
    She frowned. “I already told you. I thought it would be best if I wasn’t here, where whoever tried to kill me could easily find me.” 
 
    “And you were going to go…?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me these questions again? I already told you. I don’t know where I was going to go. I was just going to…run.”  
 
    “Maybe you thought you could hide out at a friend’s house?” 
 
    “A friend’s house? I don’t know who I am; let alone who my friends are. That is, assuming I have any. If I’m such a liar, I may not.” 
 
    “I never said you were a liar.” 
 
    She let out a short laugh. “You didn’t have to. You’ve been implying it since you started questioning me. Do you seriously think if I remembered who I am and where I live, that I’d still be here, playing twenty questions with you?” 
 
    “My job is to find out who you are and who’s trying to hurt you. That means I have to be positive I have as much information as possible. Besides, you’re being treated for serious injuries. Leaving would be foolish.” 
 
    “Oh, so now I’m a liar and a fool?” 
 
    “I never said you were either of those things. How about you calm down and—”  
 
    “Calm down? You want me to calm down? I wake up in a hospital, no memory of how I got here. I don’t remember the accident. I don’t remember having surgery. I can’t remember where I live. I don’t even know my own name! I find out I’ve been abused, and someone is trying to kill me, but the hero cop doesn’t know who.” She sneered at him. “The hero cop that hit me with his car and is now accusing me of what? Faking amnesia?” 
 
    She reached up and quickly brushed a tear from her face. That had not gone as he had intended. He needed to find out if she really had amnesia, but he hadn’t meant to upset her. Worse, he probably would have to start completely over in the trust department. 
 
    He should have known that would be her response. If living with his grandfather’s Alzheimer’s over the past couple years had taught him anything, it was that losing one’s memory was painful and needed to be handled with compassion. He saw it every time he looked at her—the uneasiness in her eyes was just like his grandfather’s.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”  
 
    She crossed her arms and looked away. “Just get out.”  
 
    “Look, I really am sorry, but I still have a job to do. I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Whatever. Leave. Don’t leave. I don’t care. Just get out of my room.” 
 
    He grabbed the chair and pulled it toward the door. “I’ll be right outside the door if you need me.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, just stared out the window. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The door closed behind him, and she tried to calm herself down. She knew he had a job to do, but still, he didn’t really think she was faking amnesia, did he? Why would she? If she knew who she was, she could be in familiar surroundings. Not here. Without anything or anyone familiar. Anyone except him. 
 
    She gazed out the window and tried focusing on the twinkling lights dotting the vast black sky. She closed her eyes and took a breath, wishing she were out there instead of tethered to machines in here. The blanket felt heavier and heavier on her legs, trapping her. The walls of the room seemed to close in around her. She pushed the blanket onto the floor and took a deep breath.  
 
    Focus on something else. 
 
    Sunshine. Birds. A babbling brook. Things she almost remembered. She closed her eyes and tried to hold onto the memories, but they slipped away like whispers in the wind, leaving only hints at something she used to know.  
 
    She tried again. Sunshine. Birds. Trees. Running. The attacker holding her by the throat. She opened her eyes and stared at the window again, her heart pounding. She wasn’t on ground level. Her attacker couldn’t get to her from outside. She looked at the door, imagining the man in the black ski mask charging through it. No, that wouldn’t happen. Not as long as the sheriff was out there. She heard the muffled sound of his voice talking from the hallway.  
 
    She couldn’t deny the fact that his presence gave her the feeling of security. He might be a jerk, but he was a good cop. Persistent, for sure. He would keep her safe, and he would find her attacker. She rested her head against the pillow and closed her eyes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Don’t open it! Her mind screamed the warning. Don’t open the door! Her hand reached for the handle anyways, shaking with fear. It squealed as she turned it, shouting a warning of its own.  
 
    She pushed the door open, releasing the gruesome smell of blood and death. A man lay dead on the floor, his blood-soaked shirt clinging to his body. The handle of a hunting knife stuck out of his back. 
 
    A figure came out of the shadows toward her. 
 
    Get out. Run! 
 
    She ran for the woods. For safety. Birds chirped to the melody of a nearby stream. The warmth of the sun bathed her face. 
 
    The light faded. A cloud? Suddenly the man in the black ski mask lunged from the trees and reached for her throat.  
 
    She woke with a start, her eyes flying open. The white walls of the hospital room glowed with various muted shades of pink and apricot. Morning. Her head pounded and made her eyes feel heavy.  
 
    She sat up and tried to shake off the haze of the dream. Or was it a dream? The smells and sounds of the forest seemed so familiar. Maybe because she had dreamed about them before? No, it was more than that, she was almost certain. She closed her eyes again and concentrated, trying to remember what it was about the woods she thought she knew. 
 
    The only memories she could grasp ahold of were of yesterday. Mostly her argument with the stubborn, yet handsome sheriff. She glanced around. He had stayed out of her room. The realization didn’t make her as happy as she thought it should have. She listened to see if she could hear anything from the hallway. Nothing. He had probably left the hospital as soon as he knew for sure she was sleeping. So much for hero cop. 
 
    “Figures.” She shook her head and rolled her eyes, annoyed by the fact that she even cared whether he was there or not. It didn’t matter, anyway. She hadn’t remembered anything new, and she didn’t need his protection or his comfort. She might not remember much, but she knew she could manage just fine by herself. 
 
    Hopefully he would stay away. It would be easier for her to leave without him breathing down her neck. And she was leaving today. She had to get away from here.  
 
    But where could she go? Maybe she could work at a hotel in exchange for a room. No, that wouldn’t work. Her broken ribs were going to keep her down for a while. A shelter? Yeah, maybe a battered women’s shelter. They wouldn’t ask questions about her injuries, and they would keep her hidden. That could work. She just had to go, get somewhere she could hide while she tried to figure out who she was and why someone wanted her dead. 
 
    A chill ran through her and she pulled the blanket up, then glanced at the door again.  
 
    She shook her head and sat a little taller, then looked around the room, trying to find some kind of clothes or maybe even a purse. Something that was hers. Something she could take with her when she left.  
 
    She didn’t want to leave the hospital in a gown and slippers, but if she had to… 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Dr. West entered. “Good morning. How are you feeling today?”  
 
    “Better than yesterday.” 
 
    “Good.” He shined a light in her eyes, one at a time. “Your recovery seems to be coming along quite nicely. No signs of infection, and all of your stats look really good.”  
 
    “Then you don’t have a problem with me leaving.” 
 
    He turned off his flashlight and frowned. “That’s out of the question.” 
 
    “It can’t be, because I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Look, as your doctor, I have to do what I believe is in your best interest. That does not include discharging you not even a day post-surgery. Your numbers need to show twenty-four hours with no air leak, and I’ll require a clean chest x-ray before I’ll remove the chest tube. As of now, you meet neither of those criteria.” 
 
    “You can’t keep me here.”  
 
    “I can. You can’t remove the tube without possibly killing yourself, and you’re not leaving with it in.” 
 
    “But I can sign something, right? Something that—” 
 
    “Until you remember your legal name, you can’t sign anything. Now, you could pull that tube out and try to leave, but you’ll be back in surgery before you hit the front doors.” He took a breath and smiled a small, kind smile, then looked her in the eye. “Listen, I know this is difficult, but you need to trust me. I promise, I will do everything in my power to make sure you get out of here as soon as possible, alright?” 
 
    The sheriff walked into the room, his hair tousled, his blue shirt wrinkled. “How’re we doing today?” 
 
    “I was just explaining to my patient that she is going to be here for at least a few days, so she needs to forget the idea leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving?” The sheriff set two cups of coffee on the table near the bed. The five-o-clock shadow, along with his piercing blue eyes, made him look like one of those sexy GQ models. A sexy, but very tired GQ model.  
 
    He hadn’t left. He’d stayed outside her door all night. And he brought her coffee.  
 
    “She would like to leave today,” Dr. West said.  
 
    “I wouldn’t like to. I’m going to,” she insisted. She put her legs over the side of the bed and forced herself to stand. She had to prove she would be fine on her own. 
 
    She didn’t feel fine. She felt like she was going to pass out.  
 
    The sheriff grabbed her arm, his grip gentle, but firm, and leaned in close, his expression tight. “I thought we discussed this yesterday.” 
 
    “That was yesterday.” She shrugged and pulled her arm free of his grasp. “Today I feel better, and I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Everyone says they feel better while they’re on pain meds.” Dr. West dismissed her comment, then glanced from her to the sheriff and back again. “We need to go over some labs before I get to my other patients. Your blood work showed a substantial amount of Rohypnol in your system.” 
 
    “Rohypnol?” That didn’t sound good. 
 
    “It’s a powerful amnesiac and sedative.” 
 
    “Are you saying…I was drugged?”  
 
    “That seems to be the case.” 
 
    It seemed like the bad news just kept coming. Abused. Assaulted. Drugged. She sat on the edge of the bed, trying to process the new revelation. 
 
    “If she was drugged,” the sheriff asked, “how did she manage to run in front of my vehicle?” 
 
    “In very rare cases, the drug acts as a stimulant,” Dr. West explained. “Once the initial sedation wore off, she would have gotten a boost of adrenaline, giving her the strength to run. Rohypnol can also cause short-term amnesia. That, combined with the concussion, is the likely cause of her memory loss.” He looked back at her. “Get some rest. As soon as your lung stays inflated and is no longer leaking air, I’ll order a chest x-ray. When it’s clear, we will discuss discharging you. Not before.” 
 
    Dr. West closed the door behind him as he left the room. 
 
    He wasn’t going to listen to her, but it didn’t matter. She was leaving, whether she had his permission or not.  
 
    “So, now that we know you were drugged, do you still think leaving is a good idea?” The persistent sheriff was not going to make this easy. She either needed to convince him to help her, or find a way to get rid of him. 
 
    “What difference does it make? Leaving is better than being a sitting duck. You keep pointing out the fact that someone tried to kill me. Don’t you think—if he decides to try again—I’m pretty easy to find here?”  
 
    He looked her in the eye, his gaze reassuring and unnerving all at once.  
 
    “I won’t let him hurt you again.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you leave and go find him?”  
 
    “Not until you promise to stay.”  
 
    She sighed, her inability to inhale a sharp reminder that she couldn’t deny reality anymore, no matter what the pain meds said. She had no choice but to put herself at the mercy of Dr. West and the hero cop. “I don’t really have a choice, do I?” 
 
    “No, you really don’t.”  
 
    She crossed her arms and looked away. “Fine.” 
 
    “Bailey?” The sheriff called out, and another officer came into the room.  
 
    Great. A babysitter.  
 
    “This is Officer Bailey,” the sheriff said. “He’s going to make sure you’re safe while I’m gone for a bit.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Officer Bailey nodded. “Anything you need, I’m right outside that door.” 
 
    She sighed and rolled away from the sheriff and his babysitter. “Whatever.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good morning. Almond milk mocha, extra hot.” The sheriff set a coffee on her tray table and smiled, then held his drink up and rattled the ice. “I’m telling you, you should try it iced.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m missing out, I know. Four mornings in a row, though—I must be running up quite a…tab,” she answered, realizing what it meant as soon as she said it. A tab meant debt, and she didn’t need anything tying her to the sheriff, even if it was just a few bucks for coffee. Once she was released, she planned to go far away and never look back. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. One of the perks of being a cop.” He narrowed his gaze and tipped his head, as if he heard her thoughts. “Something’s bothering you.” 
 
    That. That bothered her. The way he could read her, despite her efforts to keep him at arms-length. The way he blurred the line between cop and friend—surely for the purpose of gaining information—and the way she’d started falling for the whole act. It was an act…right? Even if it wasn’t, she couldn’t have friends. Stay hidden, stay alive. She didn’t know why she believed that, only that it was true. 
 
    “It’s been five days since the accident, and I still have no idea who I am or who attacked me. I’m frustrated, tired, and I just want to go—” The word caught in her throat. She closed her eyes to fight the tears she felt building. Crying wasn’t going to help anything. 
 
    “Home,” he said, his voice quiet and empathetic. “We’re going to figure out who you are and who attacked you. We’re going to get you home.”  
 
    “Maybe,” she forced the words past the lump in her throat, then stood and started peeling the tape from her IV site. “But I can’t stay here anymore…look, the longer I’m here, the more vulnerable I feel. I need to go.” 
 
    “Come on, stop,” the sheriff pleaded. He held her gaze and put his hand firmly over hers. “Let’s not do this again.” 
 
    “Again? This is the only thing I’ve wanted since I got here.” 
 
    “Just stop until I get a nurse, okay?” 
 
    It had to be a trick. He was going to get a nurse to restrain her, probably by drugging her. Her pulse jumped, her breathing quickened, her palms felt clammy.  
 
    He stepped back and raised his palms, his eyes pleading with her. “I’m not going to try to stop you. Just give me a few minutes to see if I can arrange something so you’re not out on the streets. Please.” 
 
    She needed him out of the room, and this was probably the best break she was going to get. “Okay, fine. I’ll wait.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” He raised his brows and pointed at her. “Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    He backed out the door, maintaining eye contact until the door closed, leaving her alone. 
 
    Finally. She looked around, trying to find her clothes. There was a closet on the other side of the room. Maybe her clothes were in it. She peeled back the tape on her arm and slowly pulled IV line out, becoming queasy as a bead of blood formed at the site.  
 
    She grabbed a tissue and pressed it against the wound. She probably couldn’t take the chest tube out by herself, but at least it was more portable than the IV. She lifted the purse-sized unit from the side of her bed and walked to the closet, her steps unsteady. Sheets. A towel. More gowns. But nothing that looked like street clothes.  
 
    Maybe in the drawers? They were all locked except for one that was full of gauze, tape, swabs, and Band-Aids. She opened one and stuck it over the IV site. Handy, but where were her clothes? She didn’t remember what she’d been wearing, but she had punctured a lung, so maybe her shirt had been cut off.  
 
    Sheriff Warrick walked in alone, clothes in one hand, papers in the other. The door closed behind him. 
 
    “I thought you were getting the nurse.” 
 
    He glanced at her arm and one corner of his mouth pulled up into a grin. “I thought you were going to wait. The nurse is on her way. You weren’t really going to pull out that chest tube, were you?”  
 
    She wasn’t about to admit she had actually considered it. She sat on the edge of the bed and set the drain unit back in place. 
 
    “Of course not. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and tossed the clothes onto the bed beside her. “It’s just sweatpants and a t-shirt, but it’s all they had. I talked to the doctor, and he agreed to let you leave as long as you have medical supervision.” 
 
    “But I can’t pay for that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’ve already taken care of everything.”  
 
    Great. Pity. She didn’t want his pity. And she didn’t want to owe him anything. She just wanted to get away from here. Away from him. She couldn’t think straight when he was around. She couldn’t tell him that though, and it wasn’t likely he was going to leave her alone again. 
 
    “Look,” he finally said. “I agree with Dr. West. You need medical supervision. But like we’ve discussed, someone did try to kill you. Which is why, believe it or not, I also agree with you. The hospital is way too public, and security is difficult to control. The place I have in mind for you is secure and has medical staff.”  
 
    This could work. If she agreed to go with him, she could make a run for it once they got outside the hospital doors.  
 
    Right, like that’s going to work. He’s an extremely fit cop, and you’re still injured.  
 
    That was out of the question. She would just have to sneak out of wherever it was he was taking her.  
 
    “Fine,” she sighed. At this point she wasn’t sure she had any other choice. Still, she had the feeling she was going to regret this. 
 
    “Everything is going to be okay. Try not to worry.” His voice invaded her thoughts.  
 
    “I’m not worried.” Much. 
 
    He smiled. “Then maybe you should release your grip on that poor sheet.” 
 
    She hadn’t even noticed how tightly she had been gripping the sheet, but her knuckles were solid white. She let out a short laugh and relaxed her fingers. “Okay, maybe I am a little worried.” 
 
    About her health. About her attacker. About her plan to deceive this man who was trying so hard to help her. About the fact that she even cared about deceiving him. Still, she had to look out for herself. She had to run. 
 
    She looked at him, fully expecting to see him still smiling. He wasn’t. He was looking at her as if he could hear every thought.  
 
    The nurse came in carrying a tray. “Alright, let’s get you ready to go.”  
 
    Her pulse quickened when she caught a glimpse of the tools on the tray. Leaving suddenly seemed like a horrible idea. She looked at the sheriff, searching his eyes for the comfort his presence seemed to give her. The same comfort he’d given her at the scene of the accident. 
 
    He put his hand on her shoulder. “You’re going to be fine. I’ll wait right outside the door.” 
 
    No. Stay. 
 
    She tried to brush off the thought as soon as it crossed her mind, angry with herself for looking to him for reassurance. It was the meds, or fatigue, or the fact that he was the only familiar thing in her life right now. Whatever it was, she didn’t need him. 
 
    “He’ll be waiting for you.” The nurse’s comment interrupted her thoughts.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You look worried. He won’t leave without you.” 
 
    She didn’t like what the nurse was implying, and she was losing patience. She wanted to leave, and she wasn’t going to be able to until the chest tube was out. 
 
    “I’m not worried about him…” She shook her head and took a breath. “Look, can we just get this tube out so I can leave?” 
 
    “Alright. Take a nice, deep, breath.” 
 
    The nurse applied pressure and pulled, and the tube was out just like that. She pulled her brow together and frowned. “I understand the reason for your early discharge, but…well, you take care of yourself. Be careful out there, alright?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Sheriff Warrick glanced in the room when the nurse swung the door open and held her gaze as the door closed.  
 
    Maybe she could trust him, but she still wasn’t sure she should. She would be better off relying only on herself. Wouldn’t she? 
 
    She stood and pulled on the gray sweatpants, every movement making her side throb, no matter how gentle and slowly she tried to move. Fatigue forced her to sit back down and catch her breath before she could put the shirt on. She picked it up and rolled her fingers through the soft, green cotton. She liked green. At least she was pretty sure she did.  
 
    He hadn’t brought shoes, so it looked like she’d be leaving in hospital slippers, after all. Probably his way of insuring she wouldn’t run.  
 
    She opened the door into the hallway and found him waiting. He was leaning against the wall, one leg casually crossed over the other.  
 
    “The nurse is going to get a wheelchair to take you to the car.” 
 
    “I’d rather walk.” 
 
    “You should use the wheelchair. You’re not looking so good.” 
 
    “I said I’ll walk.” 
 
    The sooner they were out of the hospital, the happier she’d be. She needed space, and she needed quiet. Maybe once she got both, she could remember who she was and what she’d been running from. She had to remember. Until she did, she wouldn’t be safe.  
 
    “If you insist.” He shook his head and took her arm, his fingers clasping her elbow. They were calloused, the skin rough, but his touch was gentle as he led her to the elevator.  
 
    She felt woozy and lightheaded as they waited for the steel door to slide open. The wheelchair probably would have been a good idea. She took as deep a breath as she could and steadied herself.  
 
    “Regretting it?” he murmured as the elevator door opened and he ushered her in.  
 
    “What?” Her heartbeat pulsed through her ears like a marching band, muting her voice and his.  
 
    “Regret not letting the nurse wheel you out?”  
 
    Yes. “No.”  
 
    The elevator ride seemed to take forever, and by the time the doors opened into the lobby, her pulse raced and beads of sweat dotted her forehead. Bright sunlight reflected off the white tile floor, beckoning her outside to feel its warmth. She broke away from the sheriff, hurrying toward the glass entrance doors, desperate to breathe in the fresh air.  
 
    “Wait.” He grabbed her arm, stopping her from rushing out. “Let’s not take any chances.”  
 
    He wrapped his arm around her waist, keeping his body between her and the parking lot as he led her outside. Sunlight warmed her skin, the sweet scent of freshly mowed grass hung in the air. She inhaled through her nose and closed her eyes, relishing the fresh air and sunshine. She would’ve liked to stay there, basking in the warmth and smells of summer, but he hurried her to a squad car parked a few yards away. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the rush, but I don’t want you out in the open any longer than necessary.”  
 
    Her pulse jumped and her body tensed with fear. “Do you think he’s out here?”  
 
    “I doubt it, but it’s always best to err on the side of caution.” He closed her door and rounded the car, carrying the scent of fresh air in with him as he settled behind the wheel.  
 
    He pulled out of the hospital parking lot, checked his review mirror several times, and merged onto the road. Trees sped by on either side of the car, small brick buildings and street lamps dotting the landscape. Nothing looked familiar.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked, wishing something would spark a memory.  
 
    “A place with plenty of security and full-time nursing.”  
 
    “You’re not taking me to jail, are you?”  
 
    He laughed and shook his head. His eyes sparkled when he smiled. “No. I promise it’s a lot more comfortable than that.”  
 
    “But you’re not going to tell me where it is?” She looked straight ahead, trying not to notice his smile or his eyes, or the way they made her want to let her guard down. 
 
    “It’s just outside of town.”  
 
    “What town?” 
 
    “This town. Gunderson.” 
 
    The name was familiar, and not just because she’d heard it at the hospital. Was it her home town? Had she come to visit family? Friends? She had too many questions and not enough answers.  
 
    “You okay?” His tone was genuine, but he was still just doing his job, right? Still trying to figure out if she was faking amnesia?  
 
    “Fine. Just trying to see if I recognize anything. I just wish something was familiar. Anything. But nothing is. Not even my own name. It’s been almost a week—I don’t understand why I don’t remember anything.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re trying too hard. Sometimes the more you try to remember something, the further the memory slips away.”  
 
    She looked at him. Maybe it was just fatigue, but it seemed like sadness had settled in the fine lines around his eyes.  
 
    “How’d you know?”  
 
    “My grandfather has Alzheimer’s. I watch him struggle to remember things, too.” He glanced at her, and then turned his attention back to the road. “It’s probably on the tip of your tongue. Is there any name that pops into your head? Maybe that’s a good place to start.”  
 
    It should be a good place to start. It should be easy. It was her name, after all. It should be right there… 
 
    She rubbed her forehead, trying to force a name to come.  
 
    All that came was more emptiness, more questions.  
 
    She closed her eyes, hiding the tears that stung behind her lids.  
 
    “Try not to get frustrated.”  
 
    There it was again. The tone of his voice that made her think maybe she was going to be okay. 
 
    “It’ll come to you. Just say the first name you think of.” 
 
    Maggie. It was just a whisper. An echo of a memory, somewhere deep in the recesses of her mind.  
 
    “Maggie.”  
 
    He smiled at her. “Yeah. Maggie suits you.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie stared out the window as the sheriff drove, trying to keep herself from feeling sick. Her stomach churned, her head pounded with every beat of her heart.  
 
    Although she didn’t recognize anything yet, she hadn’t stopped hoping some memory would come to her. If she lived here, something should spark a memory. Shouldn’t it? 
 
    The small brick buildings that lined the road were beginning to look familiar, but then again, they all looked alike.  
 
    Starbucks on Fifth street. She had definitely seen that before. About five minutes ago. She looked at Sheriff Warrick. His gaze moved often, from rearview mirror, to side mirrors, to the road, and back to rearview again.  
 
    “Didn’t we pass this way already?” 
 
    “Yeah. I have to be positive we aren’t being followed.” 
 
    Followed? Her attacker had followed her, chased her through the woods. Sweat beaded her upper lip. She could see her attacker in her mind and hear his footsteps pounding behind her. Her breathing quickened, her stomach flip-flopped.  
 
    The memory raced through her, fear mixing with the medications already in her blood. She swallowed in a vain attempt to keep her stomach from pushing its contents upward. Blood rushed to her head, beating a loud rhythm through her ears. “Pull over! Stop the car!” 
 
    “I can’t—”  
 
    “Pull over!” She shouted, panicking at the thought of vomiting in his squad car. 
 
    He pulled into an alley, and she didn’t wait for him to come to a complete stop before she threw the door open and leaned out. Everything around her disappeared into a black tunnel as her stomach convulsed.  
 
    “You’re okay.” Sheriff Warrick’s voice echoed through the fog in her head and she felt the heat of his hand on her back, easing the tension in her muscles.  
 
    She wasn’t okay. She was still woozy. Plus, she was embarrassed. Why did she have to get sick now? In front of the hero cop? She leaned back into the car and pulled the door closed. Her head felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. She laid it back against the seat and closed her eyes, waiting for him to say, “I told you so.”  
 
    “Here.” That familiar, soothing voice made her open her eyes. He handed her a tissue and she wiped her mouth. The fact that she had just vomited didn’t seem to bother him. There was no “I told you so,” no lecture about why she should’ve stayed at the hospital. Only…kindness.  
 
    “Better?” He asked. 
 
    “I think so.” She hoped so. She didn’t want to feel any more embarrassed than she already did. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “The car ride and medicine, and…” She hesitated, not sure if her memories were real or imagined.  
 
    “And what?” He held her gaze and rested his hand on her arm. “It’s okay, you can tell me.” 
 
    “I think I remembered my attacker. He was chasing me through the woods. He was wearing black gloves, a black long-sleeved shirt, and a black ski mask.” Her voice wavered, her heart beat so furiously in her chest she thought for sure the sheriff could hear it.  
 
    He looked at her, furrowing his brow. “Long sleeves? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive. Why?” 
 
    “The temperature’s been in the nineties all week. Why would someone wear long sleeves when it’s so hot?” 
 
    “You think he was trying to hide something.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. A tattoo, a scar—something you could have identified. Do you remember anything else about him?” 
 
    She should. She’d remembered what he was wearing, surely she could remember more.  
 
    She closed her eyes and tried to picture herself back in the forest. She could see her attacker; hear his steps closing in on her. Her breathing sped, fear raced through her veins, and then there it was again—the hero cop’s warm hand on her shoulder. A reminder that he was protecting her, that she was okay. 
 
    “Breathe slowly. You’re safe.” He was sincere. And he was right. She knew as long as she was with him, he would keep her safe. She still had to run, though. Didn’t she? Could she? After today’s little episode, it was obvious she wouldn’t be going anywhere for the next day or two, at least. 
 
    “I can’t…I don’t remember anything else about him.” 
 
    “You will. We’re going to catch him, Maggie. I promise.” The way he looked at her made her question her plan to run even more. She didn’t have to decide now, with her stomach still turning, her head pounding, and a handsome, protective man beside her making her feel—well, she wasn’t sure what she was feeling, but she wasn’t thinking straight. Once she felt better and had some time alone, she could figure out where she was going to go. If she was going to go.  
 
    “We should move. Will you be okay if I drive now?” 
 
    “I think so. Thanks, Sheriff.” 
 
    “James,” he corrected. “And you’re welcome.” 
 
    The car lurched and bumped as he pulled through the pothole laden alley and then back onto the main road.  
 
    She closed her eyes and rested her head on the seat, trying to avoid a repeat performance. It was difficult to calm her stomach with so much stopping and going. It seemed like James was hitting a lot more lights and taking a lot more turns than necessary.  
 
    Suddenly the car jolted forward, forcing her body against the seat. Her eyes flew open and she looked at him.  
 
    “We’ve got company,” he said, his voice strong and steady, his eyes shifting between the mirrors and the road ahead. His jaw clenched, his arm muscles flexed, and his hands tightened around the wheel as he guided the speeding car onto the interstate.  
 
    “What are you doing? Why are you getting on the highway? We’ll be trapped in traffic! He’ll catch us!”  
 
    “Maggie.” His tone was hard, his gaze focused on the road ahead. “You have to trust me. I will not let anything happen to you. Alright?” 
 
    Seriously? He just said someone was following them. How could he promise to keep her safe? Fear surged through her veins, and her head whipped from side to side trying to see their pursuer. 
 
    “Maggie! Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “I don’t see anyone following us! Are you positive?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m positive. They followed us all through town. They’re behind us, in the left lane, two cars back. Blue Chevy, no front plate.”  
 
    James’ tone had quieted to an almost eerie calm. He slowed down, and the blue car started to close the distance between them. 
 
    “He’s going to catch us! Speed up! What are you doing?” 
 
    “Losing him. Hold on.” 
 
    The blue car was nearly beside them when James swerved onto the exit ramp. The blue car didn’t have time to change lanes and was pushed ahead by the flow of traffic. James looked at her as the car rolled to a stop at the bottom of the off ramp. “You okay?” 
 
    No. She wasn’t okay. Someone was trying to kill her. Her stomach was in knots and her head was pounding even more than it had been earlier.  
 
    “No, of course not!” She rubbed her temples and tried to calm her breathing. “Did you lose him?” 
 
    “Yes.” The tone of his voice and the look in his eyes reassured her. Something as simple as a look shouldn’t have been so reassuring. But his was.  
 
    “Why would he try to kill me now, while I’m in a cop car?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t. He wasn’t trying to catch us, just follow.” 
 
    “So, he would know where to go and finish what he started. He knew I was in the hospital, and he knew when I left. He was waiting for me. How did he know…” Thoughts of what might have been screamed through her mind and sent chills down her spine. 
 
    James looked into her eyes, his hands twisting on the steering wheel. “I told you I’d keep you safe, and I meant it. He doesn’t know where you are now, and he’s not going to find you. Okay?” 
 
    She held his gaze and nodded. Something about the tone of his voice and the look in his eyes made her feel safe. Physically, anyway. 
 
    “Maybe if you close your eyes your headache will let up. Why don’t you lay your head back and rest until we get to the safe house?” 
 
    She was too tired and in too much pain to argue, so she closed her eyes and rested her head on the seat as James released the brake and pulled forward. She wasn’t sure how long they’d been driving when she felt the car slow as it turned a corner.  
 
    James had turned onto a residential street, then a cobblestone driveway that ran between two big oak trees. A yellow two-story house stood beside it. Pretty and well-maintained, the house seemed to be everything anyone could ever want from a home.  
 
    Her stomach started to flutter. She had expected a hotel, or…well she wasn’t exactly sure what she had expected, but not this. Not someone’s home.  
 
    James turned off the motor and slid out of the car, closed his door and walked around to her side. He opened her door and extended his hand to her.  
 
    “I’m okay.” She ignored his hand, swung her legs out of the car and braced her arms against the frame of the door.  
 
    One, two, three…stand.  
 
    She managed to stand, but her head spun, her legs shook, and the sunlight grew dim. 
 
    Suddenly James’ strong arms were around her, holding her up, gently supporting her. His voice was muffled and distant. “Maggie?” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes. Those eyes had the ability to comfort and unnerve her all at once.  
 
    “Maggie?” His voice became clearer as the spinning slowed and everything came back into focus. “I’ve got you. Are you okay?” 
 
    No. She was weak. Sick to her stomach. And she was annoyed by the fact that she’d needed his help. Again.  
 
    “I’m fine. I just stood up too fast.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Alright, but the ground is uneven. Let me help you walk.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to fight him. She couldn’t.  
 
    He put his arm around her waist. Her legs trembled as she faltered toward the front door of the Victorian home. A white porch ran along the entire front of the home, the painted wood worn from frequent foot traffic. 
 
    She sighed when she saw the four stairs that led to the landing. She wanted to be independent. To prove to him that she was fine on her own. Instead, each stair was just like the rest of this day—a reminder of how much she needed him right now—a reminder that she couldn’t run even if she wanted to. 
 
    “Just go slow,” he said. “I’m not going to let you fall.” 
 
    Hero cop, right on cue. Her side throbbed every time she raised a leg, and her head was still foggy from a toxic cocktail of fatigue, medication, and nausea. She wasn’t going to hold onto him any longer than necessary, though, and she shifted away from him the second they reached the top step.  
 
    He shook his head. “You are very…independent, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t you mean stubborn?” 
 
    One corner of his mouth pulled up into a smile and he cocked his head. “You said it, not me.” He reached for the handle of the front door and began to open it.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to knock?” 
 
    “Uh, no. It’s fine. I called ahead.” 
 
    “Sheriff,” Reynolds greeted them as soon as they walked through the door. “Everything has been cleared.”  
 
    Cleared? Maggie looked at James. “You don’t think my attacker would—”  
 
    “You’re safe here. The house has security. But I had to be sure it was completely safe before you got here. Standard procedure, try not to worry.”  
 
    James turned to Reynolds and handed him the car keys.  
 
    “Thanks, Hank. You can take the squad car back to the station. Have Edith get a report on all recent stolen vehicles and call me immediately if a blue mid-nineties Chevy shows up. And tell Terry thanks for dropping you off.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He grabbed the brim of his hat and nodded towards Maggie. “Ma’am,” he said, then walked to the car and drove away. 
 
    James led Maggie to a blue and white sofa, and she sat, resting her body against the back cushion. “I’m going to find Helen so I can introduce you. She’ll be your nurse while you’re here.” He glanced toward the front door and frowned. “I’ll be right upstairs, and that door is pretty loud when it opens and closes.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” she sighed. “I’m not going anywhere.”  
 
    Not today, anyway. 
 
    She laid her head against the back of sofa and closed her eyes. Angry, hatred-filled eyes stared back at her through a ski mask. Her eyes shot open and she tried to take a deep breath. So much for rest. Maybe a look around would erase the image from her mind.  
 
    It was obvious she wasn’t at some kind of rehab house. There were too many knick-knacks, and a rehab house wouldn’t have pictures on the fireplace mantle.  
 
    Helen must live here. Judging by how comfortable James was in the house, he must know Helen pretty well. Maybe Helen was his girlfriend. Whatever. It didn’t matter. So why did it feel like it did?  
 
    The sound of James’ voice caused her to shift enough to see him coming down the stairs. An older man walked behind him, aided by a round, gray-haired, woman wearing purple scrubs. With some black hair dye, she’d look like Oprah. Definitely not James’ girlfriend. The sense of relief Maggie felt caught her off-guard, and she let out a short laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” James asked. 
 
    “I just…it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, his gaze curious and assessing.  
 
    Maybe he thought her head injury had made her lose her mind.  
 
    She didn’t correct him. The less he knew about what she was thinking, the better. Especially what she was thinking about him. 
 
    “Maggie,” he gestured toward the gray-haired woman, “this is Helen.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Maggie. Seems you got yourself released awful early, considering your injuries.” She smiled and swatted at the air. “No matter, we’ll have you better in no time. I’ll whip up a schedule for your medications, dressing changes, and exercise. Some good home cooking will give you some strength—a good three squares a day.” 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” the older man interrupted. “Stop pestering the poor woman. You’re going to overwhelm her.” He turned to Maggie and smiled. “You’ll have to excuse Nurse Ratched.” He winked at Helen and then turned back to Maggie. “She gets pretty bossy.” 
 
    “Careful, Pops,” Helen teased back. “I’ll quit making my momma’s pecan pie for you.”  
 
    Their playful banter made Maggie smile. She could see James out of the corner of her eye. He sat perched on the arm of the sofa, relaxed and focused on her. She felt it. She felt it every time he looked at her—a weird jump in her pulse, an uneasiness in her gut.  
 
    Look away.  
 
    She wanted to, but instead her gaze betrayed her and went straight to him, and his eyes locked with hers. The look on his face seemed to beg her to trust him, and for a split second, she wanted to. She was grateful when Helen approached him and broke their line of sight. She couldn’t afford to lower her guard any more than she already had.  
 
    “I’ve told you not to sit on the arm of that sofa.” Helen slapped James on the arm.  
 
    “Ow!” He rubbed his arm as he stood and smiled at Helen. “Careful, or I’ll have to arrest you for assaulting an officer.”  
 
    “I’d like to see you try.” She laughed, then turned to Maggie. “I’ll go get your room ready, dear, and then we’ll get you cleaned up so you can rest before dinner.” 
 
    Cleaned up? She had been so focused on trying to leave the hospital that she hadn’t taken the time to look in a mirror. She’d been chased through the woods, hit by a car, had surgery, been in the hospital for several days, and then gotten sick on the way here. She must look a wreck. Not to mention how she must smell. Sponge baths can only clean so much. 
 
    James must have noticed, but he had never given her even the slightest hint that he did. And he hadn’t lectured her about staying in the hospital, either. Maybe he really was trying to help. The problem was, she didn’t want or need anything other than her strength and her freedom. Once she had those, she’d figure things out on her own.  
 
    The older man sat beside her. “Helen will take good care of you-she is a fantastic nurse. If it weren’t for her, I’d be in some old folks’ home instead of my own house.”  
 
    So, this was his house. He extended his hand to her for a handshake. “I’m James, but my friends and family call me Pops.”  
 
    James?  
 
    Maggie shot the sheriff a glance and the older man chuckled. “I’m James the first. The sheriff here is James the third, my grandson.” 
 
    Grandson?  
 
    That explained why James hadn’t told her where he was bringing her. He must have thought she’d refuse. She would have—there was no way she wanted to be indebted to him. 
 
    “Can I get you a glass of iced tea, Maggie?” Pops asked. 
 
    “That would be nice.” She leaned back, crossed her arms, and narrowed her eyes at James. 
 
    “Great. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    She watched Pops until she felt he was out of earshot.  
 
    “You brought me to your grandfather’s house?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It was the perfect solution. This place has a state-of-the-art security system to keep you safe, and a nurse to help you recover. You’ll have your own room, good food, and it’s free.” 
 
    She frowned. “Nothing is free.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty cynical attitude, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Cynical or not, it’s a fact of life.”  
 
    Just then Helen came back into the room. “Alright, dear. Let’s get you upstairs.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    James watched Helen help Maggie up the stairs. Her legs shook a little more with each labored step she took. He took a step toward them, but then stopped. She’d made it pretty clear she wanted him to keep his distance. As long as Helen had it under control, he was going to stay out of it. 
 
    Pops came back carrying a tray with a pitcher of iced tea and some glasses. “Where’s…our guest?” 
 
    “Maggie,” James reminded him. “Helen took her upstairs.” 
 
    “What’s her story?” Pops asked. 
 
    Even though he’d been retired for several years, forty years on the force had created an instinct to investigate that had never gone away. 
 
    “She was attacked out near service road seven, but escaped. She ran into traffic.” James frowned. “I tried to stop, but I hit her with my squad car. She has amnesia, and she’s terrified. She thinks she would be safer on the run. I think she would be safer here.”  
 
    “Here, huh? That’s unconventional.” 
 
    “I don’t mind unconventional if it works.”  
 
    Pops nodded. “Does she have any idea who she is?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Maggie.” Pops seemed to be searching through some hidden files in his mind. “Something about her face…I don’t know, she just seems…familiar. 
 
    “Maybe you’ve met.”  
 
    “If we have, I can’t remember where.” Pops shook his head. “After everything she’s been through, she still wasn’t going to stay at the hospital? Sounds like a strong woman.” 
 
    James let out a short laugh. “Strong willed is more like it. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more obstinate woman in my life.” 
 
    “Pretty, too. But I’m sure you already noticed.” Pops winked. 
 
    “Pops, I—” the doorbell interrupted.  
 
    “Saved by the bell,” Pops teased.  
 
    James smiled at his grandfather. “I’d better get that.” 
 
    He glanced out the peephole to see Terry standing a few feet away from the door, a dog leash loose in her hand.  
 
    James opened the door and stepped out onto the porch. He squatted to greet his K-9 partner, rubbing the dog’s ears.  
 
    “Hi there, boy, how are ya?”  
 
    “Sure, say hi to the mutt first,” Terry joked.  
 
    “Hey, priorities.” James grinned and stood to greet his cousin.  
 
    She reached over and flicked his stubble. “You look awful.” 
 
    He laughed. “Thanks. I’m exhausted. I ended up staying the last few nights at the hospital. Maggie tried to run—”  
 
    “Wait.” Terry frowned. “Maggie? You’re on a first name basis with the vic? And what do you mean, she tried to run?” 
 
    “Actually, she has amnesia. She can’t remember her name, and I didn’t think calling her Jane Doe was going to gain her trust. Maggie was the first name she remembered. I need her to trust me if she’s going to tell me what she remembers. She’s really scared, and she has a right to be; her CT scan showed multiple healed fractures.” 
 
    Terry grimaced. “Abuse?” 
 
    “Yeah, the doctor thinks so. Her abuser could be the guy we’re looking for. I guess that’s why she felt like it would be safer to keep moving rather than stay at the hospital, so she tried to leave. Got as far as pulling her IV out.” 
 
    “You left an officer with her, then?” 
 
    James hesitated. Terry was a strict rule follower, a ‘by the book’ kind of cop, and he knew she wasn’t going to like what he was about to tell her. 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    Terry’s eyes narrowed and she cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean, not exactly?” Her shoulders dropped and she took a step back, shaking her head. “Oh no. You didn’t. Tell me you did not bring her here. James this is a terrible—”  
 
    He held his hands up, stopping her tirade. “Hear me out. She has to be in protective custody, and she needs medical supervision. Oden can be with her when I’m gone, the house has the security system I installed, and Helen can see to her medical needs. Plus, I can still work the case—”  
 
    “—even though you’re on leave.” Terry sighed, her brow high on her forehead. “Having her here gives you first access to any information she has. Sneaky. Stupid, but sneaky.” 
 
    “And I’m hoping that you and Edith will keep me posted on anything that develops at the station.” 
 
    He smiled a cheesy, toothy grin, and Terry rolled her eyes and sighed. 
 
    “I knew I could count on you. I hate being on leave. Especially knowing there’s a killer out there.” 
 
    “How long are you off?” 
 
    “Until I’m cleared of any fault in the accident. Shouldn’t be more than a couple more days. Do I need to ask who’s filling in for me, or do I already know?” 
 
    “That weasel, Calvert,” Terry huffed. “You know he wants your job.” 
 
    He did know. Chip Calvert had been with the department longer than James and was the mayor’s appointee to the job. The city council, however, decided he lacked credentials, and hired James instead. Mayor Powell and Officer Calvert had been gunning for James ever since.  
 
    He shrugged. “It’ll be fine, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Terry shook her head. “You worked hard to get this job, James. Keeping that woman—”  
 
    “Maggie.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Keeping Maggie here is a bad idea. Calvert will do whatever he can to make your leave permanent. When he finds out about this, he will use it against you.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about Calvert. I’m worried about Maggie. I wasn’t about to let her leave the hospital unprotected. Someone is after her, and until we know who and why, she’s staying here. Besides, as long as I’m on leave, I’m just a guy renting out a room.” 
 
    “For free. You’re as stubborn as a mule,” she muttered, but she didn’t argue any further.  
 
    “Why don’t you come in and meet her? You can say hi to Pops, too.” 
 
    “Oh, well I would, but I really have to get back to the station.” 
 
    James sighed and softened his tone. “He would love to see you, Terry. Why don’t you come by later with the kids?” 
 
    He knew why she didn’t. Terry’s way of dealing with Pops’ Alzheimer’s was to ignore it. 
 
    “I’ll try.” She walked toward her squad car, talking as she went. “I just can’t promise anything.” 
 
    “Okay.” James waved at his cousin, and she got into her squad car and drove away. “Come on, Oden. There’s someone you need to meet.” 
 
    Oden followed James into the house and up the stairs. 
 
    James raised his hand to knock on the bedroom door, but hesitated.  
 
    He couldn’t keep the truth from Maggie too much longer. She was going to find out sooner or later. He hoped it was going to be later. 
 
    “Come in,” Maggie answered his knock.  
 
    He opened the door and Oden strutted straight to Maggie, who was standing near the window. 
 
    “Hey there, boy!” She kneeled and began petting the bloodhound, so wrapped up in the dog that she barely noticed James walk by her and pull the curtain closed. Oden rolled over for her to rub his belly and she smiled, making her eyes glimmer.  
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Oden. He’ll be your protector when I’m not around.” James smiled. “You know, that’s the third or fourth time you’ve done that since you got here.” 
 
    “Done what?” She asked, rubbing the dog’s head. 
 
    “Smiled.” 
 
    She raised her head to look at him. “Yeah, well I like dogs. They don’t ask questions, and they know when to leave you alone. Speaking of leaving me alone,” she said, her tone relaxed, “I’m sure you’re tired, and I’m fine here. You should go home and get some rest.” She raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Besides, hero cops shouldn’t look so scraggly.” 
 
    He was right. It was going to be sooner. He couldn’t keep the fact that he lived here from her any longer. She had her reasons for not trusting him, and this was going to be one more.  
 
    “Actually, Maggie, I…am home. I live here.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No!  
 
    No way no how was she going to stay in James’ house.  
 
    Maggie stepped away from Oden and sat on the edge of the bed. She needed to think, but her thoughts were muddled, filled with a confusing combination of fear and hope.  
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea.”  
 
    “Why not? You didn’t seem upset when you thought it was just my grandfather and Helen who lived here.”  
 
    “I know, but…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    But that was before I found out I’d be so close to you. 
 
    She wasn’t sure why but being around him made her…agitated. He’d been patient with her. Understanding. He seemed to be able to comfort her with his soothing voice. He smelled great. And then there was the way he looked at her with his beautiful blue eyes. The look that made it hard to look away. The same look that made her want to trust him. 
 
    Now that she thought about it, those were exactly the reasons he bothered her. She couldn’t tell him any of that.  
 
    “I don’t like being lied to,” she murmured. 
 
    “I didn’t lie. I just didn’t give you all the facts.” 
 
    “Same thing.”  
 
    He sighed and sat in the chair across from the bed, facing her. She felt him looking at her, but she stared at the floor. 
 
    “Look, Maggie. I know you’ve been hurt. I do. But I need you to at least try to trust me. I’m not going to hurt you—I want to help you. The sooner you realize that, the better off we’ll both be.” 
 
    Maybe he was right. After all, she needed a safe place to stay, and this was safer than the hospital or a hotel could ever be. Given the way she had behaved at the hospital, it was no wonder he hadn’t been up front with her.  
 
    “You knew I wouldn’t have come, didn’t you?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    She raised her head to look at him, hoping her softened tone would be enough of an apology. 
 
    “If I knew it was your house. You knew I wouldn’t have agreed.”  
 
    One corner of his mouth pulled into a grin. Apology accepted.  
 
    “Well, you did kind of give me the impression you didn’t want my help. Besides, technically speaking, this really is my grandfather’s house. Oden and I live here so I can help him when Helen isn’t around.” 
 
    Part of her wondered how it would feel to have someone care for her like that. What would it be like to rely on someone? To trust? She was pretty sure that life must have taught her some hard lessons—lessons about trust and about how it was safer to keep people at arm’s length.  
 
    You make me want to trust you, and that makes you dangerous. 
 
    She needed space; some time alone. She hadn’t gotten any time to herself to try and clear her head. She certainly couldn’t think with him so close, looking at her with that smile that seemed to chip away at the wall she’d built around her heart. 
 
    She stood, wanting to get some distance between them. Blood rushed to her head, every stitch pulled against the skin of her scalp. Her side ached and pulsed.  
 
    No. Not again. She was not going to need his help this time. She dropped onto the bed, trying to hide the fact that it was either sit or fall. 
 
    James stood and put his hand out. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She rubbed her forehead, ignoring his hand. “My head is pounding, though. I think I need some sleep.” 
 
    “Alright. Oden will stay with you. Listen,” he said, his expression and tone serious, “I need you to stay away from the windows. If anyone sees you, you’ll have to be moved to a different safe house.” 
 
    She had almost forgotten that this was a safe house. And she didn’t want to leave. Not yet. As uncomfortable as James made her, there was something about being here she liked. It was a feeling she didn’t know she’d missed until her interaction with Pops and Helen. The feeling of being cared about, being noticed. The same way James made her feel. 
 
    She looked down, hoping her face wouldn’t betray her emotions. “Alright. Thank you, Sher—”  
 
    “James. I’m not on duty, and my name is James.” 
 
    She looked up and met his gaze. “Thank you, James.” 
 
    “That’s better. And you’re welcome.” He walked to the door, pausing before he pulled it closed. “Try to get some rest. You’re safe here.” 
 
    His words rang in her ears as she laid her head on the pillow. You’re safe here. 
 
    Here. She knew he meant Pops’ house, but she had a feeling she’d be safe wherever James was. 
 
    “Oden,” she patted the bed. The bloodhound jumped up onto the double bed and lay beside her. She rested her arm across his soft belly and closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Momma, no! I won’t leave you,” Maggie screamed.  
 
    “You have to, baby. He’ll kill you. Run if you want to live!”  
 
    The bloody room suddenly filled with trees, and she ran, every pounding footstep behind her filling her with terror. 
 
    Trees. Hide in the trees. She found a tree that would hide her and crouched beneath its branches. He was coming—she could hear the pine needles crushing under his feet. Then, silence. Darkness and silence. He was gone. She climbed out from under the pine and surveyed her surroundings, trying to get some bearing.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” he hissed, coming out of nowhere. He grabbed her by the throat and slammed her head into the jagged bark of the tree. Then he was gone.  
 
    Her head was pounding, and she felt blood begin to trickle down her forehead. She placed her hands over her temples, her body rocked back and forth. “No, oh, please help…it hurts!” 
 
    “Maggie.”  
 
    “Maggie, wake up!”  
 
    She opened her eyes, and she was sitting up in bed, her head pounding. James sat next to her, his hand on her arm. 
 
    “Are you alright?”  
 
    “My head is killing me.”  
 
    He opened the med bottle and did a quick count. “You didn’t take a pain pill?”  
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Here, take this.” He handed her a glass of water and a pill. She popped the pill in her mouth and guzzled the entire glass of water.  
 
    “I know it hurts, but try to relax.” He brushed the strands of sweat soaked hair away from her face, his touch as gentle as his tone. “Your head will feel better if you relax a little. Take some nice, slow breaths. You had another nightmare, but it’s over now. It was only a dream.” 
 
    “No, I think it’s more,” she muttered. “I see a bloody room, and running through the woods, and the man in the ski mask is there. He slams my head against a tree, and then starts to choke me. Then…I don’t remember.”  
 
    She looked at him and shook her head. “The part about the attacker is real. And I have these dreams over and over.” Her voice cracked, and she closed her eyes, trying to conceal the tears that were threatening to reveal her weakness. It was no use. She opened her eyes, and the tears ran hot down her cheeks. “What if the room is real, too? What happened…there’s so much blood…what happened in there?” 
 
    He put his fingers under her chin and lifted her face. “I don’t know, Maggie. But I promise you, we’ll figure this out.” He put his arms around her, and she rested against his chest, her head still pounding, her tears staining his shirt.  
 
    He didn’t say anything else, just held her while she cried. She cried because she was in pain. Because she was afraid. Because she was tired. She cried for a past she couldn’t remember, and an attacker she could.  
 
    Her tears on his shirt released the smell of fresh laundry, bringing her out of the haze of sleep. She pulled back enough to look at him. He was clean shaven, his short sandy brown hair neatly in place. He was wearing a worn pair of Levi’s, and a blue t-shirt lay casually over the muscles of his arms and chest. A different blue than his uniform, but it still drew her attention to his eyes. 
 
    She felt a catch in her breath, a skip in her pulse. She moved herself away from him, trying to get some space between them.  
 
    “I…I’m sorry.” She wiped her face with her palms. “I didn’t mean to…” The sunlight through her window caught her eye, making her squint. Memories of her assault flooded her mind. 
 
    “A car! The man who attacked me drove me to the woods. I was in the passenger seat.” She closed her eyes, desperate to remember more. “I…was walking somewhere, and I…I started feeling sick. After that I don’t remember anything until I woke up in the car.”  
 
    “You’re doing great.” His words were simple, his tone encouraging. “You woke up in the car. You escaped—do you remember any of that?” 
 
    “Just the attacker…no, wait. I remember looking into his eyes, feeling his hands choking me…and I couldn’t…breathe.” She reached up and brushed her fingers against the still tender bruises on her neck. “And you,” she said. The feel of his fingers against her neck and the comfort of his voice whispered through her memory. “You asked about the bruises.”  
 
    “Yeah, I did.”  
 
    She suddenly remembered the sunlight that had triggered her memories. Morning. Another day had gone by since the attack. Only six days had passed, but each day seemed to put a little more distance between her and her attacker. Each day also seemed to shorten the distance between her and James.  
 
    “We can try some more later,” he continued. “Helen made breakfast, and I think you should eat. You need to keep your strength up.” He put out his hands to help her stand. 
 
    She looked at them, and then turned her face upward to look at him.  
 
    “I know,” he sighed, “you don’t need my help.” 
 
    She reached out and put her hands in his. “Actually, I was just going to say thank you. You’re kind of going above and beyond, wouldn’t you say? Even for a hero cop.”  
 
    He smiled, removing one more brick in the wall around her heart. 
 
    “I’m not a cop right now.”  
 
    She stood, his arms giving her the strength her legs lacked. They started down the stairs, one painful step at a time.  
 
    The smell of bacon and pancakes drifted up the stairway and made her stomach growl. James turned his head and chuckled. “I thought you might be hungry.”  
 
    His smile made her stomach flutter as much as the hunger pangs. 
 
    “I guess I am.” She smiled back and wondered if he felt what was happening between them, then scolded herself—for letting her guard down, for thinking anything was happening between them. He’d rescued her, and now he was doing his job by keeping her safe. End of story.  
 
    Sunlight flooded the living and dining room of the house, its rays like fingers reaching in to greet the occupants. She released James’ arm and closed her eyes, basking in the golden heat. 
 
    “Good morning,” Pops said from the dining room. He was seated at the table, puzzle pieces strewn over the entire surface. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember your name.”  
 
    “You know, that’s okay,” she replied, half laughing. “Neither can I.” 
 
    “Maggie.” James said to Pops. “Until we find out what her real name is.” 
 
    “Well, Maggie, I’m glad to see you have a little sense of humor. Goes a long way in the healing process,” Pops said, peering over the rim of his reading glasses. “Do you remember if you’re any good at puzzles? This one has me stumped. Haven’t found a new piece in a couple of days.” 
 
    Maggie smiled, putting a piece in place. “Here. This one connects these two rows.”  
 
    “Well, would you look at that,” Pops chuckled. “All this time I had that piece right in front of me. I guess I just needed another pair of eyes—very pretty eyes, I might add. Would you like to help me work on this?” 
 
    He reminded her of her grandfather. Or at least what she thought her grandfather might have been like. His gray hair was peppered with strands of black, hinting at the dark color it once was. Tan weathered skin lay over his frame as if his bones had shrunk, leaving wrinkles and folds. Dulled blue eyes spoke of a life well lived, but not well remembered. 
 
    “I’d like that,” she answered. She felt a connection to Pops. Maybe because she wished she could remember her own grandfather. Maybe because she knew what it was like to have your memory stolen. Or just maybe it was because he was James’ grandfather, and no matter how much she didn’t want it to be true, she felt a connection to James. She sat and started sliding pieces around. 
 
    James stood behind them. She could feel him looking at her. She turned to see him watching them work on the puzzle. He was leaning against the wall, his legs crossed. The muscles of his thighs were relaxed, but still visible through his jeans. The sleeves of his shirt lay perfectly over his lean biceps.  
 
    Even without the five-o-clock shadow, he looked like a GQ model. His strong jawline and piercing blue eyes gave his face the perfect blend of strength and kindness.  
 
    “Did you have breakfast, Pops?” he asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” Pops answered, not looking up from the puzzle. 
 
    “Why don’t I go get you both something and bring it out here?” James offered. 
 
    Yes, why don’t you, she thought. She couldn’t seem to focus on anything else as long as she felt like he was watching her every move. She watched him walk down the hall toward the kitchen. 
 
    “He’s a good man,” the elder said after James was out of sight. 
 
    Maybe. She couldn’t deny he had done a lot for her. Not to mention how patient he had been with her. The way he made her let her guard down bothered her, though. She knew it meant trouble. Pain. She would trust him with enough to help him catch her attacker, no more. She had to get better and get out. 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” she replied. 
 
    Pops set his piece down and looked at Maggie, his stare deep and knowing, as if he could see into her soul. She shifted in her chair and pushed a few puzzle pieces around.  
 
    He clasped his bony fingers around the frame of his glasses and took them off to look her in the eye. 
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    His fatherly tone made her want to talk to him, but she knew he would go to James with everything she said. She felt more alone than ever. 
 
    She sighed and tried to smile. “Nothing.”  
 
    “You’re safe here, Maggie. You can trust me. You can trust James. It’s okay to say you’re scared.” 
 
    His ability to read her unnerved her. She wanted to trust him. Wanted to trust them both. But she didn’t know him, and she didn’t really know James, either.  
 
    “I’m not scared of being attacked here.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. I think you’re scared of letting someone take care of you. 
 
    “I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. Besides, I’m sure the only reason James brought me here is because he feels guilty for hitting me.” 
 
    Pops frowned and shook his head. “Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t. What difference does it make? He didn’t have to bring you here, you know. He could’ve easily passed your case along to the Denver office. They’d have put you in some apartment somewhere and sat on your case, maybe until your attacker got what he was after. James is the only person I know who’d go to the lengths he has to keep you safe and help you get the answers you need. You know,” he said, his tone softer, “gratitude goes as far as laughter does when it comes to healing.” 
 
    She leaned back in the chair and crossed her arms, wishing she had the strength to go back upstairs by herself. She liked Pops, but she didn’t want a lecture from him. Especially when he was right.  
 
    James was taking forever. She was hungry, and she just wanted to eat and go back to her room. Pops had gone back to working on the puzzle, making it easy to avoid eye contact. She looked around the room, trying to ignore the guilt Pops’ comments had stirred in her. 
 
    The round oak table that hosted the puzzle had four chairs and sat atop a multi-colored braided rug.  
 
    There’s something about that rug… 
 
    The rug made her happy. And sad…sad like saying goodbye. Was it a memory? She couldn’t form an image to match the feeling. She sighed, then continued her visual tour of the house.  
 
    A lace doily almost covered a water stain on the buffet along the wall. She imagined people, maybe James’ family, gathered here for a big dinner in the summer, a sweaty pitcher of lemonade leaving its mark on the buffet.  
 
    Just beyond the dining room was the living room, where the couch sat facing the fireplace. Matching wingback chairs graced each side of the hearth. A piano sat against the wall across from the window. An old-fashioned Edison record player sat on a table beside the piano.  
 
    She pushed her chair away from the table, drawn to the pictures that adorned the mantle. Was there a mantle somewhere with her picture on it?  
 
    She was looking at a picture of Pops and a woman she assumed was his wife, surrounded by family, when Pops left the puzzle and came to stand beside her. He rested a hand on her shoulder, and she felt like a child being reassured of a parents’ love after a reprimand.  
 
    “I love that picture.” He smiled and puffed his chest a little. “That’s me and my wife Gwendolyn with our three sons, their spouses, and all our grandkids. Peter is our oldest, and then,” he paused, closed his eyes and shook his head. It broke her heart to see him struggle with the name of his own son.  
 
    “Oh, yes, that’s Luke and Caryn with their daughter Terry, who’s also a cop. That’s James’ father and his mother Libby—she was pregnant with Matthew in this picture. The scrawny little towhead is young James.”  
 
    “Where are they now? James’ family, I mean.” 
 
    “Libby passed thirteen years ago. Cancer. James was fifteen, Matthew was eight. Hit his dad real hard, of course, and he poured himself into his work as a cop. James shouldered a lot of the responsibility of caring for Matthew—much more than a teenager should. He still blames himself…” 
 
    “Blames himself for what?” 
 
    Pops looked at her, his eyes sad and contemplative, and shook his head. “Nothing. Nevermind.” 
 
    This wasn’t Alzheimer’s, she was sure. Whatever he didn’t want to talk about was painful, and she didn’t know him well enough to push it. One thing was certain, though. Whatever it was had forged a bond between Pops and James that went well beyond the grandson/grandfather relationship. 
 
    She wasn’t sure when was the last time she had felt that kind of connection or had that kind of security—not the kind one gets from knowing the future, but rather the kind one has from knowing that you’re not alone, no matter what the future brings. The feeling she’d been trying to ignore ever since she’d gotten here.  
 
    She brushed away the tears that had pooled in her eyes and pointed at the piano. “Do you play?” 
 
    “No. That piano hasn’t been played in years—I think since my Gwenny passed. Do you know how to play?” 
 
    It wasn’t so much a memory as it was a feeling. The feeling of her fingers gliding over the keys and the peace it gave her. 
 
    “I think I do. May I…would you mind if I tried?” 
 
    His beaming smile was all the answer she needed.  
 
    She opened the bench and looked through the music, settling on Debussy’s “Arabesque.” “Would you like to turn the pages for me?”  
 
    “I would love to.”  
 
    It felt good, not just to play such a beautiful piece, but to remember something, and to be able to make someone else happy. About halfway through the song, she felt James enter the room, and she knew he was watching them. Watching her. She hit the final note and looked up to see him. 
 
    “That was beautiful,” he said, gazing at her with those piercing blue eyes that usually sparkled, but now betrayed worry and frustration. His hand rubbed the back of his neck, his shoulders hung low and curved. 
 
    Something was wrong. She turned her legs to the outside of the bench. Pops stood. 
 
    “I just got off the phone with my office. Powell wants me to turn in my weapon and badge. I’ve been put on leave indefinitely. Apparently, some of the evidence from the accident was contaminated, so the investigation is going to take longer than expected. Calvert has been put in charge of the department.” 
 
    Pops rested a hand on James shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m sure it will all work out.” 
 
    “What?” Maggie almost shouted. She stood and began pacing. This was her fault. He didn’t say it, but she knew he was on leave because of her. Hitting her with his car, bringing her to his house—it didn’t matter. Either way it was her fault. She stopped in front of James and scowled.  
 
    “You’re being punished because of me. First of all, James, the accident was not your fault.” Her face felt hot, her eyes narrowed, and her teeth clenched. “I ran out in front of you. I looked back to see if he’d followed me, and when I turned back to see where I was going, I was already in the road. I didn’t see your car until it was too—” her breath caught in her throat as she remembered the accident. 
 
    James mouth relaxed and the corners of his eyes lifted. “You remembered.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a breath, trying to calm the headache she was creating. “Yeah,” she opened her eyes, focusing on James.  
 
    She didn’t remember people being like this—kind and selfless. He had just had his job taken from him. He should be angry—at Calvert, at her. Instead, he was happy for her. 
 
    This wasn’t right. He shouldn’t be punished for something that was her fault, especially now that she remembered running into traffic.  
 
    That was it. She remembered. Maybe this was her chance to help him for a change, and a way to get out of his debt. “Let me talk to the mayor. I can tell him what I—” 
 
    “No.” James reply was firm. He put his hand on her shoulder. She could feel the tension in his body through his touch. He looked her in the eye. “Powell is scum, and I don’t want you anywhere near him.” 
 
    “I can handle—” 
 
    “No. Let him play his games. It doesn’t matter who’s in charge—it won’t stop me, you know. It might make my investigation harder, but it won’t stop me. I will find out who you are and who tried to kill you.” 
 
    She couldn’t look away from him, even as she felt tears pooling in her eyes. His almost fierce protection of her had taken her by surprise, and his touch was driving her pulse wild. 
 
    “I believe you,” she said, fighting the tightening in her throat. “But you shouldn’t be paying for something that was my fault.”  
 
    “I’m not,” he said, his voice calm and firm. “I’m paying for refusing to be Powell’s lackey.” His demeanor only stirred the turmoil inside her. He’d had his job taken from him, a job he loved. And he was consoling her. He wouldn’t be on leave at all if it weren’t for her. The sooner she got out of here, the better. For everyone.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ring! Ring! 
 
    James tossed the newspaper he was reading onto the end table and answered his phone.  
 
    “Warrick.”  
 
    “Hello, handsome,” the voice on the other end flirted. 
 
    “Well hello, beautiful. How’s my favorite secretary?” 
 
    “Lonely. And sick of Calvert.” She started whispering. “It’s been three weeks of hell here, boss. I can’t take it much longer. When are you coming back?” 
 
    James pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed his eyes. “You know I’d be back today if I could. Anything new I need to know about? How is everyone? How’s morale?” 
 
    “We’re hangin’ in there. Reynolds had to take some time off to help Sue recover from her surgery, and of course Calvert hardly ever gets off his fat—well, you know. He never leaves his desk anymore, so we’re a little short-handed.”  
 
    “I’m sure it isn’t helping that I’m asking you and Terry to go above and beyond for me. If it weren’t for the two of you, I don’t—”  
 
    “Stop right there. Of course, we’re going to help you. You’re the only one that belongs in that office, and everyone except Calvert and his puppet master knows it. Listen, boss, an envelope came from Denver Labs today.” 
 
    James pulse jumped. It had to be the DNA results, and he knew if Calvert got his greedy hands on them, he’d never see them.  
 
    “Edith, I hate to ask you to do this…” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask. Why do you think I called? You didn’t think I was about to let anyone but the sheriff have this, did you?” 
 
    “You’re the best. Where can I meet you to get it?” 
 
    “Terry’s already on her way to The Coffee Stop. She wants you to meet her.” 
 
    “Thank you, beautiful. You know you’re my favorite secretary. Remind me to give you a raise.” 
 
    “I’m your only secretary. Just come back to work, will ya?” She laughed and disconnected.  
 
    He put the phone down and tried to shake off the sense of dread that had washed over him. This was what he’d been waiting for, right? Answers. About the case. About Maggie.  
 
    He couldn’t tell her. Not yet.  
 
    He took a deep breath, straightened his posture, and went downstairs to find Maggie and Pops. He smiled, keeping his expression even as he walked toward the table where they were working on Pops’ puzzle.  
 
    Oden was laying in his new favorite place—at Maggie’s side. Maggie’s arm hung gracefully beside her, rubbing the back of Oden’s neck, and sunlight danced through her silky hair. 
 
    Stop it. You’re not some prince, and she’s not your rescued princess. You’re a cop doing a job. Nothing more… 
 
    He thought that a lot lately and believed it less every time he thought it. It was getting harder and harder for him to ignore how he felt whenever she was in the room, but he had a job to do.  
 
    “Is, uh, Helen still upstairs?” 
 
    Maggie looked up at James, her brow furrowed. Her eyes locked with his, and he knew if he didn’t look away he was going to tell her about the call, and he didn’t want to. Not until he had the results in his hand and could give her some kind of answers. 
 
    “Is she here already?” Pops asked.  
 
    Maggie smiled, a sweet, kind smile that made Pops smile back. James loved seeing him so happy. 
 
    “Yes, Pops. She came a little early today,” Maggie replied. 
 
    James still couldn’t look away from her. The way her hair caught the sunlight when she moved, the glimmer of mischief in her hazel-green eyes, even her feisty attitude had grown on him over the past three weeks. Every time he was near her, his heart beat a little faster, his breath felt a little harder to control.  
 
    “Did you need Helen?” Her question snapped him out of his daydream. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She raised one eyebrow. “You asked about Helen—did you need her?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I wanted to make sure she was here so I can run an errand. I should be back in about an hour. I’ll set the alarm and close the curtains. Helen has my cell number in case of any kind of emergency.” 
 
    He looked at his K-9 partner. “Oden, guard.” 
 
    “You go ahead, James,” Pops said. “We’ll be just fine.” 
 
    “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    The Coffee Stop was a short ten-minute drive away, but every minute felt like an eternity. His fingers tapped the steering wheel. He turned on the radio. He turned it off. He turned it on again. He’d been thinking about the DNA results ever since the samples were mailed. Once he knew Maggie’s real identity, it would be easier to find the truth. 
 
    If they revealed her identity. What if the results were inconclusive, or her DNA wasn’t in the national database? Powell had said the evidence from the accident had been botched—did that include the DNA? What if she was a match to someone who had committed a crime? No, that couldn’t be. Maggie was a firecracker, but she wasn’t a criminal. She was too good with Pops—kind, caring, and patient. 
 
    And what about her attacker? The assault kit had gotten some skin from under Maggie’s nails. Was it her attacker’s? Would he be in the database? What if he wasn’t and they were no closer to finding out who had attacked her?  
 
    Stop with the what-ifs. Just do your job… 
 
    Right. If only it were that simple. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t deny the fact that he was no longer just a cop, and she was becoming more than just a victim. 
 
    He pulled into The Coffee Stop parking lot, hopped out of the truck, and went inside. Terry waved from the back, corner booth. He slid into the seat across from her and rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    “Thanks for doing this, Terry. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Look, James, just because I disagree with you about the vic staying at your house doesn’t mean I wouldn’t do just about anything to help you solve this case. We all want Calvert out of your spot.” She half-smiled and softened her tone. “Besides, you’re family. You know I’ll always be here for you.” 
 
    She slid an envelope across the table. James put his hand over it and stared at it.  
 
    “Well? It’s not going to open itself.” 
 
    He looked at his impatient cousin and nodded, took a deep breath, and tore it open. There were several sheets of paper inside—one with directions on how to read the results, another listing the types of testing the lab provided. He thumbed through the pages, scanning the headings. He stopped when his eyes locked onto the words “Detailed Analysis Report.”  
 
    He unfolded the page and began reading, trying to process what he was seeing, his head swimming in the words, his stomach twisting into knots. He closed his eyes, his teeth clenched.  
 
    No. It can’t be. Anything but this… 
 
    “James?” Terry’s voice drew him back to the booth. He slid the paper back over to her. She leaned forward and began reading, her eyes widening with every word, her mouth slightly open. Her hand shook as she passed the page back to him.  
 
    “Oh, James, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me too.” He took a drink of his water.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    He inhaled deeply and exhaled, rubbing his eyes and temples with his fingers. 
 
    “I have to tell her. She needs to know the truth.” 
 
    He started sliding out of the booth, and she put her hand over his. 
 
    “I’m not worried about her. I meant you. Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    He scowled. “This doesn’t change anything. I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “How can you say that? This changes everything. I know you want answers, but maybe you should just let it go now that—”  
 
    “I said I’ll handle it. I have to go.” He slid out of the booth and started to walk away but paused and turned back to Terry. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I just—I really have to go.” 
 
    He got into his truck, clutched the steering wheel, and dropped his head against the back of the seat. Blood pounded in his ears, acid churned in his stomach. 
 
    How was he supposed to tell Maggie her real identity? He wasn’t sure how he was going to look at her, let alone talk to her. Her world was going to be shaken, to say the least, but how could he possibly comfort her now? This case, her case, had destroyed his family.  
 
    Getting to The Coffee Stop seemed to take twice as long as usual but getting back to the house seemed to take half as long. He pulled into the garage, turned the truck off, and sat there. Five minutes went by. Then ten. Then twenty. 
 
    He had to go inside. He had to tell her. He took his time walking to the back door, hesitating when he reached for the knob.  
 
    Just do it. Get it over with.  
 
    That would be best.  
 
    The smell of fresh cut grass caught his attention, and he looked at the newly mowed lawn. The flower bed looked like it had been weeded, too. Odd—the front didn’t look like it had been serviced. Then again, he had a lot on his mind. Maybe he hadn’t noticed. 
 
    He opened the back door and approached the alarm keypad, but the alarm didn’t beep its usual warning, and the keypad was dark. Something wasn’t right. He’d done the wiring himself. There were only two ways it could be disarmed: by the alarm monitoring company, or by losing power. Even then, it should be running on battery back-up. He slid the face plate off. No batteries.  
 
    His stomach tightened, the hairs on his arms lifted. What if the attacker found them? He thought he’d lost the tail coming home from the hospital, but had he? He promised Maggie he would keep her safe. And Pops…if anything happened to Pops, he’d never forgive himself. 
 
    He sprinted through the kitchen to the dining room where he’d left Pops and Maggie. They weren’t there, and the house was quiet. Too quiet. He reached for his weapon, forgetting he didn’t have it anymore.  
 
    “Pops?” James called out, adrenaline rushing through him.  
 
    “Over here,” Maggie called from the living room.  
 
    Relief washed over him, replacing the anger he thought he wanted to feel toward her. Maybe the alarm hadn’t been deliberately disarmed. Maybe it had. Either way, if anything had happened to Pops…or her… 
 
    She couldn’t stay here anymore. Not if there was even the slightest possibility her attacker knew where she was. Given what he’d learned from the results, it was best to have her out of the house anyway.  
 
    He walked to the living room and saw her lying on the sofa, one arm hanging off the cushion, her fingers dancing up and down Oden’s back. One long, trim leg was crossed over the other, her feet bare. The yellow t-shirt she wore barely reached the top of her denim shorts and hugged the curves of her body.  
 
    Stop it. You’re a cop. She’s your ward. It will never be more than that. Especially now. 
 
    “Get your errand done?” Maggie asked, not looking up from the book she was reading. 
 
    He wished he hadn’t. The fear from the disarmed security system and the relief of knowing everyone was okay had been nothing compared to the turmoil he felt now. His heart ached—for her, for his dad, for Matthew. Part of him wanted to take her in his arms and forget all of it. But how could he? He didn’t think he’d ever be able to look at her the same way again.  
 
    “Yeah. I got my errands done.” 
 
    He reached over and took the book from her hands, closed it and set it on the coffee table.  
 
    She swung her legs around and sat up. “What’s the matter? You don’t sound very happy.” 
 
    He held the envelope up. She gazed at it, her expression almost frozen with angst. Her gaze turned to him, her eyes searching his for something he couldn’t give her. Not now. 
 
    “Are those—” 
 
    “The DNA results. I’m sorry.” He tossed the envelope onto the coffee table and turned away from her. “I can’t—I just can’t.” He kept his back to her and went upstairs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Maggie stared at the envelope, desperate to know what it said; afraid it was going to change everything. Judging by James’ behavior, it already had. 
 
    Pops came into the room and sat beside her, twisting his body to watch James walk up the stairs. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think it has something to do with this. It’s my DNA results.” She nodded toward the envelope.  
 
    “The DNA results?” He tucked his chin back slightly and squinted one eye. “Is he going to go over them with you? Are you supposed to wait for him to come back?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know. I don’t think so. He said he was sorry, and just…walked away.”  
 
    “Sorry? What do you mean, walked away?” 
 
    She shrugged. James had always been there for her. She had started relying on him, even trusting him, but she shouldn’t have. She had been wrong, stupid to let her guard down. He was no different from everyone else. Why else would he walk away when she needed him the most?  
 
    “I’m going upstairs to find out what’s wrong with that boy.” Pops stood and wagged a finger at her. “Stay here and don’t open that until we get back.”  
 
    “I’m busy.” James answered the knock on his office door.  
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Pops started yelling at him before he was even through the door.  
 
    “I said I was busy, and nothing’s the matter with me.” James got up from his desk and closed the office door. 
 
    “You’re not busy.” Pops shook his head and pointed at the clear desk top. “You need to get downstairs and go over those results with Maggie.” 
 
    “She’s made it clear since she got here, she doesn’t need my help. She can read them herself. And her name is Elyse. Elyse Benson.” James emphasized her last name, hoping it would be all the explanation Pops needed.  
 
    “Benson. Did you say Benson? You mean she’s—” 
 
    “Margaret Benson’s daughter.” 
 
    Pops walked to the other side of the room and stared out the window.  
 
    Several minutes passed before he turned back to James, his brow furrowed, but his eyes set and resolved. “Okay. So she’s Margaret Benson’s daughter. So what? She didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Matthew and your dad.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but how am I supposed to look at her knowing what her mother did to my family? How?” 
 
    Pops grabbed James by the shoulders and stared deep into his eyes. “You’re going to look at her the same way you did this morning, only with more compassion because you know what she’s been through. Hell, you know better than anyone what she’s been through.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Pops. I—”  
 
    Pops stepped back and waved a bony finger at him. “You listen to me. That girl has nothing, no one except us, and you put her in that position. You put her in the position of having to rely on you when you brought her here three weeks ago. It took time for her to open up, but slowly she did, and now she trusts you. It was your choice to bring her here, and because you did, we are the only family she knows. Don’t you dare take that from her because you’re afraid. She’s innocent in all of this and she deserves better.” 
 
    “Because I’m afraid? I don’t know what you’re—” 
 
    “Stop it, James! Enough! You’re afraid people will think the same thing about you that you think about yourself. Well, enough! You did not kill Matthew, do you understand? You were just a kid, and your father made a mistake by putting his job above the safety of his son. It’s his fault.” 
 
    “My dad was a good cop!” 
 
    “Damn right! My son made a mistake, but he was an amazing cop.” Tears pooled in Pops’ eyes and his chin quivered. “And so are you. No more hiding—behind my Alzheimer’s, behind your job.” 
 
    “I’m not hiding, Pops. I like helping you.” 
 
    Pops squeezed his grandson’s shoulder. “I know you do, and I’m grateful. But it’s time you let yourself be happy. Now get downstairs and be the kind of man Elyse thinks you are.” 
 
    James squinted and shook his head. “What do you mean? What kind of man does she think I am?” 
 
    “The kind she can rely on.” 
 
    Pops’ words cut him like a knife. He’d spent so much time getting her to let her guard down, to trust him, and now that she had, he’d walked away when he knew she needed him. He’d used her past as another excuse to punish himself. He exhaled through his throat and pinched the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “She’s never going to trust me again.” 
 
    Pops looked him in the eye. “Go tell her you’re sorry.” 
 
    James bounded down the stairs and found Elyse still sitting on the couch, staring at the envelope she now held in her shaking hands, tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “Elyse, wait!”  
 
    She whipped her head around and her gaze met his, her eyes wide, her mouth slightly open. 
 
    “Elyse…that’s…that’s my name, isn’t it?” 
 
    He hadn’t meant to tell her like that. He sat beside her and tried to take her hands, but she pulled them away. He closed his eyes and sighed, then looked at her again, hoping she could see the regret he felt.  
 
    “Yes. Elyse Benson.” 
 
    “Elyse Benson.” She repeated it as if trying to make it fit the person she’d been calling Maggie for the past three weeks. “Is that all?” 
 
    “No.” He put his hands out, hoping she would take them, but she just stared at them. “Elyse, I’m sorry. I screwed up. There are things about this case that…look, the bottom line is I’m a cop, and you’re in my care. Bringing you here was a choice I made, and I have to deal with any repercussions that might arise.” 
 
    She looked at him, hurt and anger simmering in her eyes. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who has to deal with repercussions.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I didn’t mean…I’m sorry. Look, I just need you to know I’m here for you, that’s all. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together and shrugged. Her tough act wasn’t fooling him, though. He’d hurt her. She cleared her throat. “The DNA tests…did they show anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah. The DNA from your attacker came back with a match, too.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened. “That’s good, right? If you know his name, you can find him, and—”  
 
    “We don’t know his name. He didn’t match any known donors in the system.” 
 
    “Okay.” She twisted her face and shook her head. “So, if he’s not a match to anyone in the database, who is he a match to?” 
 
    She looked at him and held his gaze. She was giving him another chance to be there for her, and this time, he wasn’t going to blow it. 
 
    “You. Your attacker is a relative.” 
 
    She stood and looked at him, her eyes full of uncertainty.  
 
    “You’d better sit back down,” he said. “There’s more.” 
 
    There it was, on her face. The look he hadn’t seen for a while now. Fear. And he had put it there. She sat back down beside him.  
 
    “Go ahead,” she said. She lifted her head high, and sat tall, but her voice wavered.  
 
    “You were right about the dreams. Your father and sister were murdered, and your mother was the only survivor—except you, of course. You were away when it happened, but—”  
 
    “But I…I found them.” She gasped and brought her hand to her mouth. “I remember…calling for my mother.” She closed her eyes and more tears spilled from under the lids, tracing a path down her cheeks. “I heard her singing, so I went upstairs. I knew something was wrong. I opened the door and saw…”  
 
    Her eyes shot open and she gasped. “James, there was someone in the room. In my dreams, maybe in real life, too! There was someone else in that room!” 
 
    James shook his head. “There was no sign of anyone else in that room. I’m sorry, Elyse, but the evidence suggested your mother had a breakdown of some kind and killed your dad and sister. She confessed and was sent to a psychiatric hospital.” 
 
    “I…I’m not so sure, James. She wouldn’t…and the figure in my dreams…I don’t know what’s real and what isn’t, anymore. I…” She began sobbing.  
 
    James gently pulled her closer, and she laid her head on his shoulder and cried. He could almost feel the breaking of her heart against his chest, and his heart broke for her. He wished that the results had been different. He wished he could take away her pain; tell her everything was going to be all right and that he was here for her. But how could he? Everything wasn’t all right. For either of them. 
 
    Pops and Helen came down the stairs, Helen rushing to the sofa. 
 
    “James? Maggie? Are you alright?” 
 
    “I got the DNA results,” James sighed. “Maggie…Her name is Elyse. Elyse Benson.”  
 
    Pops looked at Helen, his lips pursed. “She’s Margaret Benson’s daughter.” 
 
    Elyse snapped her head around to face Pops. “Margaret…Maggie is…my mother’s name? That’s why…wait.” She looked at James, wiping the tears from her face. “You said she went to a psychiatric hospital…do you know what happened to her? Do you know where she is?” 
 
    “She got a lot of threats,” Pops interrupted. “You know, because of the nature of the murders…a child, and all…”  
 
    James shook his head. “The state wouldn’t reveal where she was going in an effort to keep her safe. I’ll find her, though. I promise.” 
 
    Helen set a box of Kleenex on the coffee table, and James pulled one from the box and held it out to her. 
 
    She took it and wiped her face. “Thank you,” she stammered, tears still falling from her eyes. Her breath was quick and shallow. “I…it’s a lot…my name, and remembering…I…I don’t…” Her face whitened, her eyes rolled back in her head. She slumped forward, almost into James’ lap. He caught her and shifted so he could stand while laying her on the sofa. 
 
    “Poor thing,” Helen said. “I’ll go get her a glass of water.” 
 
    “Helen, wait.” James said. “Were the yard people here today?” 
 
    “Someone was here for a short time—twenty minutes or so. Barely long enough to mow the back and pull a few weeds. Why? Was there a problem?” 
 
    “No,” he lied. There was no point in causing a panic over the alarm. Especially if it turned out to be nothing more than a coincidence. “Our usual guys only mow, so I wondered who’d done the work. Looks nice—was it a team of guys?” 
 
    Helen shook her head. “Just one guy. I felt bad for him, too. He had on a baseball hat and one of those face masks like doctors wear—said his allergies were worse this year than they’ve ever been. I know mine’ve been acting up. Actually, he gave us a discount, because he got a call and had to leave…some kind of broken sprinkler line, or something.” 
 
    James followed Helen to the kitchen, the stepped out back under the guise of taking Oden out. He kneeled by the freshly weeded flowerbed and dug until he found the line to the alarm system. Cut. A clean cut, too. Given the depth at which he’d buried the line, this was no accident.  
 
    He hurried back inside and tried to conceal his concern.  
 
    “Hey, Pops, what was the name of the company that did the yard work?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. I don’t even remember calling them, but here.” Pops reached into his pocket. “He left this card.” 
 
    James examined the business card. It looked like a professional card, but he’d need to call and do a little more investigating before he would decide if it was a legitimate business. Best case scenario, Pops had set up the service and forgotten, the cut line was just an accident, and the guy really did have allergies. But his gut told him otherwise. 
 
    “So,” Pops said, “what else was in that report?” 
 
    The report. The alarm. James’ head was starting to hurt, and he was ready for this day to be over. He took a deep breath and exhaled through his lips. “Her attacker is related to her. I don’t know how, yet. I’m going to have to order more tests.” 
 
    Pops cocked his head. “How do you intend to do that, since you’re not acting sheriff?” 
 
    James rubbed the back of his neck. “Denver Labs doesn’t know that. I don’t have to be in the office to put through a phone request.” 
 
    Pops smiled. “That’s my boy,” he said, patting him on the back. “Maybe Maggie can shed some light on what really happened that day. Since she was a minor at the time, we weren’t allowed to question her without a parent. Remember that?” 
 
    “Pops,” James pointed to Elyse, still passed out on the sofa. “That’s Elyse. Maggie was her mom. And I was still in high school when that happened. Dad worked the Benson case with you.” Pops got James and his father mixed up more and more often. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Pops nodded. “You know, your dad never believed Maggie Benson committed those crimes. Believed she was innocent right up to the day she killed him and—”  
 
    “Yeah, and then turned herself in. The scene was thoroughly investigated, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And there wasn’t evidence of anyone else at the scene, was there?” 
 
    Pops stared into the distance, his eyes focused on something only he could see. James waved his hand in front of his face. “Pops?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he answered. “What did you say?” 
 
    “The Benson murders—there wasn’t any evidence of anyone else being at the scene was there?” 
 
    Pops shrugged. “Your dad never believed Maggie Benson committed those crimes. He should’ve left well enough alone.” 
 
    James’ heart sank. Occasions like this were more and more frequent. Pops was lucid and normal one minute, not so normal the next. He was glad he was here to help his grandfather, but it was hard to watch him disappear bit by bit.  
 
    James knew the rest of the story—it played in his head at least once every day.  
 
    His father thought he’d seen a young man running from the Benson home the day of the murders. He tried to follow him, but lost the trail early on. No evidence of another person was found at the scene, but his father was adamant there’d been another person. He followed every lead he got, reliable or not.  
 
    One afternoon, about a month after the murders, he received an anonymous call from a woman saying she had information about the other person at the Benson home that day. He was to meet the anonymous tipster at an old furniture warehouse on Seventeenth. James was at football practice and didn’t come home to watch Matthew, so his dad took him along. James’ dad was shot and killed the moment he stepped out of his squad car, and Matthew was killed immediately after.  
 
    Maggie Benson turned herself in later that evening. She waived her right to a trial and was sentenced to life in a psychiatric hospital. 
 
    “James,” Elyse said, her voice still faint. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m right here.” He sat on the sofa near her head and brushed the soft curls from her face. 
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    “You passed out.” 
 
    “Passed out?” 
 
    “You’re barely recovered from your injuries, and the information you just got…I think it was just too much to process.” 
 
    How could it not be? A half hour ago, she had no idea who she was. Now she knew her name, and she knew her family had been brutally murdered by her mother. Of course, it was a lot to process.  
 
    “I have so many questions, I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    He couldn’t imagine the questions she must have. He had a million of his own.  
 
    “Start with the first question you think of.” 
 
    “What happened after I found them?” 
 
    “Police found you hiding in the woods behind your house, I think.” 
 
    He knew. His dad had found her while he was chasing the boy he’d claimed to have seen.  
 
    Elyse shook her head. “My mother…she told me to run.” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes closed, then opened them up again. “I can’t remember anything after that day. What happened after that?” 
 
    “The last record of you is when you were sent to foster care right after the crimes. You were with them until you were seventeen, then the records stop. They never reported you as a runaway.” 
 
    Her upper lip pulled up, her nostrils flared. “Of course. The broken bones. They didn’t report it because they’d have been found out if they had. Everyone would have known they were beating me. Where are they now?” 
 
    “They died, about six months after you ran away. Some kind of accidental lead poisoning or something.” 
 
    “They never got the justice they deserved,” she whispered, staring into the distance. 
 
    Another let down. James hoped it wouldn’t be one more reason for her to keep him out. He put his fingers under her chin and turned her face toward his.  
 
    “Don’t worry about that, Elyse. The important thing is they can’t hurt you anymore. No one will hurt you ever again.” 
 
    He couldn’t tell her why bad things happened; only that he would be there for her when they did. He wasn’t going to be able to convince her of that though, not after the way he’d acted today. It would take time, time he wasn’t sure they had. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Birds singing outside the window woke Elyse. She sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Sunlight beamed through her window, its rays reaching down and shining on Oden’s auburn coat. 
 
    She had spent most of the night trying to piece her memories together with her dreams, trying to figure out what was real and what wasn’t.  
 
    She had a lot of questions, but the biggest question now was who had tried to kill her and why? James had said it was a relative. Maybe there was an inheritance she didn’t know about, and she was targeted because of it. James would get to the bottom of it, she knew that. He was a brilliant detective, not to mention an amazing bodyguard. She never felt safer than when she was with him. She felt a lot of things when she was with him. Things she was afraid of. Even more so after last night. 
 
    She’d started trusting him, and he’d repaid her by walking away when she needed him. He’d come back, but there was something about the results he wasn’t telling her. He had to trust her if he wanted her to trust him. Until then, she needed to be careful. 
 
    “Come here, boy,” she patted the bed. Oden jumped onto the bed, his cold nose rubbed her cheek. He plopped down, lying almost in her lap. She sighed and leaned over her companion, hugging him. “Oh, Oden, what am I supposed to do?” She released her hold and looked at his face. “Maybe I should leave and try to figure this out on my own. James could get his job back if I left. He’s done so much for me…of course, where would I go? Should I leave? Stay?”  
 
    Oden’s forehead wrinkled like he was really thinking about what she’d said. “Yeah,” she sighed and rubbed his ears. “I don’t know either, buddy.” She knew. She wanted to stay.  
 
    Over the past few weeks, she had grown very fond of James. More than fond of him. She wanted to be near him, wanted to open her heart to him. But she was afraid to admit it. Even to the dog. Admitting it would make it real, and if it was real it could be taken away. 
 
    “What do you say you and I go down and get something to eat?” 
 
    Oden jumped off the bed, and Elyse swung her legs over the side. She opened the wardrobe to get something to wear and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Red, wavy hair stuck this way and that, and her eyes were still puffy from crying yesterday. She didn’t want James to see her looking like this. 
 
    She looked at Oden and shook her head. “Sorry, buddy. Breakfast will have to wait just a few more minutes. I need a shower.” 
 
    By the time she finished, she was hungrier than ever. She threw on a pair of jeans and a green t-shirt. She opened her door, and she and Oden began heading down the stairs.  
 
    Click. Click. Click. Although Elyse tried not to make noise on the stairs, Oden’s nails tapped the wood with each step he took. She wanted to get to the bottom before anyone heard them coming. Before James heard them coming.  
 
    “I thought I heard you,” James bounded up and met them, stopping about halfway up the stairs. 
 
    He had dirt smeared on his face and shirt. He’d said he was going to get up early to work on the alarm, something about changing it over to wireless. Her pulse jumped. Even dirt made him attractive.  
 
    “Why didn’t you send Oden down to get me? I would have helped you.” His voice interrupted her thoughts, and she blinked, grateful he couldn’t read them. 
 
    This was why she hadn’t sent Oden down. The jump in her pulse. The faint scent of his masculinity. The way she felt when he touched her. The way her heart felt every time he told her it would be all right. The way his gaze almost made her believe everything would be all right. She was trying to avoid all of it. 
 
    “I can do the stairs by myself, really.”  
 
    “Okay,” he agreed, much to her surprise and slight disappointment. “How about I walk beside you, then? Deal?”  
 
    He smiled, making her body warm. He had been doing that a lot lately. Making her pulse race, her breathing change.  
 
    “Deal.” She hoped her face wasn’t revealing what she was feeling.  
 
    He held his hand out and looked her in the eye. She looked at it and raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “Most deals involve a handshake,” he said, answering the question she must have shown on her face. She hesitated, afraid of the electricity his touch sent through her.  
 
    “Come on, Elyse,” he laughed. “You should know by now I’m harmless.” 
 
    You’re about as far from harmless as I could get… 
 
    She reached out and shook his hand, his gaze holding hers just a second too long. She pulled her hand away and started down the steps, Oden at her side, James right behind her. They reached the bottom and James stepped in front of her, blocking her path. One corner of his mouth pulled up into a grin.  
 
    “I thought we had a deal,” he joked. 
 
    “I told you I was feeling better,” she smiled. “Maybe you just can’t keep up.” She brushed past him and walked toward the kitchen, her pulse speeding out of control.  
 
    Had she really just done that? She flirted with him. She was opening her heart to him, even though she’d told herself to be careful.  
 
    She tried to shake it off and hurried to the kitchen table, where a bowl of fruit and a plate of big, strawberry waffles sat. Helen must have come and cooked already.  
 
    James walked to the sink to wash up. Elyse went to the table and sat, grabbing a plate in an effort not to look at him and his glorious, muscular body. She was sure he knew what she was thinking. He’d caught her staring at him more than once. 
 
    “This looks great,” she said, staring at her food. “Helen outdid herself.” 
 
    “Excuse me!” James laughed. His laughter made her raise her head and look at him. “I made these, thank you very much. Just because I’m a guy doesn’t mean I can’t cook.” 
 
    She couldn’t help smiling. “Fair enough,” she said. She narrowed her eyes at him. “They look good, but let’s see how they taste.” 
 
    She cut a piece off the corner of the waffle and put it in her mouth. Her eyes widened as she swallowed the tasty bite. “I have to admit, that was really good. Who would’ve guessed? James, the hero cop chef.” 
 
    She’d done it again. Somehow, he kept disarming her, making her feel relaxed. She was feeling comfortable around him, a feeling that was unfamiliar, and more than a little disconcerting.  
 
    That was when people could hurt you—when you got comfortable enough to let them get close. He’d shown her he was capable of turning on her last night, and even though he’d apologized, she wasn’t ready to take that chance again. She finished her breakfast and began cleaning up the kitchen. 
 
    “What are you doing?” James asked. 
 
    She was avoiding her feelings, that’s what she was doing. Trying to erase whatever ideas her behavior may have given him. 
 
    If he’d even noticed. She glanced at him, and he smiled at her. Oh yeah, he’d noticed. 
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing?”  
 
    He stood and took the dish from her hands, his hand barely brushing hers, threatening to steal her breath. “Let me get those. Guests don’t clean.” 
 
    Guest? Did that mean she could leave? Not that she was ready to leave, or even wanted to. Then again, maybe she was, so could she just…go? 
 
    “Guest? I thought I was in protective custody.”  
 
    He set the dishes in the sink and turned to face her. “You are, but I don’t know how long it will take me to find your attacker. You could be here for a while, and I don’t want you to feel like you’re only here for protection.” He looked away and rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, I just want you to be comfortable while you’re here, okay?” 
 
    The only thing uncomfortable about her stay here had been him. The way she felt knowing he would protect her at all costs. The way he looked at her with his blue eyes, like everything was going to be okay, no matter what happened. The growing closeness between them.  
 
    And she’d be a fool to forget the way her heart ached when he shut her out, even if it was only for a few minutes. 
 
    He waved a hand in front of her face.  
 
    She blinked. “Oh, sorry. I was just thinking…” 
 
    “About yesterday?” 
 
    Not in the way she should’ve been. The things she had learned about herself should have been at the forefront of her mind, not him.  
 
    Now that he brought it up, there were a lot of things she needed to know, things she wanted to know. Things she was afraid to know. Like why her mother was the only survivor at the scene of the murders. She closed her eyes and saw her mother, eyes wide, on her knees in the carnage of what had taken place. Tears ran down her face, leaving clean trails through the blood of her family. She was singing, eyes dead and fixed open, rocking her lifeless child.  
 
    James’ hand touched the side of Elyse’s face, wiped a tear from her cheek, and pulled her back to the present. “Remembering?” 
 
    “My mother,” she replied, shifting just out of his reach.  
 
    “We’re going to find out what happened to—” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” More memories flooded her mind, mingling with the emotions he stirred in her. “That day, before the attack, when I remembered walking…I had just seen my mother. She was…” She closed her eyes, trying to force the memories to keep coming. She opened them and looked at James. “She was sick. Yes! I…I called her…but a nurse answered. She told me my mother was dying, so I went to see her…I need to find her, James.” She grabbed his arms and gazed into his eyes. “We know her name—we can find her, right? Help me find her. Please help me find her.” 
 
    His fingers wrapped over the tops of her shoulders.  
 
    “I’ll find her, I promise. Let me make some calls.” He walked her to the sofa and she sat while he did an internet search of psychiatric hospitals in the area, and then began calling every one of them.  
 
    Elyse sat, wringing her hands, listening to every call he made. 
 
    “Yes, hello, this is Sheriff Warrick from Gunderson. I’m looking for Margaret Benson. Alright, thank you.” 
 
    She listened to those same words over and over, for what seemed like hours. Her mother had to be out there, somewhere.  
 
    James would find her. No matter how long it took, she knew he wouldn’t stop trying until he did. She watched him pace, dialing numbers, giving his spiel, and then hanging up.  
 
    She kept getting little glimpses of sitting in a hospital room, reading to Maggie. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, and so thin her blood vessels might as well have been on the outside. The veins were greener than they should have been, like they pumped putrid infection through her body instead of blood. Her eyes sunk too deep into sockets that were underscored with dark circles. Her scalp was visible through hair that had once been thick and fiery red but was now thin and pale yellow.  
 
    “Oh, Momma,” Elyse whispered, fighting the tears behind her lids and the lump in her throat. 
 
    “Hello, this is Sheriff Warrick from Gunderson. I’m looking for Margaret Benson…Oh, you do? Yes, thank you.” 
 
    The words made Elyse jump from her position on the sofa and walk to stand beside him. Her heart beat so fast in her chest she thought it might burst. 
 
    “Yes, Margaret Benson,” James continued talking to the person on the other end of the phone. “When? Oh, I see.” 
 
    His expression dropped, his tone somber and low.  
 
    “Can you tell me where I can find her? Alright, thank you for your help.” He disconnected and looked into her eyes.  
 
    He didn’t have to say it. His eyes always gave away what he felt, and right now she could see sorrow. It was too late. 
 
    “No,” she shook her head, tears filling her eyes and spilling down her face. “No, please tell me I’m not too late,” she cried. 
 
    James folded his arms around her and pulled her closer. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered against her hair. “Maggie died the day after you were attacked.” 
 
    Her legs shook, her body losing the will to stand. His arms held her, and she let herself collapse into his strength. He was all she had left now, so why not? She cried against his chest, the soft sound of his heartbeat consoling her.  
 
    It felt good to let go, to give up control and let herself break. She knew he’d pick her up, put her back together. She wanted to let him care for her, even though she knew she’d regret it.  
 
    His breathing shifted—subtle, but she felt it, felt the change in his body tension. His gaze hovered between concern and desire. He pulled away, but didn’t let go of her.  
 
    Walk away.  
 
    She didn’t want to. She knew she had to. For both their sakes. She turned out of his arms and went back to the sofa.  
 
    He came and sat beside her, pulled her back into his arms, and kissed the top of her head.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have…I’m still a cop, and you’re—” 
 
    “I just want to know where—” Her throat tightened, the words caught in her chest.  
 
    “Gunderson Memorial Cemetery.” 
 
    “I…I need to see her.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    James tried to ignore the way his heart was racing, told himself he never should’ve pulled her into his arms, even as he held her. It was wrong, and it was clouding his judgment.  
 
    He stood to try and get a little distance between them.  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”  
 
    It was a terrible idea, and he knew it. It would be difficult to control security in such an open environment. He knew the cemetery well—he’d visited every day for weeks after his dad and Matthew died, trying to explain to his mother’s tombstone why he hadn’t protected his little brother. Even if he could get the cemetery secured, he wasn’t sure he could control the wide-open areas surrounding it. He was even less sure he could control his emotions.  
 
    “Please, James.” 
 
    She grabbed his hand, gently rubbing his palm with her thumb. Her beautiful eyes pleaded with him, making it hard to say no.  
 
    “Fine. I’ll take you to see her. But I need to make a couple of calls first. Will you be okay here for a few minutes?” 
 
    She looked up at him and nodded, the expression on her face chipping a little more at his already weak resolve. He reached over and touched her cheek, her skin wet with tears and smooth against the back of his fingers. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    James went up to his office, closed the door, and took a deep breath. This was a conversation he didn’t want Elyse to hear. She’d already been through a lot today, and the cemetery would be bad enough without having to worry about the possibility of her attacker being there. He’d agreed to take her against his better judgment. But even though he’d agreed based on emotion, everything else about the trip would be strictly by the book. He dialed his phone. 
 
    “Dryden,” the voice on the other end answered. 
 
    “Hey, Terry. I need a favor.” 
 
    “You sound awful. Everything okay?” 
 
    “Not really,” James answered. “I found Maggie Benson. She passed away right after Elyse was attacked. Elyse wants to go to the cemetery, and—”  
 
    “And you agreed to take her. You’re getting too close to her, James.”  
 
    “No, I’m not,” he lied, hoping to convince Terry better than he was convincing himself. “I just think it might help jar her memory.” 
 
    “Taking her to see a headstone is going to help her remember an attack in the woods?” 
 
    Terry was right. Again. But he still wasn’t about to admit it.  
 
    “It could, you never know.” 
 
    “Mhmm. And where do I fit into this fantastic plan of yours?” 
 
    “I need the cemetery cleared and secured. I’m hoping you and Bailey can secure the scene…please?” 
 
    Terry sighed. “Of course. Bailey’s out on a traffic stop call, but I’ll radio and have him meet me there. Which cemetery?” 
 
    “Gunderson Memorial.” 
 
    “Oh—I see. Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “Yeah. She needs closure. Maybe I do, too,” he acknowledged. 
 
    “If you’re sure,” Terry said, giving him one last chance to back out. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll secure the scene. Give us about an hour, then radio me from the entrance.” 
 
    “Thanks, Terry. I hope you know how much I appreciate what you’ve done for me with this case. I owe you big time.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “You can pay me back by solving this case so the vic can be on her way and you can get your life back. And you’re welcome. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    James cleaned up and went back downstairs. Elyse still sat on the sofa, her shoulders rounded, her head in her hands. Looking at her, he wasn’t sure he wanted his life back, at least not the life he had before she was in it.  
 
    “Alright,” he said, sitting beside her. “It’s about a half hour drive to Gunderson Memorial. We’ll leave as soon as Helen gets here.” 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes filled with gratitude.  
 
    Elyse was silent the entire drive. He couldn’t imagine what she was going through. She had just found out who she was and that she had family. Now she knew her family was gone. Most of them, anyway. James still had to figure out the relation of her attacker. 
 
    He pulled into the cemetery parking lot, parked, and called Terry’s cell.  
 
    “All clear,” her voice answered the call. 
 
    “We’re on our way then.” 
 
    James turned to face Elyse. “Are you sure you want to do this? You don’t have to. We can go back.”  
 
    “I’m sure. I need to see her.” 
 
    “Okay.” James sighed. “I’m here for you. No matter what you need, okay?” 
 
    She turned her head and half-smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    He put the truck in gear and rolled along the cemetery roads. Off to the right, beside a sad lone pine at the top of a small hill, a group of balloons dangled from a headstone. His heart ached with guilt and raced all at once.  
 
    Someone had visited the grave. Had Helen brought Pops out here? He reached up and brushed his eyes. 
 
    “James? Are you okay?” Elyse’s beautiful eyes filled with concern. 
 
    “Yeah. I just…” 
 
    She looked in the direction of the balloons. “Oh. A child.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He didn’t tell her. Twelve years had passed, but he still couldn’t say the words out loud. My little brother was murdered. He also wasn’t ready to tell her it was her mother who’d murdered him. 
 
    He drove on until he reached Maggie’s burial site, parking beside a small mausoleum. Terry stood about twenty feet on one side of the grave, and Officer Bailey stood about twenty feet on the other side.  
 
    They approached the stone, and as they reached the still fresh mound of grass, Elyse dropped to her knees. Her hand ran along the edge of the tombstone, tears streaming down her face. “I was too late. Oh, Momma. I’m so sorry…I was too late. Momma…” 
 
    James’ heart broke for her. His sadness changed to alarm as he came around the front of the headstone and saw fresh roses lying on the grave. Balloons and now roses? No chance this was coincidence. Someone was sending a message. He signaled for Terry.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    James leaned in close and spoke quietly to her, nodding toward the flowers. “The balloons on Matthew’s grave, and these roses, did you do it?”  
 
    She furrowed her brow and shook her head. 
 
    “They were already here when we got here. I thought maybe Pops had come out. He does, you know. I guess since he worked the Benson case I just assumed—” 
 
    “Assumed? Dammit, Terry, you’re a cop. Cops never assume. I needed the cemetery secured—”  
 
    “And it is,” she interrupted, anger in her eyes and her tone. “Bailey blocked the entry as soon as he got here, and we secured the entire cemetery…no one was here when we came in.” She pointed her finger at him. “Look, just because the vic is clouding your ability to think straight doesn’t mean she’s clouding mine. You asked for a secure scene, you got one.” 
 
    “When we leave,” he said, his voice tight, “I want you to take all of it to the station and have it checked for evidence.” 
 
    James stood behind Elyse, constantly scanning their surroundings. He didn’t like her out here in the open. It was too risky, and the longer she was out here, the more uncomfortable he became. 
 
    The risk was too much, and as much as he hated to drag her away, it was time to go. He reached down and put his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Elyse. I don’t want to rush you, but I need to get you back to safety.”  
 
    She reached up and placed her hand over his. “I understand,” she said. She stood and faced him. “Thank you, James.” 
 
    He wished he could take away her pain, but for now, he needed to get her back to safety. He put his arm around her waist and guided her back to the truck. He opened her door, placing his body between her and everything beyond the safety of the vehicle.  
 
    “James…”  
 
    He barely recognized his name through her quivering voice. He turned to see a single red rose on the seat. “Terry! Bailey! I thought you said no one has come in since you got here!” 
 
    “No one has,” Terry called, running toward the truck. “We cleared—” Terry gasped when she saw the flower. “Take my squad car! Get her out of here…now!” 
 
    “Elyse, come on!” James grabbed her hand to run, but she stood frozen, staring at the rose. 
 
    James scooped her into his arms and ran to Terry’s squad car. Adrenaline surged through him as he sped past gravestones and out of the gate. The person who had tried to kill Elyse had been there, watching them. Watching her. Close enough to kill all of them. 
 
    He’d put them all in danger by agreeing to bring her here. He’d only wanted to help her get some closure, and it was hard to say no when her beautiful eyes pleaded with him.  
 
    A shudder ran through him at the thought of losing her. Her smile, her eyes, her fire, the sweetness in her demeanor with Pops—he didn’t want to lose any of it. And that was exactly the problem. Terry was right. He’d stopped thinking like a cop and let his heart lead and it could have gotten her killed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elyse looked at James as the squad car bumped along the back roads. She never should have asked him to take her to the cemetery. After what had happened between them earlier, she knew he wouldn’t say no. His feelings for her were obvious, and she had used them to get her way.  
 
    He could have been killed. They all could have. And for what? What answers could she have gotten from looking at the headstone of a dead woman, anyway? She closed her eyes in an effort to conceal the fear she felt at the thought of losing him.  
 
    If anything had happened to him… 
 
    “I’m sorry, Elyse.” She opened her eyes and looked at him. How could he think this was his fault? It was her idea. 
 
    “I’m the one who should be sorry, James. I never should have asked you to bring me.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I’m a cop. I know better than to have put you out in the open in such a secluded environment like that.” 
 
    He glanced at her, his eyes reflecting the same strength and concern she remembered seeing at the accident. His gaze turned back to the road ahead and he drove. 
 
    She’d had a feeling it was going to be a mistake to stay with him, and she was right. She’d grown too close to him, relied on him too much for emotional support. Now both of them were hurt. He blamed himself for putting her in danger and was questioning his own judgment, and it was her fault.  
 
    “You’re a great cop, James.” 
 
    He glanced at her, his brows low and together. “What?” 
 
    “I would have gotten to the cemetery one way or another. I had to go. I had to see if there was a chance I might remember more. You knew that I…” She hesitated, not wanting to admit what she was about to admit. “After the way you held me at the house…I knew you’d agree to take me if I…pressed the issue enough. My only regret is that I put you and your officers in danger.” 
 
    He stared straight ahead, his breathing slow and controlled through flared nostrils, his lips pressed together.  
 
    “You don’t regret anything else?” 
 
    She knew what he meant. Of course, she regretted playing with his feelings. Seeing him upset only magnified the fact that she had feelings of her own—feelings that were getting harder and harder for her to push aside. She looked at the floor, hoping he wouldn’t look at her. She wouldn’t be able to take it if she saw disappointment in his eyes.  
 
    “I have all kinds of regrets. I really am sorry James, but I had to see if I could remember something more about my mother.” 
 
    “Listen,” he said, his tone softening. “The hospital Maggie was housed in has her things boxed up. I’ll send Terry for them. Maybe there is something in there that will help you get the answers you need.” 
 
    “Could we go? I was there, at the hospital, the morning of the attack. I’m sure of it. Maybe if I went back—” 
 
    “No way.” James shook his head. “I won’t risk a repeat of today.”  
 
    What did she expect? After what had happened today, he’d probably keep her locked in the house until her attacker was caught.  
 
    “I understand,” she managed to whisper through her burning throat, tears hanging in her eyes. She reached up and brushed them away, hoping James wouldn’t notice. The last thing she wanted was for him to think she was trying to manipulate him again. 
 
    He glanced at her and then turned back to the road. His eyes shifted to see her again, and he heaved a sigh. “You’re right. Going to the hospital might help you remember.” 
 
    His expression didn’t change, his eyes shifted between the road, the mirrors, and her. Was he only agreeing to help her because she was crying? She didn’t want his pity. She certainly didn’t want him to do anything that would make him resent her more than he already must. 
 
    “James, I don’t want you to agree with me just because—”  
 
    “Don’t talk.” The reprimand made her sink back into the seat. “I’m agreeing because I need to solve this case.” 
 
    To get rid of her, she was sure. The sooner he found her attacker, the sooner she would be out of his hair. She thought about how stubborn she’d been over the past few weeks. Refusing to stay at the hospital, refusing his help whenever she could, resisting his every effort to support her. He had been incredibly patient with her. Obviously, his patience had run out. 
 
    “I need to make some security arrangements first. And you have to agree you won’t break away from me. There will be a lot of people there. You have to do what I tell you.” 
 
    “I promise,” she whispered, her heart aching at the thought of leaving him. Deep down she knew it would be best in the long run, for both of them. 
 
    James pulled into the garage, and she reached for the handle. He put his hand out and shook his head.  
 
    “Not yet. Your location might be compromised. Wait for the door to close.” 
 
    The setting sun shone through the small window on the side of the single car garage. It wasn’t exactly mood lighting, but the shadows cast on James’ face made her pulse race. The car was filled with the faint smell of his cologne, and the memory of how it felt to be in his arms made her breath pull into her belly. The memory was all she had now. If her location had been compromised like he thought, she would be moved to a different safe house.  
 
    It didn’t matter. After today, he would never want any kind of relationship with her, anyway. She didn’t want one with him, either. If only she could convince herself of that. 
 
    The small space started closing in around her, her breath hard to catch. She needed out. Her fingers shook as they fumbled the handle.  
 
    “Are you okay, Elyse?” 
 
    “I just need air,” she said, not looking at him. 
 
    He jumped out and rounded the front of the car. He opened her door and stood in its frame, blocking her exit. “You don’t look so good. Let me help you.”  
 
    He reached in and put his hands on her waist to help her out. A surge of heat rushed through her body, and she put her hands on his arms, almost desperate to push him away. Instead, her hands clung to his arms almost as desperately as she had wanted them to push him away. She turned her body to get out, one leg out the door, the other still in the car. James leaned in closer to help her slide out of the seat. Her thigh pressed against his, making her want him more. 
 
    She felt his pulse racing through his touch; saw it in the way his chest heaved with every breath he took. His eyes burned into hers, and she couldn’t look away. Was it possible she had been wrong? He certainly wasn’t pushing her away. He took one hand from her waist and raised it to her face, brushing her hair back. He ran his fingers along her jaw until he reached the nape of her neck, sending shivers down her spine.  
 
    She closed her eyes and let her head drop back, yearning for the feel of his mouth on her skin. 
 
    “This can’t happen,” he whispered as he leaned in closer, his mouth now as close as her breath. Her lips parted, yearning for what had been building between them. She felt the heat of his body, the tension in his trembling touch.  
 
    He released her, and she opened her eyes to see him looking at her, his brows pulled in, his shoulders rounded. 
 
    He took her hands into his, lifted them to his mouth, and kissed them. “This is…complicated, Elyse. I need to know I can trust you. I need you to trust me. Until then, I can’t…” He stopped and gazed into her eyes, his eyes raging with a passion she’d never seen before. “I just can’t,” he shook his head. “No matter how much I want to.”  
 
    He stepped away from her, but kept ahold of one of her hands. What did he mean, complicated? And can’t what? She had a feeling this had something to do with the DNA results. He’d said the same thing when he’d tossed the envelope on the table. After that, how was she supposed to trust him completely? How could she without getting hurt?  
 
    She wanted to pull her hand away, and she wanted to hold his hand tighter. She wanted to get away from him and be closer to him all at once. Her insides shook with the emotion she could no longer control and questions she had no answers to. She wasn’t sure what to think, and with James holding her hand, all she could think about was how his touch felt.  
 
    She pulled her hand away as soon as he opened the door and walked in ahead of him. Oden was waiting just inside the door. She reached down and rubbed his ears. He always had a way of easing her tension. She closed her eyes, but nothing was going to be able to quench the fire James had lit in her. Nothing but James, anyway. 
 
    “You going to be okay?”  
 
    She stood and turned to face him. He was amazing. He had been kind, protective, and generous far beyond what his job required. On top of all that, he had the kind of looks that made her cheeks flush and body quiver every time he walked into the room. She hadn’t expected, certainly hadn’t wanted to have feelings for him. But she did. And she knew they only meant trouble, for both of them. As soon as she was safe, she had to leave.  
 
    “Elyse, are you going to be okay?” He repeated.  
 
    “Yeah,” she lied. Nothing was okay. The thought of losing him had made her realize how much she cared about him, how badly she wanted to give him her heart. But she knew she couldn’t. It would only hurt both of them. She wished she could change everything about this day. “I’m just tired. I’m going to bed so I can be ready for tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you up to your room.” 
 
    Hell no. She needed to get some distance between them, and this was as good a time to start as any. She looked at him, trying to make her expression and tone as cold as possible. “I’m fine. And you should be looking for a new safe house.” 
 
    It worked. He looked like she’d punched him in the stomach, and it made her want to die. She turned before he could see the tears that were building in her eyes and started up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    James awoke the next morning, opening his eyes to a sky that was not quite dark, not quite morning. The red letters on the clock read 5:30 a.m.  
 
    No way he was getting back to sleep. He hadn’t slept much, anyway. Elyse’s words about finding a new safe house echoed over and over in his head. She’d said it out of pain—he knew that—but it still hurt. As he’d watched her walk up the stairs, all he wanted to do was call her back and hold her until her pain went away. He’d wanted to smell her hair just beneath his nose, feel her soft, warm skin on his hands, and taste her lips on his.  
 
    Instead, he’d gone to bed in hopes that sleep would help clear his head. Instead, he found her waiting in his dreams. 
 
    Hopefully, today they would find something in Maggie’s things that would give them a clue as to who had attacked Elyse and why. Maybe once she had closure, she would trust him. Maybe then he could trust her. Maybe it was all just a giant mess.  
 
    He climbed out of bed and got ready, then went downstairs. A cup of coffee might help clear his head. He padded down the stairs, careful not to wake Elyse. She had been through so much, and she needed her sleep before the emotional turmoil she would surely go through today. 
 
    Toward the bottom of the stairs, he smelled freshly brewing coffee, and the kitchen light was on. He must not have been the only one who couldn’t sleep.  
 
    Elyse’s delicate fingers were wrapped around a mug, steam rising to her face. Dark circles had replaced the usually fair skin under her eyes. 
 
    “Hey. Didn’t sleep well?” 
 
    She looked at him and shook her head. “I have so many questions, but to be honest, I’m not sure I even want answers to some of them. No, that’s not true. I do want answers, I just…I guess I’m afraid we won’t find anything. And I’m afraid we will.” 
 
    “The sooner we get answers, the better we’re both going to feel. What do you say we leave now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, looking down at her coffee.  
 
    “I’m going to be there with you, every step of the way.” 
 
    “Then let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Elyse stared straight ahead on the drive to the hospital, her posture stiff and tense. James turned on the radio, hoping to ease the unspoken tension that filled the truck. He constantly scanned their surroundings. It had seemed, at least so far, that no one had discovered she was staying at his house, but he still wasn’t going to let his guard down. Not for one second.  
 
    He didn’t call Terry about finding a different safe house. He cared about Elyse, more than he should, and the thought of being apart from her made his heart sink. He would make the call if he had to.  
 
    He drove through the country roads, making sure they were alone. The sun shone against her hair every now and then, sending sparks of red through its wavy strands. She had pulled it back in a ponytail, but a few rebellious curls had fallen out and cascaded around her face.  
 
    He remembered how soft it felt against his hand, how the touch of her leg had set him ablaze. He thought of how her lips would feel, soft against his. The way her body responded to his touch made him shake. He turned his head and glanced at her. 
 
    Her eyes focused somewhere straight ahead, on a world that might as well have been a million miles away. The longer he drove, the sadder her eyes became. He wasn’t sure what they would find today but seeing her like this broke his heart. She was strong, feisty, and determined—but right now she looked like she’d had her spirit stolen. He had to at least try to give her hope. 
 
    “We’ll get answers. Maybe today, maybe not. But I promise you, one way or another, we’ll get the answers you’re looking for.” 
 
    She looked at him. “We have to.” 
 
    He thought about the small coffin resting beside his dad’s, his thoughts echoing her words. Yes. We have to. 
 
    They finally reached the hospital, and he pulled into a parking space close to the front doors. Even though he was positive they hadn’t been followed, he had an uneasy feeling he couldn’t shake. He turned to face Elyse and she turned her head towards him. 
 
    “Okay,” he sighed. “Remember what I told you. You never leave my side. Don’t tell anyone where you’re staying. As far as they’re concerned, we don’t know each other. I picked you up this morning from a safe house. Let me do the talking—” 
 
    “James, I get it. Can we just go in? Please?” 
 
    “Okay. Stay here. I’ll come around.” 
 
    He slid out of the truck and walked around to her door. She got out, and he grabbed her hand and rushed her toward the entrance. She glanced at his hand, then back at him. Instead of letting go, though, she squeezed it tighter. He half-smiled and nodded, then hurried her inside. 
 
    He thought he would feel less vulnerable once they were inside—he should have felt more secure with the precautions he’d put in place—but the uneasy feeling wouldn’t go away. He checked in at the front desk, using an old badge. He’d had to turn in his sheriff’s badge, but what the hospital staff didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. 
 
    The hallways had that old hospital smell, the smell he associated with death. The walls were pale blue, the floors white. The room doors were white. Not a very personal space, for sure. It was hard to imagine Maggie spending the last twelve years of her life here. 
 
    They reached Maggie’s room, and Elyse stopped. She grabbed James’ arm. She was shaking, her breathing fast, and unsteady. 
 
    “I’m right here,” he said, reaching for the knob. He turned it and pushed the door open, releasing the odor of medications and hospital laundry. They went inside and he closed the door. 
 
    The sun shone through the slats of the thick, white blinds, casting lines across the bare white walls. The bed consisted of nothing more than a rubber mattress on a silver metal frame. 
 
    Elyse walked from the foot of the bed to the head, her fingers dragging along the cold, sterile surface. Tears pooled in her eyes, eventually slipping down her cheeks. 
 
    “She…she was right here,” she whispered. “I held her hand and told her she was going to be alright…” her voice dropped, and she put her face in her hands. James took hold of her shoulders and turned her to him, pulling her into his arms. He held her while she cried, his heart overflowing with the desire to take her pain away.  
 
    She was quiet, the trembling of her body the only indication she was crying. Her tears wet his shirt. She finally lifted her face to look at him. 
 
    He wiped her face with his fingers, and then kissed the top of her head. “How about we see what’s in that box?”  
 
    She pulled back. She nodded and exhaled a deep breath. “Yeah.” 
 
    They walked to the lone box that sat on the dresser and Elyse took the lid off. She reached in and pulled out a photo that was on the top. “My family,” she said, her voice tight as she tried to hold back more tears.  
 
    James put his hand on her back. This was going to be hard on her, and he knew it. She wanted answers. He needed evidence. 
 
    Above all, though, he had to make sure he didn’t do anything that would hurt her. 
 
    Besides the single photo, the box was filled with random newspaper articles and a few pieces of jewelry. No pictures of her children, no keepsakes.  
 
    “I guess it’s what I should have expected,” Elyse said, her top lip curled up, her eyes narrowed. “She was crazy. I should’ve known she wouldn’t have anything important in here. Let’s just go. I have the photo…just leave the stupid box.” 
 
    He picked up the box and she threw him a quizzical glance.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Elyse, but I can’t leave it. I have to bring it in case there is something in here we’re missing. I’ll go through it later.” 
 
    “Whatever. Let’s just go.” 
 
    James opened the door and checked the hallway. He was eager to get her back to the truck with as little interaction as possible. He was unhappy when a man’s voice called from behind.  
 
    “Elyse? Elyse Benson?” 
 
    James turned and placed himself between her and the man in the white coat who was jogging toward them.  
 
    “It is you,” the man said as he reached them. “Oh, Elyse, you have no idea how relieved I am that you’re okay. I’ve been worried sick—” 
 
    “And you are?” James demanded, keeping Elyse guarded behind him. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Dr. Manning.” He kept shifting, trying to see Elyse, but it was easy for James to block the smaller man’s line of sight. 
 
    “I was Maggie’s psychiatrist. When Elyse stopped coming to see her, I became very concerned. And who might you be?”  
 
    “James Warrick. Sheriff James Warrick. Thank you for your concern, but as you can see, she is fine. Now if you’ll excuse us, we need go.” 
 
    James put his free arm around her waist and they started walking toward the exit.  
 
    “Are you still having the nightmares, Elyse?” Dr. Manning called out, stopping her cold in her tracks. 
 
    Confusion and uncertainty filled her eyes, and James knew they would have to talk to Dr. Manning. “I’m right here.” He mouthed the words to her and they turned to face the doctor. 
 
    “How do you know—”  
 
    “Do you have an office?” James hated interrupting her, but he wasn’t about to have this conversation in front of the glass entrance, where she could be seen. “Somewhere more private we could go to have this discussion?”  
 
    Dr. Manning looked at him, his forehead wrinkled, his thin lips pressed together into an even thinner line. “Yes. We can go in my office, just down the hall.” 
 
    Their footsteps echoed against the cold, bare walls as they hurried toward the privacy of Dr. Manning’s office. Manning turned his head and threw James a look of concern.  
 
    James had concerns of his own. If this guy was Maggie’s doctor, as he claimed to be, then how did he know about Elyse’s nightmares? And why would it be such a concern that she had stopped coming? She hadn’t seen her mother in years before she got word of her illness. Surely Manning would have known Maggie and Elyse weren’t close. 
 
    They stepped into Dr. Manning’s office, and he closed the door, then turned to James and Elyse. “Alright, would one of you like to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “You first.” James set the box on the floor, but kept a close eye on Manning. 
 
    “Elyse was also my patient. She began seeing me shortly after her first visit to her mother. I really can’t say anything else in front of you. It would breach doctor-patient confidentiality, and I can’t do that without her written permission.” 
 
    “I’ll give it,” she said. 
 
    “I really wouldn’t advise that, as your doctor, of course. Our conversations were quite…personal.” 
 
    She answered Manning, but looked at James, never breaking eye contact. “Whatever I told you, he can hear it. I…trust him.” 
 
    James couldn’t let his emotions show. Not here, in front of a stranger, even if he was Elyse’s doctor. He hoped she could see what he felt in his eyes. 
 
    “If that’s your wish.” Dr. Manning nodded, his eyes narrowed at James. He pulled a form from the file cabinet and handed it to Elyse. She set it on the desk and signed it. 
 
    “What do you know about my nightmares?” Her tone was curt, and James felt the corner of his mouth pull up ever so slightly. Her eyes glimmered with that spark that he hadn’t seen in a while. 
 
    “Only that you’d been having them since the—” He paused. “Let’s just say since the incident.” He reached toward her to put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    She backed up and glared. “You mean since my mother was put away for murdering my family? Or maybe you mean since my foster family beat me?” 
 
    “Well, alright,” he said, his tone obliging. “Your past was difficult for you to discuss before, and I didn’t want to cause any kind of setback.” 
 
    “Look,” she said scowling, “I may not remember everything, but I’m pretty sure I’m not the shrink type. I don’t need to discuss my past to get over it, and I can’t imagine ever wanting to. Exactly how many times did I see you as your patient?” 
 
    James winced at the first part of her comment. Dr. Manning didn’t need to know about her amnesia. At the same time, he couldn’t help but smile. He remembered very well what it was like to be on the receiving end of her sharp tongue. He’d almost missed that side of her. He hadn’t seen it for a while now, and he was happy to see she still had it in her. And happy he wasn’t taking the brunt of it. 
 
    “Just once,” Dr. Manning replied. “But we had several appointments set up. You had agreed to meet with me three days a week. You wanted to resolve the past so you could sleep without the nightmares.” 
 
    “Yeah, well they’re resolved, so take me off your schedule.” 
 
    “I really don’t think that’s a good idea, Elyse. You had a very difficult past, and until you deal with it, you’re going to be plagued by the nightmares. And now you say you have some memory loss?” 
 
    “Look,” she argued, ignoring his question. “I’m not coming here three days a week so you can tell me how I secretly hated my parents or some crap like that. I have nightmares because I found my family murdered. End of story.” 
 
    “So you do still have them?” 
 
    Elyse was handling everything well, but James felt a little like Dr. Manning was beginning to badger her. 
 
    “She said they’re resolved. Now, take Miss Benson off of your schedule like she asked, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “If that’s what my patient wants,” Dr. Manning said, looking at Elyse. He walked behind the desk and pulled out his appointment book.  
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I’ll cancel your appointments, then. But Elyse,” he grabbed a business card and held it out to her. “If you ever need me, please don’t hesitate to call. I’m only trying to help you. And I really am glad to see you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” James grabbed the card from Dr. Manning and stuck it in his pocket. He could throw it away at home. 
 
    They had been doing just fine without him. James was helping her “deal with her past,” as Dr. Manning had put it. He had been there for every nightmare over the past few weeks, nightmares that were becoming fewer and fewer. She didn’t need some shrink filling her head with nonsense, and James didn’t trust him. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Elyse said, stomping out of the office ahead of James. 
 
    He grabbed the box, caught up to her, and put his free arm around her waist. He could feel the tension in her body. He hurried her to the truck and started driving as soon as they were in.  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    “Yeah.” She looked straight ahead. “Fine.” 
 
    She wasn’t fine and he knew it. Manning had bothered her. The fact that her mother had only kept the single photo bothered her. It bothered him. There had to be a reason she’d kept newspaper articles instead of family pictures, and he was going to find it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elyse looked at the clock in the kitchen. Six o’clock. They’d left so early for the hospital, it seemed like it should be much later.  
 
    The drive in the truck hadn’t been a smooth ride, and her side ached. The image of her mother’s empty, sterile room kept running through her mind. And then there was the encounter with Dr. Manning. She had hoped today would bring her answers, or some kind of closure, but it had done the opposite. The questions racing through her mind were relentless. 
 
    James hadn’t said much since they’d been back, except to ask her what she wanted for dinner. Helen had taken Pops to see a movie, so the house was quiet. Only the occasional sound of Oden changing positions on the wood floor broke the silence.  
 
    James made sandwiches and set a plate down in front of her.  
 
    “Thanks.” She picked up half, looked at it, and set it back on the plate. Her stomach was in turmoil, and the thought of eating didn’t help. She pushed the plate away. 
 
    “Come on,” James urged. “They’re not strawberry waffles, but they’re not bad.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine, but I can’t. I don’t think my stomach could handle it right now. If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll go up to my room. I might just go to bed.” 
 
    He looked at her, his eyes filled with compassion. He had that five-o’clock shadow she loved so much, the one that made him more attractive than usual. He pressed his lips into a smile and nodded. 
 
    “It’s okay. Go get some rest. I’ll come and check on you in a little while.” 
 
    There he went again. Doing things that made her heart skip. Things that made her fall a little more every day. Things she’d miss when she left. 
 
    Oden followed her upstairs and lay on the rug beside the bed. Maybe just a short nap would make her feel better. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The clap of thunder and flash of lightning woke Elyse from her restless sleep. She reached up and wiped the sweat from her face, then glanced at the clock on the nightstand. 3:00 a.m.  
 
    James was asleep in the chair, his legs thrown over one arm, his head resting against the side of the wardrobe. She wondered how long he’d sat there before he fell asleep. His face and neck glistened with beads of sweat, and his t-shirt clung to his perfect chest. She imagined pulling it over his head and letting her hands and lips wander his body. 
 
    Her breathing sped, and she tried to slow it, but the summer storm had made the air hot and humid. She needed fresh air. The window beckoned her to open it and let in the breeze that was cooling the air outside. The floor creaked when she stood and she froze. James stirred, but didn’t wake up. She tiptoed to the window and began turning the crank. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    A flash of lightning illuminated the street below, revealing the figure of a man standing across the street. 
 
    Or was it? It had been a long, difficult day. It was hot, and she hadn’t slept well. Maybe her eyes were playing tricks on her. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Another flash lit up the night sky. She jumped away from the window, her heart violently beating a warning.  
 
    James eyes shot open. He jumped out of the chair and pulled her quaking body away from the window.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I…I needed air…” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”  
 
    “Across the street…I think I saw…someone.”  
 
    “Stay here. Away from the window,” he commanded. “Oden, come.” 
 
    She listened to the sound of James and Oden running down the stairs and out the front door. She paced the room, thinking of all the things that could happen to them. James wasn’t armed, and he had been sound asleep. Was he alert enough to chase someone? She wasn’t even one hundred percent sure anyone had been out there. 
 
    Her heart beat so hard she thought it might burst through her chest. 
 
    The anxious minutes passed, feeling like hours. She heard the front door close, and footsteps coming up the stairs. Only footsteps. Not the clicking of Oden’s nails. 
 
    What if her attacker had found her? What if he’d found James first? She looked around the room, hoping to find something she could use to defend herself. She stood, frozen, watching the door knob turn. The fear that coursed through her as the door opened was quickly replaced by relief when James walked into the room.  
 
    “Oh, thank God!” She ran to him and threw her arms around his rain-soaked body. He grabbed her wrists and held them in front of him, looking her in the eye. His nostrils flared, his breath labored.  
 
    “Dammit, Elyse, I’ve told you to stay away from the windows! What part of stay away from the windows don’t you understand?” 
 
    Her legs stiffened, adrenaline surged through her and clouded her vision. Her pulse pounded in her ears. The room spun around her and her breathing sped, keeping time with her racing heart.  
 
    “Let me go,” she said through her tight throat.  
 
    He released her arms and she backed away, stopping when she hit the wall.  
 
    He took a step towards her and she pressed back, as if she could become one with the drywall. He stopped and raised his hands in front of him. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean—”  
 
    “Leave me alone!”  
 
    “I will never hurt you, I promise,” he said, his voice quiet, his expression pained. 
 
    She held his gaze, tears rolling down her cheeks.  
 
    “What? No…I know that. It’s me…you’ll get hurt because of—” 
 
    Crack!  
 
    Thunder shook the walls and she reached for him, grasping him as if he was a life preserver and she was drowning. 
 
    His wet clothes clung to every muscle in his body. The smell of him—his cologne, his sweat, his hair—mingled with the smell of electrified rain and made her breath speed. She pressed her cheek into his chest and he pulled her close, his hold firm but gentle. She’d never felt anything this close to euphoria before. She’d remember this. This wasn’t the kind of feeling you could ever forget. 
 
    The sound of his heartbeat raced in her ear, each beat knocking down the wall she’d built around her own heart. His hand slid up her back, awakening every nerve ending before stopping in the nape of her neck. He gently pulled her head back and gazed into her eyes. 
 
    “He’s going to kill you if you don’t let me go,” she whispered through her tears.  
 
    He raised his brow and shook his head slowly. “He’s not. And I can’t.” 
 
    He brushed his lips soft against hers, flooding her with need. Every part of her responded to his kiss—her mouth pressed harder to his and her hands slid under his shirt, desperate to feel his skin against her fingertips.  
 
    He pulled back, holding her gaze as he reached for the bottom of her tank top, his trembling fingers lighting her belly on fire as he took her shirt off.  
 
    She took hold of the bottom of his shirt and slowly pulled it over his head, then pressed her skin against his as he kissed her again. He kissed her neck, and she dropped her head back, yielding to him completely. He kissed her shoulder, soft and slow, and she answered with kisses on his chest.  
 
    His skin was hot against her mouth, and she wanted more of him. She wanted all of him. Until now, she hadn’t realized how much she longed for human touch. And his was ecstasy. She craved him, as if she’d been wandering the desert and he was water. She reached for the top button of his jeans, and he pulled back. “Are you sure?” he whispered.  
 
    She held his gaze and nodded, continuing to unbutton his jeans. He kissed her, this time a little harder, as if he couldn’t breathe and she was his oxygen. Maybe she was. Right now, he was hers.  
 
    He picked her up and laid her on the bed, then lowered himself beside her. Only the two of them existed now, nothing else mattered. She belonged to him, and he was hers.  
 
    Making love with him, and now lying in his arms, was perfect. She didn’t know how long it had been since she’d had physical contact, but she knew nothing could’ve come close to the pure happiness and contentment she felt right now. The thunder and lightning had stopped, leaving only the rhythmic patter of rain against the window. James ran his fingers through her hair while her fingers stroked his chest.  
 
    “No one was out there.” 
 
    She turned her gaze upward to meet his.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Outside. There may have been someone there when you looked out, but they were gone by the time Oden and I got there. The wind and rain took away any scent trail Oden could have followed.” 
 
    “Oden…where’s—” 
 
    “Pops was up—Oden’s with him downstairs.”  
 
    “Maybe I didn’t see anything. It was dark, stormy…I can’t be sure of what I saw or didn’t see.”  
 
    “You have to be more careful. If your attacker finds out you’re here, I’ll have no choice but to move you somewhere else. Do you understand? Somewhere else.” 
 
    She nodded. His point was perfectly clear. Somewhere else-without familiarity, without Pops, Oden—without him. But she had to be without him, especially now.  
 
    His life was in danger now, too, and it was her fault. She couldn’t lose him, and she didn’t want to ever be without him. But being without him and knowing he was alive was better than the alternative.  
 
    “I…I think maybe I’ll have one of those sandwiches now,” she said. He propped himself onto one elbow as she stood and pulled his t-shirt over her head. 
 
    “Everything okay?” He asked. She sat on the bed, pulled her pajama shorts on, then kissed him, trying to memorize the feeling of his lips on hers without crying.  
 
    “Everything couldn’t be more perfect,” she finally said. “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah. Hurry back?”  
 
    She nodded, then went down to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of milk.  
 
    “Elyse?” Pops shuffled into the kitchen, Oden by his side. “Everything’s clear—you’re safe. Why are you still up?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know…I…couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “Something’s bothering you. What is it?” 
 
    Everything was bothering her. This was bothering her. Him sitting across from her at the kitchen table. Her wishing he was her grandfather, that she was part of this family. Making love to James made her wish that even more. But she knew it couldn’t happen. Being here only put all of them at risk. James had been put on leave on account of her. The sooner he found her attacker, the sooner she could leave, he could get his life back, and they’d be safe. 
 
    She smiled at him. “I’m just really going to miss you when I leave.”  
 
    “Leave? Where are you going?” 
 
    “Well, eventually I’ll have to go home.” 
 
    He frowned. “Now wait just a minute, young lady. This is your home. Is James not being a good husband? Because I can talk to him for you if you want me to.” 
 
    She fought the tears that were trying to form in her eyes as her heart broke, again. “Pops, James isn’t…” She couldn’t do it. She smiled and took Pops by the hand. “James is a great husband. Listen, why don’t I walk you back upstairs? Maybe we can both get some sleep.” 
 
    She got Pops back into his room, and then went to her room. James was in the shower down the hall, and she contemplated joining him. That couldn’t happen again, though. She looked at her empty bed, then lay down, softly crying against Oden’s silky fur.  
 
    Oden didn’t move when she let go of him and threw her head back onto her pillow. She closed her eyes, wishing she could see anything besides James, pulling her shirt off… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    James stood in the shower, cold water running over his body, trying to get Elyse out of his head, but it wasn’t working. He wrapped a towel around his waist and went down the hall to her room, then reached for the knob, but paused. He wanted to be close to her, but should he? He argued with himself for what seemed like an eternity, then opened her door.  
 
    She lay on her bed, sound asleep, her face the most peaceful he’d seen it since they’d met. Probably best. He closed her door and went back to his room. His entire body ached, wanting to hold her, to taste her lips again, and… 
 
    And nothing. Even if she wasn’t in your custody, she’s still Margaret Benson’s daughter. You can’t cross the line again.  
 
    He closed his eyes, hoping he could fall asleep, but the images of making love with her played over and over in his head.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ring! Ring! 
 
    The sound of the phone ringing woke him. He glanced at the clock. 5:00 a.m. Who would be calling at this time of the morning? He reached to over to the nightstand and picked up the receiver.  
 
    “Warrick,” he said, groggy from too few hours of sleep.  
 
    “I’m so sorry to wake you, James,” Helen’s voice said on the other end. “I have a family matter to deal with this morning, so I’m running a bit late. I’ll be there within a couple of hours, but Pops will need his meds in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Oh yes, everything is fine.” 
 
    “Okay, Helen, don’t worry. I’ll make sure Pops gets his meds. See you soon.”  
 
    He hung up the receiver and laid his head back on the pillow. Sleep hadn’t done anything to get Elyse out of his head. 
 
    He went downstairs, where Pops was sitting in one of his chairs, working on a crossword puzzle. 
 
    “Well, good morning, sunshine. I’m surprised to see you up.” He smiled and winked, glancing at the grandfather clock in the corner. “You have at least another hour before you usually drag yourself out of bed.” 
 
    James rubbed his head. “Yeah, but Helen is running late, so I need to get your meds ready.” 
 
    Pops’ eyes turned down, and he rubbed his chin. “Helen…yes, last night, after the storm, she told me she had to leave.” 
 
    James pulse quickened. “You mean Elyse?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Elyse.”  
 
    James ran upstairs and threw open Elyse’s door. The bed was already made, and she was gone.  
 
    “No, no, no!”  
 
    He had to find her. He grabbed his keys and ran down the stairs, stopping when he saw Pops. The meds. He couldn’t leave without giving Pops his meds.  
 
    He hurried to the kitchen to grab the pills. His heart stopped as he entered and saw Elyse sitting at the kitchen table.  
 
    “Elyse. I…” Thought you ran? He didn’t want to give her any ideas, and he didn’t want her to think he didn’t trust her. “I thought you’d still be sleeping.”  
 
    “I couldn’t sleep, so I came down about an hour ago.” She looked at him, her gaze pulling him in, begging him to come closer, begging him to stay away. “You’re up early, too. Going somewhere?” She nodded at the keys in his hand. 
 
    “Yeah. No. Helen called to tell me she’d be late, so I needed to make sure Pops got his meds, and I thought I might have to run to the pharmacy, but…they’re all here.” Hopefully she bought that. He barely bought it himself. 
 
    “That’s a lot of bottles. How do you know which ones he gets and when?” 
 
    “I used to go to all of his appointments with him. Before I got promoted, it was just the two of us most of the time. The promotion only added a few hours a week, but it was enough that I wasn’t comfortable leaving him alone. That’s when I hired Helen. That way he’s never alone, and she can go to any appointments I have to miss.” 
 
    To him they were mundane things, but Elyse looked at him like he had just slayed some kind of monster. He couldn’t be here today, so close to the person he wanted more than anything. 
 
    She stood and walked to him, his thoughts and feelings harder to control with each step she took. 
 
    “We need to talk about what happ—” 
 
    He pressed his lips to hers. They did need to talk, but it would be awful, and he wasn’t ready yet. He needed some time away from her to clear his head, to get some perspective, and figure out how to tell her what her mother had done to his dad and Matthew.  
 
    “Actually, I do have to run some errands today,” he said, then turned back to the counter. Not a total lie. He did need to check out the address of the yard care company. 
 
    “But we—” She wasn’t going to let this go. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it’ll have to wait. I have to get these to Pops.” He grabbed the pills and water and made his way back to the living room. 
 
    “Here you go, Pops.” He exhaled heavily and handed his grandfather the pills and water. 
 
    Pops smiled and took the pills from James’ hand. “She’s getting to you, isn’t she?” 
 
    James blinked and sighed. Pops had always been able to read him like a book, so there was no point trying to deny it. “Yeah, she is. Listen, as soon as Helen gets here, I’m going to go out for a bit, run some errands. I need to get away for a while.” 
 
    Pops smiled. “It won’t help, you know. She’s not just in this house.” 
 
    He did know. She was in his head, in his heart. He pinched the bridge of his nose and nodded, then went upstairs to his office and closed the door. 
 
    The box of Maggie’s belongings sat on his desk. He took the lid off and started going through the papers. There had to be a reason Maggie kept the things she had. He just needed to figure out what that reason was.  
 
    He heard the front door close, so he put the lid back on the box and sighed, then went downstairs.  
 
    “Hey, Helen, everything okay?”  
 
    “Oh yes,” she waved her hand and pursed her lips. “Someday that child of mine will get her act together. Not today, though,” she laughed.  
 
    “I need to run a few errands. I should be back this afternoon.” 
 
    “Take your time. We’ve got plenty to do.” 
 
    James backed out of the driveway, pulled the business card from his pocket, and glanced at the address. It was in the next town over, so he’d have a nice, long drive.  
 
    He drove through town, then continued through the countryside. He didn’t have the radio on, he just drove, windows down, hoping the rush of cool air would clear his head.  
 
    The drive was supposed to get Elyse off his mind, but she was all he thought about. The way her hair blew when the truck window was down. The way her skin glowed in the sunlight, the way she smelled, the way her fingers trembled against his back, the way she collapsed beside him after… 
 
    Stop. Think about something else. The alarm. 
 
    He pulled the business card from his pocket and glanced at it again. 
 
      
 
    A Cut Above Landscaping 
 
    Glen Dallen, Owner 
 
    970-555-0129 
 
    2121 W Elm 
 
    Somerset, CO 81434 
 
      
 
    He’d already called the number and spoken to a man who identified himself as Glen, but his gut still told him something wasn’t right. He turned onto Elm and saw a small storefront with “A Cut Above” painted on the front door. Maybe his gut was wrong.  
 
    He parked across the street, then crossed and pulled the door open, which rung the bell hanging in its outdated frame.  
 
    “Help you?” An older man came from the back of the building, wiping his grease-covered hands on his grass-stained coveralls. 
 
    “Yes. I’m looking for Glen.” 
 
    The man pulled his chin back and wrinkled his forehead. “No Glen here. I’m Jim—owner, operator, and mechanic.” He laughed and held up his hands.  
 
    “You don’t have any employees named Glen?” 
 
    “No employees. Somerset doesn’t exactly have a boomin’ landscape need, you know? Oh, I have a couple older gals I mow for, but mostly do lawn mower repair, these days.”  
 
    James pulled the card from his pocket and held it out to Jim, who leaned in to examine it. “My address, alright, but not my phone number, and not my card. Don’t know who this Glen character is, and not sure why anyone’d want to pretend they owned this little hole in the wall,” he chuckled. 
 
    James smiled, even though he knew the reasons weren’t good. “You know, it’s probably just some college kid needing to pay for classes. Picked a random landscape business from the phone book and had some cards made so he’d look legit.” 
 
    “Kids these days.”  
 
    “Yeah, kids.” 
 
    Ring, ring. 
 
    The screen of his cell phone lit up in red. Pops’ emergency phone. His pulse skipped. 
 
    Pops’ emergency phone. 
 
    “Thanks for your time,” he said, then answered the phone as he hurried back to the truck. 
 
    “Pops? Are you okay?” 
 
    “James,” Elyse sobbed into the other end of the line. “James, it’s Oden…he’s sick. Helen…he’s going to the pet emergency…” She was so hysterical he could hardly understand her. “You have…to go…hurry.” 
 
    He had already pulled onto the road and was heading back. “Elyse, calm down. I’m on my way now. Where are you? Where’s Pops?” 
 
    “Here…I’m here…Pops is with me…at the house.” 
 
    “You make sure everything is locked. You’re locked inside, right?” 
 
    “I—”  
 
    “Are you locked in, Elyse?” 
 
    “Yes! Just hurry. Oh, James…I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    James drove as fast as he could to the pet clinic and rushed inside. Helen was at the counter, talking to the nurse.  
 
    “Oh, thank goodness you’re here. Oden—” 
 
    “Is he okay? Is he…” It was the first time he’d really felt panic since Elyse had called. Oden was more than his partner. He was his constant companion, his friend. The thought of losing him took his breath away.  
 
    “I don’t know. I tried to get here just as fast as I could.” 
 
    James put his hand on Helen’s shoulder. “Thank you. Can you go back to the house—Elyse was really upset.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The vet came out, his expression serious, but not somber. “Sheriff Warrick,” he greeted with a nod. “Oden is pretty sick, but his prognosis is good, thanks to some quick acting people who got him here and thought to bring a vomit sample. His labs show a substantial amount of Ethylene Glycol in his system.” 
 
    “Ethylene Glycol…you mean anti-freeze?” 
 
    “Yeah, and not the amount he could have gotten into in, say, a garage.” 
 
    James cocked his head and furrowed his brow. “Are you saying he was poisoned?” 
 
    “It appears that way. He’d eaten some raw meat—probably soaked in it. I want to keep him at least overnight, possibly a day or two. It’s crucial we completely flush his kidneys and monitor his other organs. At this point everything looks as good as we could hope for. If he keeps improving at this pace, he may be able to go home tomorrow night. We’ll give you a call tomorrow morning and let you know how he’s doing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc. Can I see him before I go?” 
 
    “Of course. Through the double doors.” 
 
    James stomach turned when he saw his partner. One leg had been partially shaved, an IV and medical tape where his satin fur had once been. His head lay heavy on the bedding, his eyes drooping. His tail flopped once as James approached.  
 
    “Hey, buddy, what happened?” James rested his head against Oden’s side. “Whoever did this to you is going to pay, I promise. You rest up so you can come home.” He kissed Oden’s head and left the clinic. 
 
    His mind raced all the way home. When Elyse called, she kept saying she was sorry. What did she mean?  
 
    The moment he got to the house, he ran inside, anxious to find out what happened. 
 
    “Elyse?”  
 
    No one answered, not even Helen. What if whoever poisoned Oden had stuck around? What if—no, he couldn’t think about the what-ifs. 
 
    “Elyse!” He called out again, running up the stairs. “Elyse, where—”  
 
    “Here,” she answered from the bedroom. He ran in and found her sitting on the bed, her eyes blood-shot and puffy, her cheeks tear stained. “Is Oden—” 
 
    “He’s going to be okay.”  
 
    “Oh, thank God!”  
 
    James sat beside her and put his hands on her shoulders, turning her to look her in the eye. “What happened?” 
 
    She turned away, her gaze downcast.  
 
    “I needed to clear my head. I just wanted to be out in the sun.” 
 
    “You went outside?” His voice raised.  
 
    “I thought if Oden was with me, I’d be safe. We were in back. I don’t know…I didn’t see anything. Oden charged the fence and started barking. I grabbed him by the collar and ran inside. Everything was fine, but twenty, maybe thirty minutes later…” 
 
    She put her face in her hands, sobbing. “He started falling over, drooling. Pops and Helen carried him to the car and she drove away. I thought…I thought he…oh, James, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I was stupid to go outside.” 
 
    “Yes, you were,” he shouted. She shrank back. He dropped to his knees in front of her and put his hands on her thighs, staring into her tear-filled eyes. “Oden will be fine. But what if it had been you, Elyse? What if…” 
 
    So much for a drive to clear his head. The thought of anything happening to her only made his feelings stronger. He reached up and wiped her tears, then cupped her face in his hands, pressed his forehead to hers, and closed his eyes in an attempt to slow his racing heart. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll be more careful, please. Promise me.” 
 
    “I…promise,” she whispered the words, but he could read between the lines. He’d seen that look before, in the hospital. She was thinking of running. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elyse had been extra cautious walking to the bus terminal and hadn’t seen anyone following her. She’d be safe in her own home. She hoped. She didn’t have James here to rescue her.  
 
    Seeing the cabin in her mother’s photos had triggered memories of her life there, including the fact that she lived there in hiding. She didn’t remember from who, but she knew it only meant danger for anyone close to her. After nearly getting Oden killed, she decided she couldn’t wait any longer. It was time to leave.  
 
    She didn’t leave a note. She hadn’t even told James she’d remembered the cabin. A clean break would be easier for both of them. She needed to go home where she could put her life back together. He needed her gone so he could put his back together, too. He must be furious with her right about now, but eventually he’d see it was for the best.  
 
    Elyse walked along the forest road that led to the cabin, her steps heavy and slow. The air smelled of pine and soil wetted by mountain streams. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath of the smells she used to love so much, expecting to feel the peace they had always brought her. Instead, her mind flashed to the seat of a rolling car, being chased through the woods, slamming against James’ squad car, seeing him for the first time… 
 
    She walked on through the bright orange Alpine wildflowers, purple Lupine flowers, and deep pink Clover that created a landscape reminiscent of a Monet painting. The endless beauty of the forest had always been a source of security for her, but now she felt exposed, vulnerable. Birds chirped, but were they singing, or signaling danger? Her heart jumped at every sound, fearing what could be hiding around the next tree. 
 
    She finally reached the small clearing where her cabin stood, a lone marker of humanity in the vastness of nature. Her Great-Grandpa had built the cabin from Douglas Fir, and left the red and blonde wood its natural color so as to blend with the forest. He’d put the front door between two windows—the larger living room window to the right, and the smaller kitchen window to the left. That way, he said, whoever entered was “in the heart” of the cabin, immediately surrounded by family.  
 
    There was no television, no wi-fi, no cell tower nearby. “This is a cabin,” he said, “not a resort. You come here to connect with nature and each other.” And they did.  
 
    Elyse’s Grandpa had set up minimal wiring when he took over the cabin, mainly to run the 1950s behemoth fridge and one light in the kitchen. Thankfully, he’d also added a well and plumbing. Overall, the cabin retained its rustic feel, and each generation had dutifully maintained its original state and intent.  
 
    For a moment, pictures filled her mind like an old home movie. Her dad waved and smiled from the grill while she and her cousins set up a tent in front of the living room window on the front porch. Momma and her sister cooked on the wood stove in the kitchen, their laughter drifting into the back bedroom where the kids vied for who would get the top bunks. Elyse always claimed one of the bottom bunks, because Evie always ended up climbing in with her, and the bottom bunks were bigger. Everyone sat in front of the huge stone fireplace in their jammies while Grandpa read bedtime stories, the cousins crammed together on the large, oval, multi-colored braided rug Grandma made. Even though Grandma passed before she was born, sitting on the rug made Elyse feel like she knew her.  
 
    Evie swinging on the tire swing in one of the trees to the left of the cabin. It had taken all summer to convince Grandpa they needed one, but he’d finally agreed. Evie loved that swing. 
 
    A pinecone fell to the ground off to Elyse’s right, snapping her out of her daydream. Or was it a breaking twig? She froze, glancing around and looking for reassurance. Ravens flew out of a nearby tree, their cackles ominous and foreboding. She hated ravens. She needed to get inside. 
 
    She ran toward the faded steps that led to the porch, spurred on by a feeling she couldn’t shake, sliding to a stop on the dusty ground as she noticed the cabin door was ajar. Terror sped her breathing and burned in her stomach.  
 
    She swallowed hard, frozen in place by the fear of the invisible presence behind her and the dread of what could be inside. 
 
    “Hello?” She called out, her voice shaking. Nothing. She walked up the steps, each one creaking with age and weathering. “Hello?” She called out again, still only answered by silence. 
 
    She stood on the porch, staring at the door. It had been her decision to leave the safety of James’ home, to prove she could take care of herself. Now she had no choice. She was here, without his protection, and she had to open the door. Her breathing skipped, her heart raced as she pushed it open.  
 
    “Who’s there?” She shouted and pushed the door, only to find a raccoon rummaging through trash. She heaved a sigh of relief. “Shoo. The diner is closed.” She laughed and waved the animal toward the door, pulling it closed and locking it as the racoon lumbered away. Even though it was just a raccoon, she couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that someone was watching. 
 
    She walked from window to window, gazing out as far as she could see. Nothing but trees and an occasional bird. 
 
    She just needed to get used to the quiet. Get used to being alone. Get used to being without James. Without his protection. Without his laugh, the way lines formed around his beautiful eyes when he frowned, the way his face lit up when he smiled; without him.  
 
    She shook her head, trying to erase the thoughts of him that seemed to invade every moment. It was done. Over. She was going to start fresh, beginning with cleaning up this mess.  
 
    She looked around, trying to assess the damage the raccoon had left. A lot of clean-up and work had to happen if she was going to stay here. The raccoons had made such a mess of the food that had been in the cabinets, she was almost afraid to open the fridge. And then there was outside. The garden would need tending in the next day or two if she was going to get anything before winter. 
 
    She grabbed a trash bag and started cleaning up. The sun sank behind the trees, darkening the cabin, so she flipped the light switch. Nothing. Mice or squirrels had probably chewed up the wiring. Great. As if the cleaning and gardening weren’t enough, now she had this to worry about, too.  
 
    A candle would have to do for tonight. She found some matches, lit the wick, and pulled her curtains closed. She wasn’t sure why; the animals wouldn’t be looking in the windows. Still, she was keeping them closed. She felt uneasy, like she was being watched.  
 
    There was a full moon tonight, but it still seemed darker than the darkness at the house. The streetlamps burned outside Pops’ house—it never seemed as dark as it was out here in the woods. She hoped night would pass quickly. She should go to sleep. Morning would come faster if she wasn’t thinking about how long and dark the night was. Long, dark, and lonely. She blew out the candle, laid her head on the pillow, and closed her eyes.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Run baby, run!” 
 
    “No, Momma, I can’t leave.” 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    She ran, her feet heavy, spurred on by the sound of her attacker’s footsteps behind her. She couldn’t outrun him. Hide. She could hide underneath one of the hundreds of spruce trees in the woods behind the house.  
 
    “Elyse? Are you out here?” A man’s voice called out to her. She peered through the branches. A cop walked the woods, calling her name. “Elyse? It’s okay, honey, you can come out.” 
 
    A gunshot rang out.  
 
    Her eyes shot open and she sat up, her heart pounding in her chest. She fumbled for the matches and re-lit the candle. Someone was out there. Wait, it was a dream—the noise was in the dream. Wasn’t it? 
 
    This was ridiculous. She had lived here, on her own, for years. It was no darker than it had ever been, and animals had always made noises outside at night. No one was outside; she was just letting her imagination get the best of her. She took a breath, her pulse still racing, her mind trying to slow it down.  
 
    She had to prove to herself that no one was there, or she wasn’t going to sleep, and she had too much to do tomorrow to not get a good night’s rest. She went to the closet and opened the secret door behind her coat, relieved to feel her rifle still in its place. She made sure it was loaded and headed for the door.  
 
    “You can do this. It’s just animals. Just animals.” No matter how many times she said it, it didn’t calm her fear. Her body trembled and her hand shook as she unlocked the door and turned the knob. She used the barrel of the rifle to push the door open. Her eye followed the barrel as she pointed it around the perimeter, making sure nothing, or no one, was out there. 
 
    Nothing. She didn’t feel as much relief as she thought she would. The moonlight glimmered against something about forty feet from the porch and caught her attention.  
 
    Leave it. It can wait until morning. 
 
    No. She had come this far, and she was just fine. She was going to prove to herself, once and for all, that this was her home. The home that had always been her solace, her hiding place from…from who? Why couldn’t she remember who? Was he out here, hiding? 
 
    She shook her head and walked down the steps, determined to overcome the fear running through her veins. The last step felt a bit like leaving the safety zone. She looked at the step, and then back out toward the object.  
 
    Her head high, shoulders back and gun ready, she headed out into the moonlit trees. She approached the shining object and squatted to examine exactly what it was. It was smaller than she had thought; a button? How did a button get out here? Ravens. Stupid ravens dropped all sorts of things of things out here—wrappers, yarn, even pieces of fabric.  
 
    But this…this is different. This wasn’t the birds. Run… 
 
    The fear she had fought so hard to push away overtook her, and she jumped to her feet, her plan to run as fast as possible back to the relative safety of the cabin.  
 
    A branch snapped, and she turned just as a fist shot out of the darkness, striking her jaw. Her ears rang and her vision blurred. Trees and stars whizzed above her as her body slammed against the cold ground.  
 
    He’d found her, and he was going to finish what he’d started unless she escaped. But there was no safety of traffic this time, no nearby town to run to. No James to rescue her. 
 
    She raised her rifle and fired in the direction the fist had come from.  
 
    “Ah!” A scream shot out of the darkness. It was him. She knew that voice. And she must have hit him, or at least nicked him. She scrambled to her feet and ran. His steps were uneven behind her; thud, drag, thud, drag. She must have hit a leg. Thud, drag. Thud. Then silence. She couldn’t see him, and now she couldn’t hear him, either.  
 
    She looked to the right, then the left, trying to see him—trying to see anything. Nothing but darkness and silence.  
 
    And then a hum, louder and louder. The sound of tires rolling over branches and breaking everything in their path. 
 
    A car.  
 
    Her heart beat out of control, her breathing so fast she wasn’t sure she was breathing at all. He was going to run her down unless she could get away. Headlights shone from behind her, turning the forest ahead of her white.  
 
    She ran. The lights got closer and closer, and there was no way she was going to outrun him. There was also no way she was giving up. She ran faster, knowing it was futile, knowing she was about to die. She couldn’t die. Not yet. Not without knowing why.  
 
    The headlights came up behind her, but instead of running her down, the vehicle pulled beside her. A truck. It came to a sudden stop in front of her, and the passenger door flew open. 
 
    “Get in!” James shouted. “Now!” 
 
    She jumped in and he hit the gas, blazing a path back out of the woods. His lips were a thin line, his eyes narrow and focused on the road through the woods. He looked straight ahead and didn’t say a word. 
 
    He was fuming, she could hear it in the way he was trying to control his breathing. The truck turned onto the highway, and she shifted to face him.  
 
    “I’m sorr—”  
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    Tears burned in her eyes, and she reached up to brush them away. Her hand touched her jaw, and she winced. 
 
    James turned his head and looked at her, his mouth softening, his brow furrowing. “Are you okay?” He sighed and reached over, his fingertips gently brushing against the throbbing flesh. “Your jaw looks pretty bruised. You’re going to want to ice that as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” She sniffed, trying to control the emotion boiling up inside. She looked upward through blurry tears and shook her head. “No, I’m not fine. You’d be better off…you know, if I stay away. You could get your job back, and you’d be safe…you’d be better off without me.” 
 
    “Oh, Elyse, when are you going to understand? The job, my safety, none of it matters if…” He pressed his lips together and sighed, then put his arm over her shoulder and pulled her beside him, his touch making her pulse race again. His heartbeat slowed, hers slowed with it. She closed her eyes as the hum of the rolling tires and the security in his words lulled her to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    James tilted his head enough to see Elyse’s face. Her breathing was steady, her eyes closed. She looked peaceful, but he knew better. Just under that peaceful façade was a woman in turmoil. A woman who felt the need to run, to keep everyone she met from getting too close. 
 
    What was she thinking, going out into the woods, unprotected, far away from anyone who could help her? She was lucky he had located her family cabin a few days prior. Ever since they had found out who she was, he’d had a feeling she might try to run. When he realized she had, he knew exactly where she’d gone. 
 
    If he hadn’t…he shuddered at the thought of what could have happened had he not shown up when he did. Whoever had tried to kill her the first time would have finished the job this time.  
 
    She had fought back, though. She had been clinging to a rifle when he picked her up, and the rifle still smelled of gunpowder. She’d fired it; had she hit her attacker? He could put out an APB to hospitals across a hundred mile or so range…no, he couldn’t. He was on leave. He grunted and pressed back into the seat. He would have to ask Terry or Edith to do it. He hated the fact that he had to ask them to put their jobs on the line because of that dirt bag Calvert. 
 
    He glanced back down at Elyse, resting quietly. The smell of her hair just under his chin made one corner of his mouth pull into a small smile. He sighed and shook his head. He wanted to be mad at her. To lecture her for being foolish. And he still might, if he could get past the fact that he was so glad she was okay.  
 
    He drove all night, doubling back, taking side roads, all to make sure they were alone. He’d had to make a lot of short notice arrangements to find a new safe-house, and he wasn’t about to risk having her location compromised again. He finally reached the house and pulled into the garage, quickly closing the door to conceal the truck. 
 
    “Elyse, wake up. We’re here.” 
 
    She opened her eyes and took a deep breath. Her eyes raised and met his, her head still lying against his chest. 
 
    Her lips were inches from his, so close he could feel the heat of her breath.  
 
    Her eyes pleaded with him to bring his closer. He wanted to grab her, pull her even closer than she already was, and press his mouth to hers. He wanted to feel the beat of her heart on his chest, the softness of her skin against his.  
 
    He pulled away and opened his door, sliding out into the cool garage. He walked around, opened her door, and held out his arms to help her out. She slid toward him, her eyes never leaving his gaze. As she slid out of the truck, her legs and stomach pressed against his. Blood raced through his veins, filling him with heat and electricity.  
 
    Every cell in his body, every beat of his heart told him to pull her in close—hold her and never let her go. Was it what she wanted, though? Her body said it was, but the fact remained that she had run away. She thought he’d be better off without her—did that mean she thought she’d be better off without him, too? 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get you in the safe house and get some ice on that jaw.” 
 
    “Safe house? Why aren’t we at your house?” 
 
    He stopped and turned toward her, holding her by the shoulders. “We don’t know who poisoned Oden, but chances are they wanted to make it easier to get you. We can’t risk—I won’t risk anything happening to you. Do you understand?”  
 
    She held his gaze and nodded. He kept one arm around her as they walked to the back door of the house. She could have walked fine alone, and he knew it, but his arm around her seemed like an invisible chain—like she wouldn’t run as long as it was there. 
 
    James opened the door to the house and they went inside. Helen was in the kitchen, pouring a glass of milk.  
 
    “Where have you been, child? We’ve been worried sick about you.” She set the jug on the counter and bustled to Elyse, shaking her head. She reached toward Elyse’s jaw and sighed, pursing her lips. “Oh honey, now what have you gone and done? I’ll see if I can find an ice pack.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Elyse answered quietly, not raising her eyes. 
 
    Helen put ice in a baggie and wrapped it in a towel, then held it out to James. “Can you help her ice her jaw? I’m exhausted from getting Pops settled, and I need to give Oden his meds, too.”  
 
    “Yeah. Thanks, Helen.” James took the ice pack and put his arm across Elyse’s shoulder. 
 
    He walked her to the sofa and sat beside her. He rubbed his face and then turned and looked at her. She stared at the floor, her hands wringing in her lap. His heart hurt for her. She had been through so much—the murder of her sister and father, her mother’s mental illness, abuse by her foster parents—no wonder she had trust issues.  
 
    He wanted to pull her into his arms and tell her no one was ever going to hurt her again. That she wasn’t going to suffer like that ever again. He wanted to shelter her from all the things life could throw at her. But he knew better. Life doesn’t work that way. People die. Sometimes they just leave you, sometimes they hurt you.  
 
    “Elyse?” She didn’t answer, just kept looking at the floor. 
 
    “Elyse, look at me.” He reached over and put his fingers gingerly under her chin, turning her face towards him. “You need to understand that I’m trying to keep you safe. If you go running off like that again, I might not be able…” He stopped, unwilling to think about the “what ifs.”  
 
    “This house is safe. Very few people know you’ve been moved.” He gazed into her eyes and lowered his tone. “And you have me. I’m a good cop, Elyse. As long as you’re with me, I swear I will keep you safe.” 
 
    She pulled her hands closer to her body and sank back into the couch. He didn’t want to upset her. He smiled at her, hoping to ease her tension and his. 
 
    “But I can only keep you safe if you’re with me. Even hero cops have their limits.” He put his arm around her shoulder and gently pulled her closer, then held the ice soft against her jaw. Her body relaxed, and she rested her head on his shoulder.  
 
    “I really am sorry, James.” She whispered.  
 
    “I’m just grateful I was able to find you in time.” 
 
    She sat up and looked at him, her brows knit together, her mouth twisted up on one side. “Wait…how did you find me?” 
 
    “As soon as we learned your name, I started researching your history, and the cabin came up as a past address. Last night I went to your room to check on you—I wanted to make sure you were all right after everything that happened. When you weren’t there, I had a pretty good idea where you’d gone. I went to the bus station, but I’d missed you by about a half hour.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with tears that threatened to spill down her rosy cheeks. “You…you came for me, even after I almost got Oden killed? Why didn’t you just let me go?” 
 
    He wasn’t ready to say it. Wasn’t ready to tell her what her mother had done, wasn’t ready to admit—even to himself—that he was falling for her.  
 
    He smiled and gazed into her eyes. “I came because you…you made a huge mistake. But it was just that-a mistake. Oden is going to be okay, but if anything had happened to you—”  
 
    “Why didn’t anything happen to me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The day of the attack, he knocked me out to drive me to the woods. Why not just kill me? At the cemetery—he was close enough to shoot me. Then Oden, then tonight—why does he keep hurting me? Why not just kill me?” 
 
    Good question.  
 
    He stood and handed her the ice, then put his hands on his hips and paced.  
 
    “He intends to kill you, or at least he did. We found a shallow grave dug in the woods.” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment, then sighed. “Okay, but why not kill me while I was unconscious?” 
 
    “He may have intended to, but like Dr. West said, you probably woke up earlier and much more alert than your attacker planned.” 
 
    “We never saw him at the cemetery, and Terry said it was clear—he was hiding somewhere. Somewhere close enough to stay out of view, but still get the rose to my seat. Again, why not just take a shot and kill me?” 
 
    “No. He had nowhere to go. We’d have caught him.” 
 
    “When he poisoned Oden—” 
 
    “He almost did kill you. He followed you to the cabin.” 
 
    “And then punched me?” 
 
    James shook his head. “There are killers who torture their victims before killing them—” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice.” 
 
    “—but I don’t think that’s what’s going on here. I really believe he would’ve killed you tonight if I hadn’t shown up.” 
 
    She set the ice pack on the end table, then stood in front of him and put her hands on his chest.  
 
    “I’m thankful you came, I am. But this guy, whoever he is, has been one step ahead of us from the start. It’s only a matter of time before he kills us both.” 
 
    He pulled her close and held her tight, careful not to hit her jaw. “I said it before, Elyse. Not going to happen.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you.” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to me.” He cupped her face in his hands and pressed his forehead to hers. “Or you.”  
 
    Her eyes begged him to kiss her. His mind screamed against him, giving him a million reasons not to. His heart beating wild in his chest and the feeling of her in his arms drowned out every one of those reasons. 
 
    “Take me to bed, James.” 
 
    His name was a whisper on her lips, a whisper with the same dangerous potential as gasoline next to a fire. That’s what she was to him. Gasoline. The gasoline that fueled his need to catch her attacker, fueled his need to put his own demons to rest, and most of all, fueled his desire.  
 
    He pulled her closer, desperate to feel her close to him, even more desperate to hide his face from her. Looking into her eyes would destroy his resolve. He scooped her into his arms, then carried her to her room and laid her on the bed. He sat on the edge of the bed for a minute, but it wasn’t enough. He stretched out behind her and held her.  
 
    “Promise me you won’t ever run again,” he whispered against her neck, dragging his hand along her thigh. 
 
    “I promise.”  
 
    This time, he hoped she meant it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elyse stood at the foot of a staircase, her heart pounding in her chest.  
 
    “Anyone home?” She called toward the top of the stairs, but only eerie silence answered back. 
 
    Why didn’t they answer? Her mother had told her to be back before church, so where were they?  
 
    She ascended the stairs, the aging wood creaking under her feet like it always had. Her parents’ door was cracked open. A pungent, metallic smell hung in the air. Her palms were clammy as she pushed the door open. Terror clutched a scream in her throat.  
 
    Blood. Spattered everywhere.  
 
    Her mother stared straight ahead and hummed a haunting melody, rocking Elyse’s lifeless sister. Her father lay motionless in a pool of red. 
 
    Out of the back corner of the room, a blurry figure came towards her, holding something…long, shiny. Light from the window flashed on the blade. She screamed and ran down the stairs. “No!” she screamed, the footsteps closing in behind her.  
 
      
 
    “Elyse, wake up.” James’ voice boomed around her, and she sat up, her eyes wide open. He stood beside her, slightly out of breath. 
 
    “I heard you cry out, and I thought—” He stopped and shook his head. “You were having a nightmare. It’s been a while…I’d hoped they’d stopped.” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true. She’d been having them again since they’d gotten the DNA results and picked up her mother’s things.  
 
    “They’ll never stop. Not until I figure out what they’re trying to tell me.” 
 
    “You think they’re trying to tell you something?” 
 
    “I think they’re trying to tell me who killed my family.” 
 
    “Your mother turned herself—” 
 
    “No. There was someone else in the room that day. I see the figure in my dream. Every time. I’m telling you, my mother did not kill Daddy and Evie. Someone else was there.”  
 
    It wasn’t just the frequency of her nightmares that had changed. James had changed, too—the way he talked to her, the way he looked at her, and last night—she thought he wanted her the way she wanted him, but he didn’t even kiss her.  
 
    He started pacing, crossing his arms and uncrossing them. He faced her and sighed, but kept his gaze directed toward the floor. 
 
    “I’ll have Terry see if she can find the files. Maybe between your memories and what’s in there we can piece together what happened that day.”  
 
    Elyse climbed out of bed and stood in front of him. 
 
    “Stop pacing and tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “You’re keeping something from me—something about my DNA results. And I feel like your effort to keep whatever it is from me is pulling you away from—” She paused. Was she about to tell him how she felt? She was pretty sure he knew after the storm, but still…saying it out loud was a different story. “Look, I know I screwed up by running, and I’m sorry, but after what you said in the truck, I thought you still wanted…well, me. Last night, I wanted—I needed—to be close to you, but you didn’t even kiss me.” 
 
    He took a step back and looked her up and down, his gaze stopping on her lips. “Oh, Elyse, I do want you. I want to be close to you, to kiss you, but—” 
 
    He reached around and rubbed the back of his neck. Elyse let out a short laugh and shook her head. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “You know you do that every time you get nervous.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    She pointed toward his hand, and he quickly pulled it off of his neck. “I’m not nervous. I’m just—” 
 
    “—being a bit hypocritical, don’t you think?” 
 
    “How am I being hypocritical?” 
 
    “You keep telling me to trust you. You know how hard that is for me, and you know I’m trying. But you’re hiding something. There’s something you’re not telling me.”  
 
    He closed his eyes and exhaled, then looked at her, his eyes pleading with her to let this go. She held his gaze and shook her head, slow and deliberate. 
 
    “Remember when you said you can’t? Well, I can’t either. I’m…”  
 
    Possibly about to make the biggest mistake of my life. 
 
    “I’m opening myself up to you, trusting you…I need…I want you in my life. But I can’t keep doing this push pull routine with you. I feel like you’re pulling me close, then some invisible barrier pops up and you push me away, and I don’t just mean physically. After everything we’ve been through, everything we’ve done, don’t you think you owe me the truth?”  
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    “You’re right. We need to talk. But, how about you put something more than my t-shirt on? I’ll make coffee.”  
 
    She nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    James left the room and she pulled on a pair of jeans, her thoughts running a million miles an hour. 
 
    Whatever he had to tell her must be important, or he would’ve just told her. Was it about the DNA? Had he figured out who her attacker was? Or worse…had he finally had enough and was turning her case over to a different officer? Could she blame him if he had?  
 
    “Stop.” She scolded herself in the mirror and pulled her tousled curls into a messy bun, then took a deep breath and exhaled through pursed lips. “Just go talk to him.”  
 
    He was already sitting at the table with two cups of coffee and a way-too-serious demeanor. Maybe it was the coldness of the safe house, maybe it was the darkness from the one-way glass windows, but the depressed atmosphere made her heart sink. 
 
    She walked toward him, hoping he’d stand up, pull her into his arms, and hold her until everything was right. Instead, he put his hand out, motioning for her to sit across from him. 
 
    She sat, trying to fight back the tears she felt building. Oh God, he is giving my case to someone else… 
 
    He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck.  
 
    “I’m not sure how to tell you this. Making love to you—” 
 
    “Was a mistake, I know. I was upset…I never should’ve let it go that far.” The words flew out of her mouth before she’d even given them permission, but she had to protect herself. Say it before he did so it wouldn’t hurt as much.  
 
    It hurt. A lot. 
 
    He pulled his chin back and shook his head. “No, that’s not—you don’t really think that, do you?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, hoping she hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of her life.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, grabbing her hands. “You don’t, do you? I don’t. I mean, you’re right, things shouldn’t have gone that far, but it wasn’t a mistake. I wanted to make love to you.” He reached across the table and gently ran his fingers along her bruised jaw. “I wanted to last night.”  
 
    “Then why didn’t you…what’s wrong?” 
 
    He took a breath and exhaled. He held her gaze, his expression solemn.  
 
    “Twelve years ago, my dad worked a murder case.” 
 
    She parted her lips and inhaled. “My family.” 
 
    “Yeah. Dad swore Maggie didn’t commit the crimes, and he followed every lead he got, no matter how crazy it was. He got a call one day. The caller—a woman—said she had the proof dad needed to drop the charges against your mom. Dad was supposed to meet her at the old CF Furniture plant the next day. He asked me to come home early from football practice to watch my little brother, Matthew.”  
 
    “I saw Matthew in a picture at Pops’ house.” 
 
    “Yeah.” James’ gaze was distant, like a movie only he could see played in his head.  
 
    “I didn’t want to leave early that day, didn’t want to be bothered with babysitting…so I stayed at practice. Dad still went to the warehouse, but he took Matthew with him. Dad told Matthew not to leave the squad car. One simple command. Stay in the car…” 
 
    James’ eyes glistened, heartbreak evident on his face.  
 
    She squeezed his hands. “What happened?” 
 
    “They were ambushed. Dad was shot in the chest. Matthew thought—I don’t know—thought he could help him, I guess? Got out of the car and took a bullet in the leg. He bled out.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her breath caught in her throat as the pieces came together. “The DNA…when you realized who I was…your dad and Matthew were killed because of my family’s case.” 
 
    He lifted his head, eyes narrowed, one corner of his mouth pulled up. “Not just because of the case. Your mother turned herself in and confessed.” 
 
    “What? No! How can you—you don’t really think my mother killed your dad, do you?” She stood, shaking her head and pacing. “Did it ever occur to you that your dad was right, that she was innocent, and someone else killed my family?”  
 
    “There was no evidence to suggest that.” 
 
    “She was innocent James, and one way or another I’m going to prove it.” 
 
    She stopped pacing in front of him and tried to steady her breathing. Of course, he’d react that way. He had no reason to doubt the evidence. She just had to convince him the evidence was wrong.  
 
    “James…I remembered things…at the cabin. Images, mostly of family, but also a feeling—the feeling I had lived there in hiding. What if I was hiding from the same person who I see in my dreams?” 
 
    “It’s possible, but—” 
 
    “It makes sense, doesn’t it?” she pleaded. 
 
    “But the evidence—” 
 
    “The evidence is wrong!” 
 
    He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “Finding your attacker is my priority right now.” 
 
    “And you’ll find him. But while you’re working on that, help me. Help me get to the bottom of the dreams, help me prove my mother’s innocence and find the person who killed my family—and yours. James, whoever is in my nightmares is my attacker. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    He sighed, heavy and contemplative, then stood and looked her in the eye. “Of course, I want to help you stop having nightmares, but you have to promise me something. Promise me you’ll accept the evidence, whatever it is.” 
 
    “I’ll accept the truth. That someone else killed my family, and my mother is innocent.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. I want to believe you’re right, and your mother didn’t kill my dad and Matthew. I want to believe the evidence was wrong…I care about you, Elyse. You know I do. But if I see what happened every time I look at you…”  
 
    His voice trailed off, but she knew what he meant. Had she let him in only to be rejected?  
 
    “So making love with me was…?”  
 
    “Not a mistake,” he emphasized. “But complicated. When the DNA results came, I was mad at you, and I wasn’t mad at you, for what your mother did, and I don’t want to feel that anger every time I look at you. But when I thought about your attacker finding you, and the storm, and it was night…I admit, I was weak, but it made me realize just how much you mean to me. I failed once to protect the people I—”  
 
    He turned his back to her, his head hung low. “It’s just best if I try to keep some kind of distance. I need a clear head so I can keep you safe.” 
 
    She put her hands on his shoulders. “What happened to Matthew wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “He’d be alive if I’d come home.” 
 
    She turned him to face her. “Maybe. Or maybe after your dad was shot, the killer would’ve come for you and Matthew. Or maybe you and Matthew would’ve been placed in foster care. Or maybe Pops would’ve given up because he didn’t have you to take care of…there are a million maybes, James. Maybes that are always going to haunt you until you get answers. Help me.” 
 
    Her eyes searched his for some hint she might be getting through to him. 
 
    His gaze locked with hers, and he grabbed her shoulders. “I’ll help you, but you need to help me, too.” 
 
    “I’m doing everything I—”  
 
    “Not quite. My feelings already risked your life once—I can’t let that happen again. Help me fight what’s going on between us.” 
 
    It was an impossible request. They’d just crossed the only emotional barrier keeping them apart, and she wanted him more than ever. She wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest, then raised her lips to his neck.  
 
    “I’m tired of fighting.” 
 
    He pulled away but didn’t let go of her. “I’m serious, Elyse. Please don’t make this harder than it already is. I can’t allow my emotions to risk your safety again. I won’t. Until we get answers about your mother, find your attacker, and close this case, we…cannot happen.”  
 
    She took a deep breath and let him go, trying to steady her racing pulse. “Where do we start?” 
 
    He nodded toward the box of her mother’s things on the kitchen table. “Let’s start with the box.” 
 
    She had a feeling that’s what he was going to say. She’d seen enough of the box already to know it made her angry. One family photo taken in front of the cabin. No other pictures, none of the childhood artwork parents usually save. No baby books…just that one photo, meaningless newspaper clippings, and costume jewelry.  
 
    “Fine,” she sighed, rolling her eyes. “I don’t know what you expect to find in there, though. It’s just a bunch of junk.” 
 
    “It might seem that way, but Maggie saved those things for a reason. They meant something to her. We need to figure out what.” 
 
    “She was sick. Who knows what was going on in her head.” 
 
    “Let’s try and find out.”  
 
    She was crazy. That’s why she didn’t have any of our things, because she was crazy.  
 
    No matter how much she thought it though, it just didn’t ring true. She had been fine before the killings—it had been at least a year since she’d had a breakdown. And she seemed mentally stable when Elyse had seen her at the hospital just before the attack.  
 
    Meds. Probably because she was on meds. 
 
    Still, the idea that she had just snapped one day didn’t make sense. And even if she had snapped, Elyse knew her mother. She would’ve run. She never would’ve killed her family. 
 
    She would’ve run. 
 
    The words echoed through Elyse’s mind. Elyse ran, or tried to, anyway. She’d tried to run from the hospital. She had run away from James’ house.  
 
    Her heart began to race, her palms felt sweaty. 
 
    “James, am I crazy?” 
 
    He chuckled, not looking up from the box. “A little.”  
 
    “I’m serious,” she said, trying to choke back the tears she felt building. “Do you think I’m crazy? It’s genetic, you know. Momma used to run away—if she was too stressed, if she forgot her meds. Daddy would go find her, and she’d be okay for a while, but then she’d leave again…what if I’m sick, like she was?” 
 
    “Stop. Look at me, Elyse.”  
 
    She couldn’t look at him. He was right. They couldn’t happen. She didn’t want to doom him to a relationship with someone who behaved like that.  
 
    He reached for her hand.  
 
    “Look at me.” His voice was commanding, and she looked at him, expecting to see disappointment. Instead, his eyes were full of compassion, understanding, and was that—love? She’d always imagined it would look the way he looked at her now. 
 
    “Listen to me. You ran because you’re strong. You ran to escape abuse. You ran to escape death. You ran from Pops’ house because you thought it would help me—I’d say that was pretty clear thinking. Wrong, but clear.” 
 
    “I guess.” She wiped her face, wishing she could wipe away the doubt in her mind as easily. “Just promise me you’ll get me help if you think I need it.” 
 
    “You’re fine.” 
 
    “Promise!” 
 
    “I promise, if you ever need help, I’ll make sure you get it.” He held her gaze and raised his eyebrows. “Okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    James continued lifting the lid off of the box and set it on the table. She grabbed the first thing her hand touched. A newspaper clipping from The Denver Times. One side was plastered with ads for shops in the area. The other side was a story about a local couple, Doris and Wendell Goldman. Wendell was a plastic surgeon. They were wealthy, very philanthropic, and they had adopted a child. The article was about closed versus open adoptions. Elyse turned it back over and looked at the ads, wondering why on earth her mother had saved it.  
 
    She set it aside and pulled out the next paper, which happened to be a story about flowers. Several flower names were highlighted. The corners of her mouth curved upward, and James looked away from what he was reading and smiled. 
 
    “Something interesting?”  
 
    She held out the paper for him to see. “Momma loved flowers. She highlighted some of the names. We had a garden with those kinds of flowers in it.” 
 
    She sighed and shrugged, then added it to her pile. She pulled another, this time it was a black and white newspaper photo of a rose garden. The roses had been colored in with what looked like red ball-point pen. She held it up for James to see. 
 
    “We had red roses, too.” 
 
    The next several articles were about flowers and gardening. She set each one on top of the pile with a little more force, slamming the last one onto the table.  
 
    “Looks like she didn’t want to forget her garden,” she quipped. “This is ridiculous. The only thing I’m learning is that she wanted to remember flowers more than she wanted to remember her family.” She held her eyes tightly closed for a moment. “That’s not true.” She opened her eyes and looked at James. “I know that’s not true. It’s just…I don’t understand. I don’t understand why she saved these stupid papers, or why she was sick, or why she didn’t die that day.”  
 
    Her voice grew louder, her tone higher, and she stood and started pacing. “Why did she live? And she didn’t kill Daddy and Evie, so why did she let the doctors put her away? Why didn’t she fight for me, James?”  
 
    She cried out, trying to fight the tears she felt building in her eyes. “Why didn’t she come get me? Instead, I got beaten while she cut out stupid articles about flowers.”  
 
    James got up from the table, stood behind her and wrapped his arms around her. “I don’t know. I am going to find out, though.”  
 
    Elyse closed her eyes and let her head fall back against him, resting in his arms and breathing in the smell that sent blood racing through her entire body. She wondered which was more dangerous, someone trying to kill her, or falling in love with a man who believed her mother was capable of murder. 
 
    This was ridiculous. He had a job to do, and as long as Elyse was in his arms, it wasn’t getting done. Besides, holding her wasn’t exactly fighting his feelings. 
 
    He let her go, shook his head, and walked to the sink to pour them both a glass of cold water. As if that was going to help.  
 
    Focus, for God’s sake. Be the cop your dad wasn’t. Don’t fail Elyse like you failed Matthew.  
 
    He looked at the paper he’d pulled from the box.  
 
    “Wait,” he shook his finger toward her stack of papers. “What did you say that couple’s name was? The couple in the first article you pulled.” 
 
    She flipped her stack of papers over and examined the article. “The Goldman’s. Why?” 
 
    “Hmm. They’re the same couple in this article. Says they were killed in a car accident…let’s see,” he scanned the article, trying to find details. “Ah, here. Looks like twelve years ago, just a couple of months before the attack on your family. Do you know anything about these people? Maybe they’re relatives, or friends of your family?” 
 
    Elyse’s eyes focused downward, searching some inner recess of her mind. She finally looked up and shrugged.  
 
    “I don’t know. If I do know them, I don’t remember them.”  
 
    She set the article she had about the Goldman’s between her and James, pointing at the top paragraph.  
 
    “Okay. This says they were from Denver. What about yours?” 
 
    James set his article beside hers. “Yeah. Right here. It says they had lived in Denver all their lives.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you we never went to Denver when I was growing up. The only times we left Gunderson were when we went to the cabin.” 
 
    One article he maybe could have dismissed. Not two. There had to be a connection between the Goldman’s and the Benson’s. He just had to figure out what it was.  
 
    “So,” James stood and paced the floor. “We know they’re from Denver. We know they had money, lots of it. And we know they adopted a child. My article says they were survived by their only child, but it doesn’t say if it was a boy or girl. Did yours name the gender?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Just that they adopted a child.” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “This could just be the wishful thinking of a mentally ill woman, James. For all we know, Momma followed this couple because she thought they lived better than we did. What if these articles don’t mean anything?” 
 
    He shrugged. “They might not. But maybe if we can find their child, they can tell us if they knew your family. Right now, it’s our only lead.” 
 
    “Except…except for the button,” she said, her voice wavering and fearful. 
 
    “Button? What button?”  
 
    She looked at the floor and shook her head. Her face went pale. 
 
    He went to her chair and squatted in front of her, his hands on the chair’s arms. He took a deep breath and looked her in the eye. “What button, Elyse?” 
 
    She looked away from him. He felt the muscles in her legs tense, and her nostrils flared in a vain attempt to control her breathing. Her chest began moving faster. James took his hands off of the chair and placed them on her forearms. 
 
    “I’m here, and you’re safe. Tell me about the button.” 
 
    “At the cabin,” she finally answered. “I heard something outside…I stepped out onto the porch and saw something shining in the moonlight. I walked out to see what it was…” 
 
    Tears built in her eyes, her voice shook. “It was a button. I was so scared…I turned to run back to the cabin, but that’s when he hit me.” 
 
    James’ focus had been to get her out of harm’s way, not interrogate her. The evidence team had gone out and was able to gather a small amount of blood evidence, but they hadn’t found much else. It was possible her attacker had retrieved the button, but if it was still out there, they had to find it. He could send the evidence team back out. He should send them. But Elyse would know exactly where to look. Plus, being there again might help her remember more about the person she was hiding from.  
 
    “We need that button, Elyse.” He said, trying to keep his tone calm and reassuring. 
 
    Her body was tense, her eyes filled with fear. “It’s probably gone,” she answered, her tone quiet and short. She didn’t want to go back, and he didn’t blame her. He didn’t really want her to go back. If he hadn’t shown up when he did, she would have been killed there. But he did and she was okay. And they needed to solve this case. 
 
    “I’ll be with you, and I’ll have Terry and Officer Bailey there, too. They’ll spend some time out there and secure a perimeter before we go.” 
 
    “You mean like they did at the cemetery?” 
 
    “Elyse, that’s not—”  
 
    “Fine. We can go. But I’m telling you, it’s a waste of time. Like I said, I’m sure it’s gone.” 
 
    She was trying to be brave, but her trembling body gave her away. He reached up and put his fingers on her chin, turning her head downward to face him. 
 
    Even when she was being stubborn, she was beautiful. Or maybe it was because she was stubborn. That’s when fire stormed in her eyes, and the fair skin of her face glowed with pink. 
 
    The same blood that made her cheeks flush made her lips red, and he could hardly look away from them. He wanted to taste those lips, feel her body against his, but it wasn’t going to happen again. Until her attacker was caught, he had to make sure it didn’t. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elyse glanced at James, sitting behind the wheel of the truck. They had been on back roads and forest service roads almost the entire drive to the cabin, and they had only seen a couple of other cars. Still, he scanned the mirrors constantly and his knuckles were white from the tight grip he had on the wheel.  
 
    The muscles in his shoulders and arms rippled as he turned the truck onto another dirt road. He glanced at her and she quickly looked away, blood rushing through her body and warming her face. Until her attacker was found, it didn’t matter how sexy, or kind he was, nothing was going to happen between them. And even then, they needed to get to the bottom of her nightmares.  
 
    She squinted as the sun broke through the thick treetops. Light, shade, light, shade…it was giving her a headache. Being so close to James was making her tense—smelling him, seeing the way his body moved-and that was adding to her headache. She closed her eyes and stroked Oden’s fur, hoping to make it go away before they reached the cabin. 
 
    “You okay?” James’ voice invaded her thoughts and she looked at him. She hated to admit it, but even the sound of his voice made her feel better. 
 
    “Yeah. No. I’m not looking forward to being back here. And I have a headache.” 
 
    “I’ve had Terry and Officer Bailey running surveillance here every day since you were attacked. The scene is clear, and I’m here. Oden is here. You’re safe.” 
 
    “It’s not just that. When I remembered the cabin, remembered I had lived there—alone…” She paused. She didn’t want to say it—didn’t want to tell him she didn’t want to be alone anymore. “I can’t explain. I thought it made me strong, all that time. But it also made me—” She looked at him, then shrugged and closed her eyes again, resting her head against the seat. “Nevermind.” 
 
    “Lonely?” His tone was calm and quiet, but his words created a storm in her heart. “Six years is a long time to be running, Elyse. Maybe you realized you don’t want to hide anymore. Maybe you want to let someone be strong for you.”  
 
    She kept her eyes closed, hoping he would let it go.  
 
    “You know I’m right,” he asserted.  
 
    “What I know is you said we can’t be together,” she reminded him. 
 
    “That’s not what I said…you know what I meant.”  
 
    Since their talk, the awkward game of “push away, pull closer” had only gotten worse, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she could take it. He was the one who said they couldn’t be together, but every look, every touch—everything he did—screamed otherwise. She opened her eyes and turned her head to see his profile. Damn, he was gorgeous.  
 
    “All I know is I want to get this over with,” she answered. 
 
    He put his hand on her thigh and she glared at it, then raised her gaze to meet his. He pulled his hand away and gripped the steering wheel. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I know what I said, and I really do think it’s for the best, it’s just…” He looked at her, then rubbed the back of his neck.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow and half-smiled. “It’s just…what?” She put her hand on his thigh and felt his body tense, watched the color rush to his face. “It’s just what, James?” 
 
    She moved her hand slowly up his thigh until he grabbed it and stopped her from going any further. She let out a short laugh and shook her head. “Yeah. It’s hard for me, too, so please keep your hands to yourself,” she reprimanded.  
 
    Silent tension filled the truck until, finally, the trees of the forest gave way to the clearing where her cabin stood. As they approached, her heart raced, her stomach knotted.  
 
    James pulled up beside the cabin, where Terry’s squad car was already parked. He opened his door and slid out, followed by Oden. He walked around and opened Elyse’s door, standing in its frame. Memories of sliding into his arms filled her head.  
 
    She put her hand out for him to take, hoping he would step back and get the idea that she didn’t want his hands on her waist, even though she did. Truth was she wanted them on more than just her waist. He glanced at her hand, then smiled.  
 
    “Come on, Elyse. I think we can handle a little physical contact without things getting out of control. Besides, Terry’s here.” There was the pull. 
 
    “I don’t need your hands all over me in order to get out,” she said, trying to keep her tone neutral.  
 
    He held her gaze, and then winked. “You’re right,” he said, pulling his hand away. “Better not risk it.” He turned and walked toward the front of the truck, glancing behind him and flashing that gorgeous smile at her. And the push. Or was that more pull?  
 
    Push. Pull. She wasn’t sure how much longer they could keep this up. She narrowed her eyes at him and got out of the truck.  
 
    The moment her feet hit the ground, her mind flashed to the last time she was here. Fear raced through her, but she wasn’t about to let her own angst chase her into James’ arms. She walked to the bottom of the cabin steps and looked out toward the garden.  
 
    Her memory filled with the moonlit night, and the glistening object that drew her attention. She walked toward where it had been, squinting to see if anything would flash against the sunlight. The leaves and pine needles crunched under her feet, filling her senses with the sounds and smells of that night. 
 
    Her blood raced through every vein in her body, filling her ears with her own heartbeat. Scuffs in the dirt and disturbed leaves marked the spot where she had been knocked down. She squatted, her hand searching through the leaves for the small object that had almost been her demise.  
 
    Something caught her eye. She moved leaves and pine needles, hoping to see whatever it was again. She couldn’t see it now. Maybe she was too focused. She blinked, trying to reset her vision. A hand touched her shoulder, and she screamed, falling back against James’ legs. 
 
    “Thanks a lot,” she snapped. “I thought I’d found something, but now I’ll have to start looking again.”  
 
    “I said your name so you would know I was behind you.” He reached down and slid his arms around her from behind to help her stand. 
 
    “I guess you didn’t hear me,” he said, almost laughing. 
 
    “Do you think this is funny?” She got to her feet, turned on her heel to face him, and brushed the dirt from her jeans. “You like scaring me half to death? Making me lose the thing I was looking for? Making me fall…” She stopped talking when she realized he was gazing at her.  
 
    “And stop doing that!” Who did he think he was, sneaking up on her and then staring at her? Staring at her with those piercing blue eyes that looked into her soul. 
 
    “Stop doing what?”  
 
    “Stop doing what,” she mocked back, rolling her eyes as she turned her back toward him. “You know what.”  
 
    “Elyse, look, just under that leaf by the garden gate. From here I can just see under it, and it looks like something is there.” 
 
    Good. A distraction. James took a couple of steps forward with her, then stopped and stepped back. “I can’t see it if I go any further. I’ll stay back here; you go.” 
 
    She nodded and walked toward the gate, following his directions. “There. Okay, to your left a little. Yeah, the reddish leaf right there. You got it.” 
 
    The leaf crumbled as she lifted it, revealing the button that had lured her into danger. She reached her hand toward it. 
 
    “No!” James shouted, his footsteps approaching from behind her. “Don’t touch it.” He lowered his voice. “We need to use gloves and an evidence envelope to preserve any prints that might be on it.”  
 
    He turned and shouted toward the house. “Terry, Bailey, we’ve got something!” 
 
    Elyse watched, her blood hot as Terry came out of her front door. She’d seen the squad car, and she knew Terry was close. But not in her house. 
 
    Terry came toward them, pulling on gloves and preparing an envelope. 
 
    Elyse glared at James. “I thought they were securing a perimeter, you know, outside? Why is she in my house?” She asked through a fake smile that concealed her gritted teeth. 
 
    “To make sure it was secured so you would be safe,” Terry retorted through an equally fake smile. 
 
    Elyse scowled. “Well, hopefully you’ve secured the cabin better than you secured the cemetery.” 
 
    “Look, lady,” Terry said, pointing her finger at Elyse, “This is way above and beyond my job, and Bailey is new to the force. If our boss finds out everything we’ve done—”  
 
    Elyse pushed Terry’s finger away. “Don’t point at me,” she shouted.  
 
    “Great. You’ve contaminated the glove,” Terry snapped, pulling it off. 
 
    “Ladies!” James stepped between them. “Look Elyse, Terry and Bailey are doing you a huge favor by coming out here to gather evidence and by securing the scene. I told you they’d be here for a while. They had to be in the cabin, and they had my full permission.” He looked into her eyes. “We want answers, right?” 
 
    She took a breath and nodded. 
 
    James put his hand on Terry’s shoulder. “Thank you. You know how much I appreciate everything you’re doing for me.” 
 
    She glared at Elyse and then smiled at James. “You’re welcome.”  
 
    Elyse wanted to smack that smile off of her face. 
 
    “I’ve got fresh gloves and an envelope,” Bailey said, stepping between them and kneeling to the ground. He picked up the button and put it in the envelope. 
 
    Terry looked at James and exhaled, nostrils flared. “Everything is secure, and we have the button, so we’re out of here.” 
 
    “Good riddance,” Elyse muttered under her breath. 
 
    “I can see why you like her so much, James,” Terry shouted back as she followed Bailey to the car. “She’s a real peach!” 
 
    Elyse’s breath caught in her throat, and she turned to James, raising her eyebrows.  
 
    “What?” He shrugged and started walking toward the cabin. 
 
    Elyse followed behind, struggling to keep up with his fast pace.  
 
    “Care to tell me what she meant?” 
 
    He stopped, one foot on the bottom stair and one on the ground. His arm lay across the rough-hewn handrail. Lucky rail.  
 
    “We’ve had this discussion, Elyse. You know exactly what she meant.”  
 
    He turned and walked up the steps and through the open door. Elyse stood at the bottom of the stairs, watching as he disappeared into the cabin. Of course, she knew James had feelings for her, she just didn’t know he had discussed his feelings with Terry. 
 
    She’d only seen Terry a few times, but each time it was clear that she didn’t like her. And the feeling was mutual. Terry was trying everything in her power to turn James against her, she just knew it. 
 
    She stormed into the cabin, the screen slamming behind her. James was leaning back against the table in his usual seductive position of one leg crossed over the other.  
 
    “Our relationship is none of Terry’s business,” Elyse blurted, biting her lip the second she caught herself. 
 
    James stood from his leaning position and approached her, smiling. 
 
    “Our relationship?” 
 
    The closer he got, the harder it was to control her breathing. She closed her eyes in an attempt control her breath and her thoughts, but all she pictured was jumping into his arms and kissing him. 
 
    “Hey, where’d you go?” James voice invaded her beautiful daydream.  
 
    “Nowhere. I don’t appreciate you talking about me with her. She doesn’t like me.” 
 
    “She’s my cousin, Elyse. She’s protective, that’s all. She doesn’t want me to get hurt.” 
 
    “And how, exactly, does she think I could possibly hurt you? You’re the hero cop.”  
 
    “You know that’s not what I mean.” He brushed his hand against the side of her shoulder. 
 
    Push. Pull. Two could play at this game. She pushed his hand away. 
 
    “Well, you can tell her to relax. You’re the one who said we can’t be together, so there’s really no chance of me hurting you.” She raised her chin, exposing her neck, and lowered her tone, holding his gaze. “Unless you want me to?”  
 
    He grabbed her arms, his fingers pressing into her skin, and pulled her close. Her heart beat a wild rhythm with his, sending blood racing through her body. His touch set fire to her belly, and she stared at his lips, wanting to feel their warmth. She wanted his mouth on her neck, his hands caressing her back.  
 
    Even more than that, she yearned to tell him how she felt, how trying to keep her feelings in check had only made them stronger. She couldn’t say it, though. If she admitted how she felt and something happened to him, she would be devastated. As long as she didn’t say it, it wasn’t real. If it wasn’t real, it couldn’t be taken from her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He saw the conflict in her eyes, felt the speeding of her heart and the slight tremble of her body anywhere he touched her. His hands slid down her arms, and she sighed as she relaxed against him, sending blood rushing through his body. Every part of him ached for her, and now that Terry and Bailey had left, there was nothing but the invisible boundary of increasingly irrelevant reasons stopping him from doing what he knew they both wanted. 
 
    To hell with the past. To hell with rules. As long as he kept her safe, what difference did it make? Her eyes begged him to kiss her, and he was done fighting. 
 
    He pressed his lips hard on hers, her lips soft, supple, and warm against his. He kissed her jaw, then her neck, and she dropped her head back, completely yielding to him.  
 
    She grabbed the bottom of his shirt, practically tearing it over his head. Her fingertips slid up and down his back and she kissed his chest-slow, hot kisses that made him insane with desire. She stopped and locked her eyes with his, holding his gaze as her fingers trailed from his neck downward along his chest.  
 
    Her stare made it hard to breath, hard to think about anything but the ecstasy of the moment. He pulled her shirt off and she pressed her chest against him, pressed her lips to his neck.  
 
    “I need you, James. I…” 
 
    Her breathing slowed, and she pulled back and stepped toward the table. Her face twisted, her eyes open wide under a low brow. “I had a candle on the table, and I had pulled all the curtains closed. Did Terry or Bailey open everything?”  
 
    “No, they weren’t to disturb anything, just watch. Are you sure you left the curtains closed?” He grabbed their shirts and tossed Elyse’s to her.  
 
    Elyse walked to the window and looked out, putting her shirt back on as she walked. “Positive. I felt like I was being watched, so I closed them all. It started getting dark, but the light wouldn’t come on, so I lit the candle and set it right in the middle of the table. Right there.” Her finger shook as she pointed it at the table. 
 
    “Bailey said the electrical to the cabin had been cut. Somebody wanted you without power. The evidence team dusted everything for prints, but it looks like the perp was wearing gloves. No prints anywhere besides yours. We know it was the same guy who attacked you, though. Oden picked up his scent all around here. He must have taken the candle and opened the curtains to send you a message. He’s been here, and he’s been watching.” 
 
    Elyse grabbed him and held him close. He could feel her heart speeding to keep time with her quickening breath.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “He’s not here now. I promised you as long as you were with me, you’d be safe, and I meant it.” 
 
    She pulled back and looked at him. He had seen fear in her eyes before, but this was different. She was afraid of more than just her attacker.  
 
    “We got what we came for, can we go? Please, James. I just want to get out of here. Take me…home.” 
 
    Nothing had ever sounded better.  
 
    “This is where you’d been living before the accident. This was home.” 
 
    “It was only a home when my family was here. It was just a house for me, a place to hide. But someday, after all of this mess is over, maybe I can make it a home again.”  
 
    He cocked his head and lowered his brow. 
 
    “You know I can’t let you go, Ely—”  
 
    “I want this place to be the way it used to be. Kids playing outside, the smells of a family meal cooking. Bedtime stories in front of the fireplace and roasted marshmallows by a big bonfire outside.”  
 
    She closed her eyes, and her expression relaxed. He’d always thought she was beautiful, but there had been a hardness to her before that was disappearing before his eyes. She smiled and sighed as she relaxed in his arms. 
 
    “I want to feel little sticky hands tugging at my legs and kiss little heads goodnight. I want to sit on the porch with…” She opened her eyes and gazed at him. Tears glistened in her eyes, making them even more beautiful than they usually were. 
 
    “I’m tired of running, tired of being alone. I’m starting to realize home isn’t a place. It’s any place, as long as you’re there with someone you love.”  
 
    His heart raced. Did she mean it? She wrapped her arms around his neck, warming his body. He slid one arm around her waist. She raised her face toward his, her exquisite lips mere inches from his. 
 
    “You…think you might let yourself love someone?” He slid his hand around the back of her neck and held her gaze.  
 
    She smiled. “Well, not just anyone. But I do have someone in mind. That is…if he’s up for the challenge. I have a tendency to be a little—” 
 
    “—independent?” 
 
    She let out a short laugh. “Yeah. But he can be a little…independent, too.” 
 
    “He can,” James nodded. “But I think he’s up for the challenge.” 
 
    Her back was still hot and trembled at his touch. He pulled her against him, fire running through every point their bodies came together. He slowly brought his lips to hers, letting the heat from her mouth warm his. He scooped her into his arms, and she laid her head against his shoulder. 
 
    “Take me home,” she murmured against his neck. 
 
    He locked the cabin door and carried her to the cab of the truck.  
 
    The sunshine against her hair made her face glow, and he inclined his head to kiss her again. It was a feeling he never wanted to forget, her body next to his, her lips soft on his. He set her in the truck and rounded the front to get behind the wheel. She slid to the middle of the seat and laid her head on his shoulder. 
 
    He looked at her and smiled. She looked perfect, in his truck, between him and Oden. He hoped she meant what she’d said, because if she ran now, he was going to get hurt. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elyse stood in the doorway to her parent’s blood-spattered room. Her daddy lay on the floor, the life that once flowed through him now pooled around him in a red puddle on the floor. Momma rocked Evie back and forth, singing a haunting lullaby while the blood of her youngest child ran down her face. 
 
    Horror pulsed through Elyse’s veins like poison, making her stomach churn. She couldn’t stay, she couldn’t run. Fear nailed her feet to the floor.  
 
    Something dark moved from the corner. A shadowy figure? A person came towards her from the back of the room. She squinted, trying to get a better picture of the approaching figure. Young—a teenager? Blood soaked jeans clung to the thin legs that walked towards her.  
 
    “Run, baby.” Her mother’s voice was calm, detached. “Run!” That time it was a scream, a plea to survive from the depths of her mother’s soul.  
 
    Her legs wouldn’t move. The figure reached out to grab her.  
 
    “No!” She screamed. “Stay away! No!”  
 
    “Elyse, wake up.”  
 
    Her eyes shot open and she sat up. She grabbed James, who was lying beside her, leaning on one elbow. He pulled her into his arms and gently stroked her hair. 
 
    “Shh, you’re okay. It’s over.” 
 
    “I’m not okay. The nightmares are getting worse. I have at least one every night. I try to avoid sleeping, because I know I’m going to have to relive that day every time I fall asleep…I can’t do it anymore. I’m so tired.” She buried her head into his chest and cried, desperate for the comfort his arms gave her. 
 
    “I wish I knew how to help you.” 
 
    There might be a way, but he wasn’t going to like it. She didn’t really like it either, but she was running out of options. She released him and wiped the tears from her face.  
 
    “I think I know…there might be a way.”  
 
    She already knew how he was going to answer, but this was the only thing she could think of. 
 
    “Tell me. I want to help you.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and looked him in the eye. “What if…” She hesitated. There wasn’t going to be an easy way to say it. “I think I should see Dr. Mann—” 
 
    “No. No way.” James shook his head. “I don’t trust him. You don’t need a shrink, you just need time.” 
 
    “Just hear me out. What if he can help remember that day—the figure?” 
 
    She placed her hand on his arm, wanting to feel his strength, hoping he felt her desperation. “I need to sleep again without fear. And it might help with the investigation—maybe even solve the case. Please, at least think about it.” 
 
    He sighed, his expression uneasy. “I’ll think about it, but I’m not making any promises. And there would be conditions.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “You can’t see him by yourself. I don’t care about doctor-patient confidentiality. You need a guard with you.” 
 
    “We’ll be discussing personal things, James. I don’t want some stranger with me. I—”  
 
    James jumped to his feet. “Then I don’t want you seeing him. We still are trying to find your attacker, and I’m not going to have you out there, unprotected, while some lunatic—”  
 
    She climbed out of bed and stood in front of him. “Whoa. I don’t want a guard. I want you there with me.”  
 
    He sighed and looked at her, his tone resigned but firm. “Alright. But I’m still not so sure about Dr. Manning. You know, there are other psychiatrists in town. Maybe one of them could help you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Dr. Manning already knows about the nightmares. Plus, he was Momma’s doctor. Maybe now that she’s gone, he can tell me what she remembered about that night. Do you still have his card?” 
 
    “Somewhere. Give me a couple of days to really think about this, though. Then we can talk about it some more, okay?” 
 
    We can talk about it some more?  
 
    She said she wanted him to come with her, but she didn’t need his permission. After everything that had happened between them, she thought they would be on more equal ground.  
 
    “Look, James, it’s my brain we’re talking about. I think I have the right to decide whether or not to see Dr. Manning.” 
 
    “You do. But you need to use caution, Elyse.” He let go of her and put his hands on his hips, pacing. He took a couple of deep breaths and continued. “I know you need answers, believe me, I do. I want answers as much as you do. But you need to remember I have a job to do. Your safety is my priority right now. I need to run background and credentials checks, and then, if everything checks out, we’ll call Dr. Manning. Okay?” 
 
    The background checks were just a ruse. The hospital would have checked all those things before they’d hired Dr. Manning. James just didn’t like him, and she knew it. She also knew that wasn’t going to stop her from getting the answers she needed. 
 
    “Okay. A couple of days.” 
 
    He could have his two days. After that, she was calling Dr. Manning, whether he liked it or not. 
 
    She wasn’t looking forward to talking to a shrink either, but she wanted answers. She needed to be able to sleep again without fearing the horrors that plagued her dreams. 
 
    James paced back and forth, his hand rubbing the back of his neck. He stopped and looked at her, his eyes narrow, one corner of his mouth pulled up. “You really believe your mother was innocent, don’t you?” 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    He nodded and rubbed the bridge of his nose. His eyes shifted back and forth, seeming to search for something deep in the corners of his mind. He started pacing again. 
 
    “There had to be a reason my dad thought she was, too. If you’re right, if someone besides Maggie killed your family, and it is the same person who attacked you—like you think it is—it would be motive for trying to kill you. If you’re right”—he raised his brow and pointed at her, then resumed pacing—“and the evidence from that day doesn’t support your theory—but if you’re right, and your attacker killed your family, they may be trying to finish what they started.” 
 
    James stopped and focused his attention on her. “Maybe seeing Dr. Manning is a good idea, after all. If he can help you remember who was in the room that day, it just might lead us to your attacker.” 
 
    “So, you’re on board with calling him?” 
 
    “Yes—as long as you’re sure you want to do this. You know I want to solve the case and find your attacker, but whatever you’ve buried…well, you’ve obviously buried it for a reason. It could be very painful for you to remember.” 
 
    She knew that. She also knew it couldn’t be any more painful than living in the constant fear that tormented her now. No matter how bad the truth was, it was going to be better than not knowing.  
 
    “I’m sure,” she said, throwing her arms around his neck. “I can handle whatever we find out.”  
 
    He enfolded her in his arms and kissed the top of her head. “I know you can…I just want you to be prepared.”  
 
    “You’ll be with me. Whatever the truth is, I’ll get through it.” 
 
    “You know I only want to protect you, right?” He whispered into her hair. 
 
    She slid her hands down his arms and took ahold of his hands, stepping back enough to look into his eyes. She held his gaze and bit her bottom lip, then smiled.  
 
    “You didn’t really think I could do it until the attacker is caught, did you?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Resist the delicious hero cop.” She smiled and raised her lips to his. Warmth washed through her body, and she pressed close to him, trying to memorize the feeling of his body against her. She was happy. For just a moment she almost forgot about the murders, forgot someone wanted her dead. 
 
    Here in his arms she felt like she could handle anything. But he could very well be right. Whatever she had buried could be worse than what she remembered. Much worse. She took a deep breath, exhaling against his chest.  
 
    James released her and kissed her forehead, almost as if he could read her thoughts and was trying to reassure her. 
 
    “I think I know where that card is. I’ll go look.” 
 
    She nodded and watched him walk toward the door. He stopped in its frame and looked at her. “You’re not gonna go through this alone. We’re doing this together.” 
 
    She smiled and he turned and left the room. She closed her eyes and ran her hand through her hair.  
 
    Together.  
 
    She couldn’t remember the last time she had gone through something with someone else. She’d done everything alone for so long…she could do this alone too, if she wanted to. She was taking James along because she wanted to, not because she needed to. Right? 
 
    An icy shiver ran through her. Her parents were supposed to take care of her, and they didn’t. Her foster family was supposed to take care of her, and they beat her. She closed her eyes, wondering why she’d let James get so close. Even he’d almost let her down because of what he thought about her mother. What if letting herself fall for him was a giant mistake? What if they never resolved the murders, and he went back to believing her mother did it? What then?  
 
    Hot tears stung behind her closed lids. She reached up and brushed them away. She was not going to cry. She was going to be strong, even if it was just a facade. She was going to go to the kitchen, call Dr. Manning, and get the answers she needed. She took a deep breath, stood tall, and tossed her head back, determined to keep it together, determined to stop relying on James so much.  
 
    The sound of James and Pops’ voices coming from the kitchen made her pause. She heard her name, and it didn’t sound good. She stopped in the hallway, inclining her ear to listen to their conversation. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Pops,” James said, his hand reaching around and rubbing the back of his neck. “The more I think about it, the more I think she might be right. Whoever attacked her could be the same perp that committed the murders of her family. I know Dad always believed Maggie was innocent, but he never really explained why.” 
 
    “I can tell you why. He said he talked to a kid at the scene…” he paused. The seconds ticked by, and James’ heart sank when he realized Pops was struggling to remember. 
 
    “A neighbor kid?” he asked, hoping to trigger something in Pops mind. 
 
    Pops shook his head. “No…there was also the DNA anomaly.” 
 
    James furrowed his brow. “What anomaly?”  
 
    “The lab said there was cross contamination of the DNA evidence. All the DNA from the scene was identified as belonging to the family. There was one sample, though, that couldn’t be one hundred percent identified as Maggie’s or Mr. Benson’s.” 
 
    “And it wasn’t the little sister’s?” 
 
    “The lab wasn’t sure. It had the same markers as Maggie, but also had some male markers. The lab speculated that Mr. Benson’s blood must have mingled with Maggie’s.” 
 
    Technology had advanced a lot over the past twelve years, and if there was a problem with the DNA, maybe it could be straightened out now. If there was any DNA evidence left. 
 
    James pulled out a chair, turned it backward, and straddled it, resting his arms across the top.  
 
    “Maggie’s blood?” 
 
    “Yeah, she had a knife wound.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Maggie was stabbed.” 
 
    Pops brows raised, wrinkling his already aged forehead. “Not stabbed, a cut in the palm of her hand. It was thought that Mr. Benson had tried to pull the knife away, and her hand was cut in the struggle.” 
 
    James closed his eyes and made a fist with one hand. He opened his eyes and shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. If the cut ran along the palm of her hand, it would indicate a defensive wound, like someone else was holding the knife and she tried to grab it.” 
 
    Pops pursed his lips and narrowed his gaze. “You know, the whole investigation was a mess. Powell had just become mayor, and had pledged to make the police force more efficient. The case was poorly investigated. It seemed it was cleaner for the town to just pin the murders on poor Maggie Benson.” 
 
    “What about poor Maggie Benson?” Elyse demanded when she entered the room.  
 
    James stood and pulled a chair out for her. Judging by the look on her face, she had heard more of the conversation than she was letting on. “Pops was just saying that the police department was going through some changes when your family was murdered, and he thinks evidence was overlooked in order to bring quick closure to the case. It’s possible your mother’s mental illness provided the perfect scapegoat.” 
 
    She rested her palms on the table and lowered herself into the chair. Her stare was almost blank, like she heard him speaking, but couldn’t hear what he was saying.  
 
    “So…you think I’m right about her innocence?” Her voice wavered, and she kept blinking, trying to fight the tears he could see pooling in her eyes. He felt the tension in her body as soon as he put his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “You know I want to, but I need proof.” 
 
    She’d been let down so many times in her life he didn’t want her to get her hopes up now. Not until he had evidence. Right now, he was only going off of her dreams and the unreliable memories of his grandfather. 
 
    “Okay, then.” She paused and looked into his eyes, her gaze pleading with him. “Let’s not wait to call Dr. Manning. Maybe he could see me today.” 
 
    “I called right before you came down. You have an appointment this afternoon.” 
 
    She stood, put one hand on his chest, and smiled. “Thank you. It’ll be worth it, I promise.”  
 
    He took a deep breath and sighed, watching her walk away. Hopefully he wasn’t making a mistake by taking her to Dr. Manning. He didn’t like shrinks, and everything about Manning bugged him, from his beady eyes and small stature to his condescending tone. The guy was a weasel. But his credentials had passed the quick check he’d asked Terry to run, and they were running out of options. 
 
    The more time that passed, the less likely it became that they were going to find Elyse’s attacker, and her missing memories could hold the answer to finding him. 
 
    James paced the kitchen waiting, his mind filled with different possibilities, none of them good. Manning might help her remember. He might not. Either way, it would be painful for her, and he hated that. 
 
    She came back into the kitchen, blue jeans hugging her legs, a blue t-shirt lying against her flat stomach. The bottom of her light red curls brushed her shoulders, and she hadn’t put on make-up. He didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone more beautiful. 
 
    He stopped pacing and stood in front of her. She looked at him, her face expressionless, and her stature straight. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said, her voice straining. She was trying to appear brave, but her eyes glistened with the tears he knew she didn’t want to cry.  
 
    “You don’t have to do this. I can call Manning and cancel the appointment.” 
 
    “No. I need answers, and you do, too. You can’t take care of me forever, James. At some point, you’ll need to go back to being a cop instead of my personal bodyguard.”  
 
    She’d turned her back to him, but even without seeing her face he could tell she was trying hard to be brave. He’d never known anyone like her. She knew the truth could be horrible, and yet she wanted to know it. Most people would run from the things that might cause them pain, but she was running straight for them, prepared to face them head on.  
 
    He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him, then took her face in his hands.  
 
    “First of all, Elyse, I might not be on duty, but I am still a cop. Protecting you hasn’t taken that from me. My priority is you―catching your attacker and making sure you’re safe. Second, I think you know how I feel about being your personal bodyguard. I’m prepared to take care of you for as long as you’re willing to let me.” 
 
    She turned away. “I’m not sure I know how to let you take care of me.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her body against his, and she leaned her head back against his chest.  
 
    “Just let me.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elyse turned her head to look at James. He’d been quiet the entire drive to the psychiatric hospital, and the closer they got to Manning’s office, the tighter the muscles in his jaw became. The tight muscles accented the rugged qualities of his face, and she had a hard time looking away.  
 
    James turned the truck into the parking lot and pulled into a spot close to the entrance. He shifted to face her. His forehead wrinkled, and the corners of his eyes were down. She knew he was trying to protect her, but he wasn’t going to be able to protect her forever. Besides, he’d done so much for her, and maybe this would be a way she could do something for him. If Manning could help her remember, she could help James solve the case.  
 
    “Are you sure about this? It’s not too late to turn back.” He sounded almost like he wanted her to change her mind. 
 
    “I’m sure. No matter what happens, I’ll be fine. Besides, I have a hero cop with me.” She smiled, hoping it was enough to fool James. She wasn’t fooling herself.  
 
    She was afraid of what she might learn. She was just as afraid she might not learn anything. But she had to try. She was tired of the nightmares, and then there was this morning. Something Pops had said about James’ dad talking to a kid at the scene of the murders had triggered something, not quite a memory, more like a feeling. She hadn’t mentioned it to James, because she wasn’t sure it even meant anything, but if it did, she needed to know what.  
 
    He smiled back at her. “Alright. If you feel uncomfortable at all though, you say the word and we’ll leave. Promise?” 
 
    “I promise.” She leaned over and kissed him, her pulse racing as her lips touched his.  
 
    He pulled back, cupped her face in his hands, and looked at her from under raised brows. “I’m serious, Elyse. Say the word.” He heaved a sigh and reached for the door handle.  
 
    Her heart was pounding as he came around and opened her door. She needed to do this. She had to do this. She hopped out of the seat and James rushed her to the front doors of the hospital. 
 
    The large glass door slid apart, opening into the familiar smell of disinfectant and processed food. A shiver ran down Elyse’s spine, and she grabbed James’ hand. They walked to the front desk, where a nurse sat behind the counter, going over what looked like patient charts. 
 
    “Can I help you?”  
 
    “We’re here…I have an appointment with Dr. Manning,” Elyse replied. 
 
    The woman didn’t look up, only pointed to some seats along the wall of the lobby. “Have a seat. I’ll let him know you’re here.” 
 
    James leaned toward her and whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “Not very friendly, is she?” 
 
    Elyse raised her eyebrows and shrugged. He was just trying to ease her tension, she knew that, but it didn’t matter if the nurse was friendly or not. They were here to get answers from Dr. Manning, not make small talk with the rude nurse working the desk.  
 
    They walked to the seating, but she was too antsy to sit. A million thoughts ran through her mind as she paced back and forth in front of James. His eyes followed her, and she wished he would stop staring at her. It was bad enough that she was about to have her brain picked by a shrink. She didn’t enjoy feeling like she was under such close scrutiny by James, either. 
 
    She stopped pacing and faced him. “Will you please stop watching me? I feel—”  
 
    James looked past her and stood, and Elyse turned around to see what had captured his attention. Manning walked toward them, his arms swinging against the bottom of his white coat. His gray slacks were tailored to perfectly fit his small frame, his shoes leather and definitely designer.  
 
    She looked back at James, took a deep breath, and then turned back toward the doctor. 
 
    “Elyse,” Dr. Manning extended his hand. She looked at it, and then thrust her hand forward and firmly shook the doctor’s hand.  
 
    She knew how insecure she was feeling, but she was going to do whatever it took to make sure Manning didn’t. She was here for one reason and one reason only—to try and remember who was in the room the day of her family’s murders. She didn’t need or want him prying around with her personal life. 
 
    “Dr. Manning,” she replied, shaking his hand. “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice.”  
 
    His eyes widened and his head inclined. “Us?” 
 
    James smiled, his lips pressed together, and he stood close beside Elyse. “Yes. Us.” 
 
    Dr. Manning stared at James for a moment, his lips curling into a smile, then shifted his focus to Elyse. “If that’s what you want. Because Sheriff Warrick is not a relative, I’ll need you to sign a form giving your consent for him to be present during your sessions. Then we can get started. Shall we?” He gestured toward his office and the three of them started walking.  
 
    Sessions? What did he mean, sessions? The word rattled her thin façade of confidence. She didn’t like shrinks, and she liked hospitals even less—especially this one. She wanted to come once, get answers, and be done.  
 
    “What do you mean, sessions? Can’t you give me the information I need today? And I already signed some consent form. Why do I have to sign another one?” 
 
    She turned, anticipating his answer, but he was a few paces behind them, his steps slow and labored. He stopped, looked down at his feet, and shrugged. 
 
    “New Salvatore Ferragamos. I love them, but they always take a bit to break in. Yes, you did sign a form, but this one gives permission for the sheriff to be present for all of your sessions. Please, let’s finish this discussion privately.” 
 
    He opened the door to his office and ushered Elyse and James in first, then entered and closed the door behind them.  
 
    His brown eyes narrowed, making them look more beady than usual. He plodded to the chair behind his desk and sat, gesturing for Elyse and James to sit in the chairs across from him. The oversized oak desk was a sharp contrast to his petite frame, making him seem even smaller than he was. Still, he had a kind of imposing presence, in spite of his small size.  
 
    Being here made Elyse feel like she’d been called into the principal’s office. But she wasn’t in the principal’s office. And she wasn’t going to allow this little man to intimidate her. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what you meant by sessions? I was hoping for one appointment.” 
 
    “Please, sit.” He paused and stared at her, and she lowered into the chair. “The answers you get today depend completely on you, Elyse.” He pulled open a drawer in the desk, talking as he fingered through the files. “Memories are very tricky things. Ah, yes, here it is.” He pulled out a sheet of paper and pushed it across the desk to her. “This is the form I need you to sign in order for the sheriff to be present during your appointments.” 
 
    He handed her a pen. She signed the form and pushed it back across the desk. Manning looked at James and then back at her. “Now that we have that out of the way, as I was saying, memories can be very tricky to access. In your case, you’ve buried them very deeply. When you began seeing me, your memories of—” He paused. “You are here because of the nightmares, yes?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why else would I be here?” 
 
    He pursed his lips together and nodded. “There were some other issues in your past. Issues of—” 
 
    “Abuse.”  
 
    “That’s right. The abuse played a large role in your reason for staying away from Gunderson for so long. You harbored a lot of anger toward your mother.” 
 
    “All I want to know now is why I’m having the nightmares, and whose figure I keep seeing in them.” 
 
    Manning raised one eyebrow. “You never mentioned any figure before. Tell me about your nightmares, Elyse.” 
 
    “They’re always the same. I’m at the bottom of the stairs in my house, looking for my family. I hear my mother, singing from her room. I go up the stairs and find…”  
 
    Her mouth was dry, her pulse speeding. She paused and looked at James.  
 
    “One word.” James words gave her the comfort and confidence she needed to continue. She turned back to Manning. 
 
    “I find my father and sister dead, my mother kneeling in blood and humming. She tells me to run, and a figure comes toward me from the dark corner of the room.”  
 
    “I see.” Manning was writing and nodding. He set the notepad and pen down and looked at Elyse. “The figure; what can you tell me about that?” 
 
    “I think it’s a man…or a boy. I think. I’m not sure, though. It’s always blurry, he’s wearing a hood or a mask of some kind, and I always see him right before I wake up. I think it may be the person who murdered my family.” 
 
    Manning stood from behind the desk and approached her, making her sink back in the chair. Everything about this made her uncomfortable—talking about the nightmare, being here where her mother had been, and even Manning. He looked down and put his hand on her shoulder, sending a shiver down her spine. She shifted away from his touch, and James glared at him. He put his hands in his pockets and took a step back. 
 
    “Elyse, I’m afraid that’s not the case. Your mother…” He paused and pressed his lips together, then shrugged. “Well, now that she’s passed, and you are her only living relative, I can tell you what she told me during our time together.” 
 
    Good. This was exactly what she’d hoped. She would get her answers today and be done with the nightmares. 
 
    “Your mother had what we call a psychotic break. In her case, she had already struggled with mental illness, and something happened that caused her mind to suffer a temporary period of violent delusions. During that brief time, she believed your father and sister were conspiring to kill her. Your father had his hunting knife out—of course we know from the evidence and your mother’s own account that he was cleaning it—but she believed he was going to use it to kill her. He left it on the dresser when he left the room for a moment, and she used it to kill Evie. Your father came back into the room, and she stabbed him. Something snapped her out of the break, and that’s when you came home and found them. You’re fortunate you hadn’t come home sooner, or you would have been killed, also. I’m sorry, Elyse, I really am.” 
 
    She sat, silently trying to process everything he had told her. The ticking clock on the wall boomed in her ears. She could hear the faint, distant sound of Manning’s voice. James’ hand on her shoulder snapped her back to the harsh reality of the office.  
 
    “So, who is the boy?” 
 
    Manning shook his head. “Could be a lot of things. More than likely you have created him in order for you to maintain your mother’s innocence in your mind. Sometimes, our brains combine traumatic events in order to protect us. Maybe he has something to do with your abuse.” He knit his brows together and exhaled through his nose. “When I saw you earlier, you mentioned not being able to remember. Did something happen that affected your memory?” 
 
    “I was—” 
 
    “—in an accident.” James’ tone was forceful, firm. “She was hit by a car and sustained a head injury.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure why James didn’t want Dr. Manning to know about the attack, but she played along. James usually had her best interest in mind, and she figured this was no different. 
 
    “Sheriff Warrick,” Manning said, brows low over his eyes, “could I please see you in the hall for a moment?” 
 
    “Look, Doctor,” Elyse sneered. “Whatever you have to say, you can say in here. It’s my treatment, and—”  
 
    “Elyse,” James gazed at her. “Let me talk to Dr. Manning. I promise I won’t keep anything from you, okay?” 
 
    He was up to something, and he was asking her to trust him. She wanted to, and she wanted him to know she was trying.  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    She watched as they walked out of the office and closed the door. The office looked like every other psychiatrist’s office. Plaques on the walls, oak desk, bookshelves, a couch, and file cabinets.  
 
    File cabinets.  
 
    Maybe there was more to her mother’s story than he had told her, and maybe she could find Maggie’s file in his cabinet. Maybe she’d even find her own. 
 
    She looked at the door and listened. She could hear James’ voice, so she stood and tip-toed to the cabinet. She pulled the drawers open and thumbed through the files. Ballard, Becker, Benson.  
 
    Her heart raced as she pulled the file labeled “Benson, Margaret.” She set it on the desk, trying to prepare for whatever might be inside. She thought she was prepared for anything, but she hadn’t prepared for this. Nothing. The file was empty. 
 
    She picked it up and put it back in the drawer, thumbing back through to find her own file. Becker, Benson, Best.  
 
    That’s not right.  
 
    She went through them again.  
 
    Becker, Benson, Best. No second file. Where’s the second— 
 
    The knob on the door began to turn, so she closed the drawer and hurried back to her chair, trying to catch her breath and calm her heart rate. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dr. Manning opened the door and James walked in first. Elyse looked at him, her eyes wide, and looked toward the file cabinet. He narrowed his eyes at her and cocked his head. What had she been up to while he’d been in the hall?  
 
    Manning went back to his seat across from Elyse. He folded his hands and set them in front of him. “The reason I wanted to speak to Sheriff Warrick privately is because I am concerned for your safety. I told him that during our first appointment, you had expressed a concern you had about someone following you. At that time, I had seen no evidence that you were in any danger, and knowing your mother’s history, I thought—”  
 
    “You thought I was crazy?”  
 
    “Mentally ill, Elyse. Not crazy. But yes, I had to at least consider it a possibility.” 
 
    “I explained to Dr. Manning that you were in an accident trying to escape an attacker,” James said, hoping she wouldn’t say anything else. He looked at her, trying to signal her to keep quiet. “I told him how you had run out of the woods and been hit by a car, and that all you remember from before the accident is that you were running away from someone.” 
 
    “The sheriff also informed me that you are in protective custody at a safe house until your attacker can be found. I’m so relieved to hear that, Elyse.” His tone seemed insincere, almost condescending. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, looking at James. She turned her focus to Manning. “I remember running away from someone, and then I got hit by a car.” 
 
    “So, the only memories you’ve had of the murders are from the dreams?”  
 
    “Well, until we learned my name. Of course, then we knew my history, but it was just knowledge at that point. I still couldn’t remember. Then little things came, like foods I enjoyed, stuff like that. Then I remembered visiting my mom, and when I found out she had passed, we came to get her things. But yeah, other than that, I don’t really have memories. Just the dreams.”  
 
    James looked at her, hoping she could see how proud he was of her. She had done exactly what he’d wanted her to do.  
 
    There was something fishy about Manning and giving him too much information would make it harder to find out what. Elyse had given him just enough to bait him, not enough for him to have all the facts. And James had the feeling she had done a little investigating of her own while he’d been in the hall. He could hardly wait to find out what she had been up to. 
 
    “Well, Elyse,” Manning stated, “like I said, I’m glad to know you’re being housed at a safe house somewhere, and I’m sorry I didn’t take you more seriously when you told me you thought you were being followed. I can’t help but feel responsible for your attack. If I hadn’t assumed you had inherited your mother’s illness—I thought you were experiencing paranoia—we could have reported it to the police at that time, and you may not have been attacked at all. Please accept my deepest apologies.” 
 
    Strange. As her doctor, wouldn’t it have been Manning’s responsibility to check out every possible avenue before making a diagnosis of paranoia? Maybe he was getting a kickback from the drug companies, and diagnosing Elyse meant he could prescribe medication that would earn him money.  
 
    This was a state-run facility. Maybe his funding was related to the number of diagnoses he made. Both good possibilities, but no matter what the reason, James wanted to know why the good doctor had never considered the possibility she was telling the truth. Or maybe he had. 
 
    “Well, Elyse, Sheriff,” Manning stood and extended his hand to both of them. “I have another patient coming in a few minutes. I think it would be worthwhile to meet again and see if I can help you remember anything about the attack.” 
 
    “The police are working on the attack,” James stated. 
 
    “And I just want information about the nightmares,” Elyse added. “So, unless you can help me resolve those, I don’t—”  
 
    “Oh yes, I’m sure I can. Often times it’s a case of accepting the truth and moving forward. You’re a very strong woman, Elyse. You’ve already survived more than most in your young life. I’m sure, given time, you will be able to recognize that what happened that day was the tragic result of your mother’s mental illness. If you let me help you though, I think we can get you to that point in one or two sessions. I believe hypnosis may be helpful in your case.” 
 
    Hypnosis? James didn’t like the idea of Manning putting Elyse in such a vulnerable state. If she said yes, he could get more information on Manning, but knowing how stubborn she was, that wasn’t likely to happen. It didn’t matter. He could investigate the doctor without coming to the office.  
 
    His head whipped around to look at Elyse when he heard her agreeing to come back. 
 
    “You’re not going to hypnotize me. But I might come back for another session. I just want the nightmares to stop.” 
 
    James recognized the tone in her voice. It was the same tone she had when she had promised him she wasn’t going to try to leave the hospital. She was up to something. 
 
    Manning escorted them out of the office and then closed his door as they walked toward the exit. The doors slid closed behind them and James turned to Elyse, still hurrying her to the truck.  
 
    “As soon as we’re in the truck, you have to tell me what that was all about.” Elyse smiled coyly at him. He got her in and then got into the driver side. 
 
    She started the second his door closed. “When you were out in the hall, I looked through Manning’s files. James, my mom’s file is empty. There are no records of anything in it. If he’s been Momma’s doctor for so long, shouldn’t he have records? Transcripts of their talks, certainly of her confession, even just records of medications he prescribed? But there’s nothing. And I don’t even have a file. You would think, even if I had only seen him once, there would be a file for me.” 
 
    “He should have files,” James nodded. “I’m glad you agreed to go back. We need to get a look at his computer. Maybe the records are there.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell him more about the attack?” Elyse shifted in her seat to face him. 
 
    “DNA established your attacker is a relative. It’s possible your mother knew what was going on, and if she said anything to Manning, I want to know. I need to find out exactly what he knows, and I want to be sure he doesn’t know it because I told him.”  
 
    James turned his gaze away from the road for just a moment to smile at Elyse, then put his hand on her thigh.  
 
    “You were fantastic back there. You’re a great detective.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She flashed her smile back at him. “I thought we made a pretty good team. Who knows, maybe after all of this is over, I’ll become a cop.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with mischief, and he’d missed that. She looked happy, beautiful, and the thought of them being a team made his heart jump.  
 
    “Yeah. I think you’d be a great cop. And we do make a pretty good team.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    James sat in his make-shift office at the safe house, going over old evidence in the Benson case. Elyse was in the living room with Pops, so he thought now would be a good time to look at the photos of the crime scene. They were gruesome, and he didn’t want her to see them. He pulled them out of the file, one by one, his stomach churning from what he was seeing.  
 
    Even now, as a twenty-nine-year-old cop, they were difficult to look at. He couldn’t imagine a teenage girl walking in on such carnage. And then to be shipped off to foster parents who beat her—it was too much for him to take. He set the photos down, leaned back in his chair, and rubbed his head. 
 
    He squinted and cocked his head, leaning forward to get a better look at the photo on top of the pile. He hadn’t noticed it before, but it looked like very faint blood spots in a regular pattern heading toward the back of the room. He pulled a magnifier out of the desk drawer and examined the photo. 
 
    Judging by the size of the furniture and its placement, the spots were about eighteen inches apart. Close to the stride of a small adult. If Elyse’s dreams were actually memories, these spots could be proof there was someone else in the room.  
 
    James sighed and set the picture back on the desk. The spots could have been evidence, but it was too late now. After the evidence had been gathered from the scene, the house had been professionally scrubbed, remodeled, and sold right after Maggie was admitted into the hospital. 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. He quickly slid the photo back into the file. “Come in.” 
 
    “What are you working on so diligently in here?” Pops stuck his head through the open door. James motioned for him to come in. 
 
    “I’m going over some of the old evidence from the Benson case. Elyse is certain her mother didn’t kill her family, and I’m starting to agree. It’s frustrating, because I have all these bits and pieces of a picture, but I can’t seem to put them all together. The answer has to be here somewhere.” 
 
    “Elyse said you took her to see a psychiatrist. How did that go?” 
 
    “Yeah, we went and saw Dr. Eldon Manning.” James rolled his eyes. “Weird guy, but he was Maggie Benson’s psychiatrist at the hospital, and we were kind of hoping he could shed some light on what happened the night of the murders.” 
 
    James rubbed his chin and shook his head. “It was odd, Pops. Elyse did a little searching through his office, and he doesn’t have any files for Maggie. She hasn’t been gone that long. Doesn’t it seem odd that he got rid of her files already?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Pops nodded. “Kind of seems like he’s got something to hide, maybe?” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. Elyse was great, though. The second he was out of the office, she went for the file cabinet and started looking for any information she could find.” 
 
    Pops grinned. “You’re proud of her.” 
 
    “Well, of course I am. She doesn’t have any kind of training to know what to look for, just a fierce survival instinct. One that has served her well.” 
 
    Pops eyes glimmered, the corners pulled into the wrinkles created by years of smiles and laughter. 
 
    James couldn’t help smiling back. “What is that look?” 
 
    “You’re in love with her.” 
 
    “No, Pops, I’m…” He stopped. He couldn’t lie to himself anymore, and he definitely couldn’t lie to Pops. “Yeah,” he chuckled and reached his hand around to the back of his neck. “I am. And I think she feels the same way. I’m just not sure she’s ready to hear it—or say it.” 
 
    Pops rested his hand on James shoulder. “Tell her. Never let the sun set with something that important left unsaid. You never know if you’ll get another chance.” 
 
    James wrapped his arms around his grandfather and hugged him. “Thanks, Pops.” He released him and patted him on the arm. “I’ve got to keep working on this. Did you need me?” 
 
    Pops smile faded, his eyes confused. “I don’t know. I can’t remember what I was doing before I was here.” 
 
    James felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. “You were in the living room with Elyse, working on a puzzle, maybe?” 
 
    “Elyse…yes, that’s right. She made lunch. I came to tell you lunch is ready.” 
 
    He headed for the door and put his hand on the knob, stopping suddenly and turning on his heel. “Maggie had a baby,” he said, his eyes looking upward, shifting back and forth. He looked at James and wagged his finger. “Maggie Benson had a baby. At least that was the rumor around town. She was only fifteen, sixteen—something like that. Anyway, you know how Gunderson is. She left for a year and the rumors flew. The one that stuck, though, was that she had gotten pregnant and had left town to hide the pregnancy.” 
 
    James’ thoughts reeled at the possibility of Elyse having a sibling. It made sense. The DNA from her attacker, the strange DNA from the murder scene—a sibling could account for both. 
 
    “Okay, let’s say that’s possible. Elyse said her mother was thirty-four years old when the murders happened. If she’d had a child at the age of sixteen, that child would have been about eighteen. Definitely old enough to have committed the crimes.”  
 
    His head spun, his pulse pounded in his ears. He walked to the chair behind the desk and dropped into it, putting his head in his hands. “Oh, Pops,” he shook his head. “If this means what I think it does, Maggie’s husband and daughter were killed by her own child. No wonder she went crazy. And it would explain why she sent Elyse away to live with foster parents. She was trying to hide her from her half-sibling. Is it possible Elyse has spent all of these years thinking her mother didn’t care about her, when she was really trying to save her life?”  
 
    He rubbed his face and then shook his head. 
 
    “We can’t say anything to Elyse until we find out if this is even true or not. Promise me you won’t say anything, Pops. Please.” 
 
    “I won’t. You’ll figure it out soon enough, I’m sure. I’ll head back down. We don’t want her coming in here looking for either of us.” Pops pointed at the pictures and grimaced. “She doesn’t need to see those.” 
 
    James nodded. “Yeah, good plan. Tell her I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Pops walked out and closed the door. James leaned back and put his hands behind his head. A child, born to a mentally unstable teen mother, out of wedlock. The birth probably wouldn’t be in any papers; Maggie’s parents would not have wanted that published. And it probably would have gone through a private agency to make tracking the child harder. If she’d even had a child.  
 
    James rubbed the back of his neck. This was going to be harder than finding a needle in a haystack. Then he remembered the articles. The seemingly random articles about The Goldman family. He grabbed the box, shuffling through the papers until he found them.  
 
    The car accident that killed The Goldman’s happened shortly before the Benson murders. The article said they were survived by their eighteen-year-old child. The article about the adoption was dated eighteen years earlier.  
 
    James took a deep breath and slid the papers into the file. He didn’t have proof yet, but the articles suggested that the Goldman’s had adopted Maggie Benson’s child.  
 
    Elyse’s attacker was male. If she was attacked by the same person who committed the murders, it meant Maggie had a son. It was just a hunch, but James suspected the Benson’s were not the first murders committed by Maggie’s child. The Goldman’s car accident had been due to faulty brakes, something easily tampered with, even for an eighteen-year-old. Especially if that eighteen-year-old was familiar with the curvy road where the Goldman’s crashed.  
 
    And then there was the case of Elyse’s foster parents’ poisoning. Was it possible they were murdered, too? The fact that she had run away because of the beatings may have saved her life. 
 
    James’ palms were sweaty against his phone as he dialed his cousin. 
 
    “Dryden,” Terry answered. 
 
    “Terry, I need a favor. A huge favor. And it’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “Sounds serious. What’s up?” 
 
    “I need you to find information on a couple from Denver. Doris and Wendell Goldman. They adopted a child—a boy, I think. I need to know everything about that kid, including where he is now.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be too hard,” she answered back. 
 
    “No, but that’s not the hard part. I need you to find out if there is any DNA from the Goldman kid on record.”  
 
    He paused, knowing Terry could get fired over what he was going to ask her to do next. 
 
    “And I need you to see if there is any DNA evidence left in the Benson case. If there is, I need you to have it run against the DNA from the Goldman kid, as well as the DNA from Elyse’s attacker.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end of the line, followed by a large exhale. “Do I want to know?”  
 
    “The less you know, the less you can be held accountable for. Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “You know I trust you, James. I just hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Terry. The second you get something—”  
 
    “I’ll call you. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    The other end of the phone went silent and James took a deep breath, trying to prepare himself to go downstairs and act like everything was okay, like nothing had changed.  
 
    Everything had changed. Not only was her attacker a relative, she was probably attacked by a half-brother she didn’t know she had. 
 
    A half-brother that possibly murdered her father and sister. James’ stomach convulsed and he closed his eyes, trying to calm the chaos running through his head. He dialed the psychiatric hospital. 
 
    “Gunderson State Hospital.” 
 
    “This is Sheriff Warrick. Can you please tell me how Maggie Benson died?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, we don’t usually disclose information like that unless it’s to family.” 
 
    He didn’t have a legal leg to stand on, and he knew it. Hopefully the woman on the other end of the phone didn’t. 
 
    “I understand, but it’s part of an active investigation. Look, I can get a search warrant, but you know how that goes. Search warrants are public information. If the media were to find out that you’ve been served with a search warrant, well then, your fine hospital would be drug across the news, and—”  
 
    “Yes, alright. Please hold for a moment while I find her file.” 
 
    James paced the office while he waited. He hated lying, but he needed that information, and he couldn’t ask Terry to do one more thing for him.  
 
    “Hello, Sheriff?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m still here.” 
 
    “Maggie Benson’s file says she died of natural causes.” 
 
    Natural causes? That couldn’t be right. She wasn’t even fifty years old. Much too young to die of natural causes. 
 
    “Was an autopsy performed?” 
 
    “No, Sheriff. Her guardian refused one.”  
 
    “Her guardian?” 
 
    “Most of our residents have one. The mentally ill need either a guardian or someone with power of attorney who can make major decisions for them.” 
 
    “Of course. Who was her guardian?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, Sheriff, but I’ve already said more than I should have. I really cannot release any more information without a court order.” 
 
    James sighed. Of course she couldn’t, and he knew it. He had been lucky she had given him as much information as she had. 
 
    “I’ll get back to you when I have that, but you’ve been very helpful. Thank you.” 
 
    He hung up the receiver and tried to digest what she’d told him. A middle-aged woman dies, and her guardian doesn’t want an autopsy. The hospital hadn’t said anything about her being sick, so it didn’t seem like an expected death. Why wouldn’t her guardian want to know how she died? Unless they already knew exactly how she died. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Elyse stood at the kitchen counter, cleaning up the mess she had made cooking lunch. She wiped down the countertop, then loaded the dishwasher. James hadn’t come down yet, so she’d put a plate together for him. She stopped for a minute and smiled, laughing to herself. 
 
    This was how she’d imagined her life from the time she was a little girl—before the murders, before the beatings, before the isolation of the cabin—and it made her happy. Not the dishes, but the fact she had someone to make dirty dishes with. Someone to share meals with. Someone to…love. 
 
    She shook her head, trying to make the hope go away. What if she lost it all? He said all she had to do was let him take care of her. She wanted to try. 
 
    Footsteps behind her made her turn around.  
 
    “Oh good, you’re back,” Elyse smiled at Pops. “Did you tell James about lunch?” 
 
    Pops stared at her for a moment, and then shook his head, as if attempting to clear a fog she couldn’t see.  
 
    “Lunch. Yes, I went up to tell James about lunch. I told him, and he…I think he said he’s coming.”  
 
    Pops knit his brow together and studied her face. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name.” 
 
    Elyse threw her arms around his neck and hugged him, crying. 
 
    “Oh, sweet girl. Don’t cry. Elyse! There, see? I remembered. Come. Sit with me for a minute.”  
 
    Pops pulled out a chair for her and sat across from her. “I might forget names, but I will never forget the people who have been in my life. Gwendolyn, my kids…they’re all part of who I am. Don’t cry for me. I have James, and Helen, and you.”  
 
    He put his fingers under chin and lifted her face to meet his gaze. “I will never forget the joy you’ve brought into my life, and I am so grateful for how happy you make James. Now, I want you to smile and be happy. I am going to go take a nap. Thank you for lunch, dear.” He kissed her cheek and headed toward the other room. 
 
    She blinked hard, trying to get her composure back. She hated seeing people she cared for hurt. Worse yet, she hated the thought that they wouldn’t always be here. She tried to shrug it off and went back to washing the dishes. The wood floor creaked, and she turned to see James walking into the kitchen. 
 
    His shoulders hung a little softer than usual, his steps were too deliberately normal. He smiled at her, but it was a sad attempt to cover something. She wasn’t going to say anything about what had just happened with Pops. James needed her right now, and she was going to try to help him. 
 
    She slid her arms around his waist and held him tight. “What’s going on?”  
 
    He kissed her forehead, holding his lips against her skin a little longer than usual. He stepped back and smiled at her. His mouth curved up in all the right places, but his eyes spoke the truth. Something wasn’t right. 
 
    “Alright, James. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Noth—” 
 
    “Don’t say ‘nothing.’” She pointed at him and narrowed her eyes. “Something’s going on. Trust, remember?” 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, walking to the table and pulling out a chair. He flipped it around and sat, his arms resting across its back. “I’m worried about Pops. His memory loss seems to be accelerating lately. When he came upstairs to get me for lunch, he forgot why he had come up. Then he forgot your name.” 
 
    Her heart sank. After everything he’d done for her, she couldn’t help him. Not with this. She had just witnessed it for herself, and she knew it wasn’t going to get any easier. 
 
    She sat on his lap, put her arms around his neck, and held him. She didn’t say anything. There was nothing she could say that was going to make anything better.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “For lunch, for being so good with Pops…” 
 
    Something about his tone was still not right, but he’d promised he would take care of her. If she was going to learn to trust him, she had to start somewhere.  
 
    “I care about him. I wish I could do more. You’ve done so much for me, and I don’t know how I’m ever going to be able to repay you.” 
 
    He frowned, his brow low over his eyes, his lips thin and pressed together. “I don’t expect you to repay me. I want to take care of you because I…” 
 
    Her heart began to pound so loudly she was sure he could hear it. She wasn’t ready for this yet. Her feelings for him had grown so quickly it scared her. She was afraid to lose him. Afraid to get hurt again. Afraid to admit what she knew to be the truth—that she loved him. 
 
    “I care about you,” he finally said. “You know how much. You’re important to me, and I want to take care of you because I care about you.” 
 
    She nodded and leaned forward to put her head on his shoulder. “I care about you, too.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Momma, no! I won’t leave you,” Elyse screamed.  
 
    “You have to, baby. He’s going to kill you. Run if you want to live!”  
 
    The bloody room suddenly filled with trees, and she ran, every pounding footstep behind her filling her with terror. Trees. Hide in the trees. She found a tree that would hide her and crouched beneath its branches.  
 
    He was coming—she could hear the pine needles crushing under his steps. And then, silence. Darkness and silence. He was gone. She climbed out from under the pine and surveyed her surroundings, trying to get some bearing.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” he hissed, coming out of nowhere. He grabbed her by the throat and slammed her head into the jagged bark of the tree. Then he was gone.  
 
    Her head was pounding, and she felt blood begin to trickle down her forehead.  
 
    “You’re alright.” She heard James’ voice from somewhere in the distance. 
 
    “James? I can hear you, but I can’t see you.”  
 
    “I’m here, Elyse.” His voice came from behind the door that had appeared from nowhere. 
 
    She knocked on the door, but he didn’t answer. “James?” The door creaked and opened into blackness. 
 
    “James? Where are you?”  
 
    She couldn’t see anything. She felt for the switch by the door, but there was no switch. There was no door.  
 
    “James!” She cried out. Nothing.  
 
    “Momma? Daddy? Where is everyone? The words disappeared the moment she said them, falling into silence. All she saw was darkness, all she heard was silence. All she felt was fear. She was being crushed in a room with no walls, just all-encompassing desolation and emptiness. Tears felt hot on her face.  
 
    “Please come back! Don’t leave me alone! I don’t want to be alone!” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes shot open and she sat up with a start. Oden was beside her, lying on the bed. She leaned over and hugged him, his fur drying the tears from her face. 
 
    The nightmares hadn’t stopped, and now they involved James. Maybe it was time to see Manning again. Plus, being in his office again might give her another chance to snoop. 
 
    James hadn’t seemed opposed to another appointment with Dr. Manning. Maybe she could convince him it was time to have another look around.  
 
    He was sitting at the table reading and drinking a glass of wine when she got to the kitchen. 
 
    “Did you have a good nap?” He flashed that amazing smile at her as she walked to the table and poured herself a glass. He probably wouldn’t be smiling when she told him she wanted to go back to Manning. 
 
    “Not really.” She sat across from him, her gaze drawn to his beautiful eyes. She finally looked away, casting her gaze down towards her glass. “I, um…I had another nightmare. This time you were in it, though. Well, kind of. I heard your voice, but when I looked for you, you were gone.” 
 
    James reached across the table and took her hands in his.  
 
    “I’m here now, and—”  
 
    “I know, but listen.” She hesitated. “I think I should see Dr. Manning again.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Elyse. Something’s not right with that guy.” 
 
    “He’s odd, that’s for sure. He was able to tell us a few things about Momma, though. If he could tell me why—”  
 
    “Knowing why won’t change anything. Manning said she confessed to the killings. Maybe it would be best to let me investigate it from now on…alone.” 
 
    Alone? What happened to the “good team” they made? She wasn’t about to just drop it and let him investigate alone. As long as she thought there was a chance her mother was innocent, she couldn’t.  
 
    “I need to be positive she didn’t do it before I’ll be able to let it go. Maybe then I’ll stop having the nightmares. Besides, we can work it as a team again. You can get him out of the office, and I’ll do a little more”— she smiled and raised her brow—“well, let’s just call it research.” 
 
    His lips pulled up on one side and he squinted at her. “You sure you want to risk getting caught?” 
 
    She laughed and wrinkled her nose. “You and I are too good to get caught.” 
 
    “Get caught at what, exactly?” Pops asked as he came into the kitchen.  
 
    “Elyse wants to do some more investigating at Dr. Manning’s office.” 
 
    Pops smiled at her. “You’ve got the bug, don’t you?” 
 
    “Bug?” 
 
    “Investigating, police work; that kind of thing. Once you get a taste, it’s hard to stop.” 
 
    James’ phone rang. “Warrick. Yes,” he replied to whoever was on the other end. His expression brightened, and a smile turned the corners of his eyes upward. “Yes, of course, tomorrow morning. See you then.” 
 
    He hung up the phone and grinned at Pops and Elyse.  
 
    “I’m cleared to go back to work tomorrow!” 
 
    Elyse jumped out of her chair and threw her arms around his neck.  
 
    “Oh, James, that’s great. I’m so happy for you!” 
 
    He pulled back, his smile faded, and he looked into her eyes. “We’re going to have to make some changes to your security—I don’t want you to be without some kind of police presence. And I’m not sure when we’ll be able to see Dr. Manning. I’ll call him and see if he ever takes appointments outside of normal office hours.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. She had no intention of waiting. It would be nice to have James with her, but she could handle Manning on her own. He was strange, but she was pretty sure he was harmless. Besides, the hospital was a safe environment. She’d be fine.  
 
    She would tell James after she saw the doctor. And since he was going back to work tomorrow, she would try to see Manning then.  
 
    She hated being dishonest with James, but in this case, it would be easier to ask his forgiveness than to get his permission. 
 
    Pops smiled and patted James on the back. “Welcome back, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Thanks, Pops,” James hugged his grandfather, then pointed at Elyse. “Wait here. I have something for you.” She watched him walk down the hallway. 
 
    “Excuse me, dear. It’s eight o’clock. Past my bedtime.”  
 
    “Goodnight, Pops.” She hugged him and he headed toward his room.  
 
    James came back and held out his hand. She held her hand out. 
 
    “Here,” he said, setting an object in her hand. 
 
    She laughed. “A phone? You know, most girls prefer jewelry or flowers. Can’t I just use your emergency phone?” 
 
    “This one has my number programmed into it. You’re going to be here with a guard, Pops, Helen, and Oden, but I won’t be here to take care of you. If you need anything, you just press 1. I’ll send the closest car and I’ll be here as fast as I can.” 
 
    She gazed into his eyes and smiled. Every day he did something that made her fall for him a little more, if that was possible. 
 
    His neck muscles tightened as she slid her arms around him and laid her head on his shoulder. “Thank you.”  
 
    His body was warm in her arms, and her pulse raced as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him. She lifted her head to gaze at him. His eyes were focused on hers. Her lips parted in anticipation of his mouth on hers. 
 
    His lips gently brushed hers, then pressed down as he pulled her even tighter. Her hand slid up his neck and rubbed the soft hair on the back of his head, her other hand slid under his shirt to feel his hot skin.  
 
    He brought his mouth to her neck, making her head drop back, her breath pull into her belly. Yearning burned through every nerve in her, making her ache. She pressed her hips against him, wanting to feel him, needing him like she needed air.  
 
    He kissed his way to her ear lobe and whispered into her ear. “We can’t. Pops and Helen…” 
 
    She’d forgotten about Pops and Helen. She’d forgotten where she was. The only thing she could think of was the desperate need she was feeling.  
 
    “Pops went to bed. Can’t we…go to your bedroom?” She panted, barely able to get the words out between kisses.  
 
    “They’ll hear us,” he whispered, grabbing her and pulling her even harder against him. She didn’t care who heard them. She was going to rip his clothes off and take him right here in the kitchen. 
 
    “I don’t care,” she softly moaned into his ear.  
 
    He kissed her hard, and she responded by biting his lip, then grabbing his tongue with her teeth. He picked her up and set her on the counter, and she wrapped her legs around him. She pulled back enough to see his face and put her hands on the top button of his pants. There was no way she was stopping now. Judging by his breathlessness, there was no way he was stopping either.  
 
    She kissed his neck, then moaned in his ear. “Take me to your room.” 
 
    He slid his hands under her and picked her up, her legs still wrapped around him, and carried her to his room. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Beep, beep, beep… 
 
    James reached over and pressed the button on the alarm clock. He smiled. The sun was shining, he was going back to work, and Elyse…he was falling in love with Elyse. He kissed her shoulder, then rolled out of bed and went to shower.  
 
    When he came out, she was gone, and the smell of bacon drifted through the air. He threw on his uniform and looked in the mirror. His shirt seemed bare without his badge, but he would get that back when he got to the station.  
 
    His stomach growled as he entered the kitchen. Elyse was standing at the stove, wearing jeans and his t-shirt, flipping eggs. He stepped behind her, slid his arms around her waist, and kissed her neck.  
 
    “I’m not sure what looks better, you or the amazing food you’ve made.” He laughed and kissed her again. “You. You look better. You didn’t have to do this for me.” 
 
    “I know, but you’re going back to save the world today. Heroes need food, you know. Besides,” she said, turning in his arms and kissing him, “you must’ve worked up quite an appetite last night. Go sit down. I’ll bring it to you.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her as she set the plate on the table in front of him. 
 
    “Okay. What are you up to?” 
 
    “What? Can’t I cook breakfast for you without being up to something? 
 
    “Sure, you could. I just don’t think that’s what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Of course, it is. Eat,” she said, smiling at him.  
 
    He finished breakfast, and then kissed her goodbye and headed for the door. 
 
    “Wait.” Elyse came running after him as he opened the front door. She threw her arms around his neck. “Being a hero is dangerous. Promise me you’ll be careful.” 
 
    “I promise. You promise me the same. Stay inside, away from the windows. Set the alarm as soon as I walk out the door. Bailey will be parked right there until I get back.”  
 
    She nodded and waved at Bailey as James stepped out onto the porch and started to pull the door closed. 
 
    “James, wait. I…” 
 
    He turned around to see her standing with tears in her eyes. Her unspoken words hung so heavy in the air he felt them, but he wanted to hear her say it, the three little words he wanted to say to her, too.  
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I…I want you to come back to me. Please be careful.”  
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. He closed his eyes and put his forehead to hers. “I’ll be back as soon as I possibly can.” 
 
    “Good. You know I can’t resist a man in uniform.” 
 
    He struggled to leave, but finally pulled the door closed, then stopped on the porch and listened for the beeping of the alarm. Yep. He heard the beeps as she punched in the code. Good.  
 
    The alarm was on. She had Oden, and Bailey was parked in front. No one else knew where the safe house was. She would be safe until he got back. 
 
    He waved at Bailey, then drove toward the station, his thoughts bouncing back and forth between concern about leaving her and complete happiness. He kept telling himself she would be fine, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he shouldn’t have left her. The moment he pulled into the station parking lot, he dialed the number of the cell phone he had given her. 
 
    “Hello?” She answered with trepidation, but she answered.  
 
    “I just wanted to make sure you are okay,” James said. 
 
    She laughed. “I’m fine. You haven’t even been gone twenty minutes.”  
 
    “Sorry. I just had…” He stopped. She was fine, and he didn’t want to scare her. “I just wanted to make sure the phone worked.” 
 
    “It works. Now go be the hero, Sheriff. I’m fine.” 
 
    He disconnected the call and walked up the steps into the station, inhaling the familiar smells of pencil shavings and old brick as he entered. 
 
    “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Edith exclaimed as he entered. “It’s about time you ended your vacation and came back to work.” 
 
    James smiled and winked at her. “How’s my favorite secretary?”  
 
    She leaned forward and spoke low. “So glad you’re back. That little weasel Chip has been driving all of us crazy. We, uh, couldn’t find the key to your office, so he’s been sitting out here, ordering all of us around like his personal police department.” She laughed as she opened the top drawer in her desk. “Well, would you look at that, here’s that key. Powell will be by later with your gun and badge.” 
 
    James grinned and shook his head. “That’s why you’re my girl, Edith.” 
 
    “Welcome back, Sheriff,” she called out as he walked to his office. 
 
    He turned the key in the lock, opened the door, and went inside. Papers still sat in stacks on his desk, and he sighed, wondering how many of them were irrelevant now. He had just started going through them when there was a knock on his door. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    “Hey,” Terry said, sticking her head through the partially opened door. 
 
    “Hey, Terry, come in. Shut the door.” 
 
    She came into the office, her steps slow, her expression serious. She was holding a couple of envelopes. 
 
    He hoped she had some information about the Goldman’s and their son. Based on her actions, whatever information she had wasn’t good.  
 
    “I did what you asked.”  
 
    “And? What did you find out?” 
 
    “Maggie Benson gave birth when she was sixteen years old. The records were sparse, and for some reason, spread between two hospitals—I had to piece a lot of it together—but it looks like she had a son. He was adopted by Doris and Wendell Goldman, and they named him Michael. It seems he had some of the same mental illness his mother had. From the time he was young, he was in and out of psychiatric care. Once he turned sixteen, his medical records disappear. His academic records continue, though. Smart kid. He graduated high school early and enrolled in community college. He had his AA by the time he was seventeen. I talked to a few of his teachers, and they all say the same thing—model student, perfect grades, quiet, and kept to himself. Then Mr. and Mrs. Goldman died in a car accident shortly after he graduated. Except it doesn’t seem like much of an accident. Witnesses at the scene said Wendell Goldman didn’t look conscious when the car went speeding toward the corner, and there were no tire marks…he never hit the brakes before careening through the guard rail. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway—the brake lines had been cut. Their bodies were cremated immediately following their deaths—no autopsies were performed. Then there’s the hefty inheritance Michael got. Can you imagine what a super intelligent psychopath could accomplish with that kind of money?” 
 
    “I’m beginning to.”  
 
    “Now for the creepiest part…that DNA you asked me to run from the Benson murders…it’s a match to Michael Goldman. Maggie’s own son murdered her family.” 
 
    James dropped his gaze, trying to digest everything he was hearing. “And my dad…and Matthew.” 
 
    “I thought Maggie Benson turned herself in.” 
 
    “She did, but she never actually confessed. She just said she wanted the killing to stop. And it did after she went to the hospital.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and exhaled through pursed lips. 
 
    “What about the DNA from Elyse’s attacker?” 
 
    She nodded. “Michael Goldman.” 
 
    “So, what was he doing after his killing spree? Where has he been, and more importantly, where is he now?” 
 
    Terry raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “Well, apparently he’s in the area, since he attacked Elyse.” 
 
    “And he’s probably responsible for drugging Oden.” 
 
    James closed his eyes for a moment, trying to recall what the doctor in the hospital had said about Elyse being drugged. 
 
    His eyes shot open. “Did his teachers say what he was studying for?” 
 
    “They said he wanted to be a doctor, but I checked every medical school in the country. There are no records of Michael Goldman attending or graduating from any of them.” 
 
    James felt sick. He had a hunch Michael Goldman was hiding in plain sight.  
 
    “Terry, did you happen to get any pictures?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s young—eight, maybe ten years old. It’s hard to tell, because it seems like he was a small kid.” 
 
    She pulled a photo out of the file. James looked at it closely. Similar beady eyes, similar small stature. But he was a kid, and James couldn’t be positive. 
 
    “What about blood type? Is that anywhere in there?” 
 
    Terry thumbed through the papers. “Yeah. Here, on the same sheet as the DNA results. He’s a rare one, too. O negative.” 
 
    James went to the phone and dialed. 
 
    “Gunderson Memorial Hospital, how may I direct your call?” the voice on the other end answered. 
 
    “Medical records, please.” 
 
    “What are you doing, James?” Terry asked, her brows knitted together, her arms crossed in front of her. 
 
    “I have a terrible feeling Michael Goldman has been living here in Gunderson as—” he held up his finger. “Yes,” he said to the person on the other end of the phone. “This is Sheriff Warrick. I’m currently investigating an attempted murder, and I need to know if you have blood type records for your employees. You do? Dr. Eldon Manning. Yes, I’ll hold.” 
 
    Terry’s eyes were wide open, staring at James. “You think he’s Michael Goldman?” 
 
    “He could be close to Maggie that way, stay in Gunderson and wait for Elyse to come back. Plus, Manning has the perfect alibi…he doesn’t exist in DNA records. Yes, I’m still here,” he said to the voice on the other line. 
 
    “I see. Yes, thank you.” 
 
    He hung the receiver on the cradle and turned to Terry.  
 
    “Manning’s blood type is a match.” 
 
    He braced himself against his desk and fought the urge to vomit, his body shaking with anger. 
 
    “Oh, God, what have I done? I took her right to him, Terry. I practically delivered Elyse to him. What kind of cop am I? I am supposed to protect her, and I put her right in harm’s way.” 
 
    “You didn’t know, James. You couldn’t have known. And you were with her the entire time. She’s okay.” 
 
    Fear flooded him, and he grabbed his cell. He dialed the number to Elyse’s phone. His heart pounded as it rang and rang. No answer. He grabbed the keys off of his desk and ran for the door. “Get an arrest warrant for Manning—I want him in custody, now! I have to go. I have to make sure she is alright.” 
 
    James jumped into a squad car and rushed to the safe house, lights flashing and sirens blaring. He pulled into the driveway and ran into the front door. 
 
    “Elyse?” Nothing. His heart beat out of control, fear forcing blood through his veins. “Elyse!” He shouted, running from room to room searching for her. She wasn’t downstairs. He ran up the stairs, still shouting for her. “Elyse, where are you?” 
 
    “James?” Pops came out of his room. “You’re back—” James grabbed Pops by the shoulders.  
 
    “Pops, where’s Elyse?” 
 
    “I…I can’t…” 
 
    “Dammit, Pops, think! Where is she?”  
 
    Pops pulled away and backed up, his eyes filled with heartbreak. James rubbed his face and took a deep breath. As a trained cop, he knew panic wasn’t proper protocol. As the man who loved Elyse, he didn’t give a damn about protocol. He just had to find her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Pops. I’m just really worried about Elyse. It’s very important you remember where she went.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. I remember, now. She’s fine, don’t worry. She went with that Dr. Manning fellow.” 
 
    “She left with Manning? When? How long ago?” 
 
    “Oh, half hour…that officer you had outside followed them.” 
 
    Bailey. Thank God. James ran to his car and grabbed the radio.  
 
    “Bailey, you have Elyse and Manning in view?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, they’re a few cars ahead. We just exited the highway at Exit 211, heading southbound on Sawyer Road.” 
 
    James’ pulse raced. The Benson murders took place in their home on Sawyer Road.  
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t let them out of my sight, boss.”  
 
    James flipped on his lights and sirens and raced toward Sawyer Road.  
 
    His cell rang, and he glanced at the incoming number. Terry.  
 
    “Elyse is with Goldman,” he said as soon as he answered. “I’m on my way to them right now.” 
 
    “I just got off the phone with Denver Labs. James…Michael is a twin.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elyse looked at Dr. Manning. His eyes constantly scanned his surroundings, she assumed to make sure they weren’t being followed. James did the same thing. This felt a little different to her, though. She tried to shake it off, telling herself it was because it was the first time since the accident that she had been anywhere without James. 
 
    He was going to be furious, and she knew it. Especially since she hadn’t answered his call. This morning sealed the deal for her, though. The words weren’t said, but she loved him, and she knew he loved her. She had to find out who killed her family—and his—so they could be together without the unknown hanging over their heads. She had to do this for him. For them. 
 
    Dr. Manning passed the turn to the hospital, and her heart started pounding.  
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You seem eager to resolve the nightmares, so I thought a more…aggressive therapy might be in order. You do want to get better, don’t you?” 
 
    She swallowed, trying to calm her racing pulse and steady her breathing. 
 
    “Yes, of course I do. I just…” Her voice dropped as Manning turned into a long gravel driveway. The car slowly rolled past a tire swing on a giant cottonwood tree. That tire swing was Evie’s favorite. Elyse pushed her on it until her arms ached. Evie was the reason Grandpa had agreed to put a tire swing at the cabin.  
 
    Her stomach felt like she’d been punched, her lungs unable to get the air she needed. Her heart pounded so hard, it drowned out every sound around her.  
 
    “This…this was—” The words caught in her throat. 
 
    “This was your house, yes.”  
 
    Manning put the car in park and turned off the motor. He shifted to face her. “I know it’s extreme, but I think being at the scene will help you remember. Only then will you be able to accept your mother’s guilt and move on.” 
 
    She stared at the house, memories flooding her mind, terror racing through her veins. Manning opened her door and extended his hand to help her out of the car. She looked up at him. She didn’t even remember him getting out of the driver’s side. 
 
    “We can’t just go in, can we?” She hoped this was as far as they were going. 
 
    Dr. Manning sighed and shook his head. “Now, Elyse, do you really think I would bring you out here if we couldn’t go inside? You need to confront your past if you’re going to ever get over it.” 
 
    “I don’t think I…no. I can’t.”  
 
    “I’m here to help you. Unless you don’t want help. Maybe you’re not ready to move on. As I told you, a breakthrough could take several sessions.” 
 
    She was ready. She knew the life she wanted, and it was a life she couldn’t have as long as she was plagued by the past. 
 
    She got out of the car and followed Manning into the house. 
 
    She stopped in the foyer, frozen at the bottom of the steps. The steps that led to carnage. The steps that had destroyed her life.  
 
    “Elyse?” 
 
    She heard her name, but she couldn’t move.  
 
    “Elyse, come on. You’re not ready for what happened up there just yet. Let’s start in here.” Manning took her by the arm and led her to the living room sofa, sat down, and patted the cushion beside him.  
 
    Every nerve in her body was screaming for her to run. It was probably the stress of knowing she was about to relive the terror of that day. Terror she just wanted to forget. 
 
    “When you called me yesterday, you said you’d had the nightmare again. Did you”—he paused and started tapping his fingers on the arm of the sofa— “see anything new?” 
 
    The tone of his voice agitated her almost as much as the question. He already knew the dream hadn’t changed, she told him when she had called him. She had left out the part about James. James. She wished he was here right now.  
 
    “Elyse?” Dr. Manning’s voice intruded on her thoughts. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you see anything new in your dream?” 
 
    “No. I told you yesterday, it was just the same dream.” 
 
    “How would you feel about trying hypnosis, like I suggested? I’ve used it successfully on several of my patients struggling with memory loss. We might be able to get you the answers you’re looking for.” 
 
    She was starting to rethink her decision to see Manning without James. Maybe if she tried harder, she could convince herself of her mother’s guilt. Maybe she could just ignore the nightmares.  
 
    No. Her mother didn’t do it. She knew that with every ounce of her being. Still, the need to get out of here was becoming overwhelming.  
 
    “What if I can’t remember because it’s too terrible? All the blood, my father and sister dead; maybe I shouldn’t remember. Maybe I should just have you take me back to the safe house.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said, rising off of the couch to stand in front of her. “I think you need answers. Listen,” he said, taking her by the shoulders and looking her in the eye. His eyes—something about them made her sick to her stomach. She shifted and tried to look away, but fear made it impossible as he kept talking. 
 
    “I’m not only saying this as a psychiatrist. You know, before you started seeing me as your doctor, we spent a lot of time together with your mother. I’m not just your doctor, Elyse, I’m also your friend. I’m concerned about you. I think if you can come to terms with the fact that your mother did it, you can—” 
 
    She’d had enough. Maybe her mother had lied to him for some reason, but she was sick of hearing him say her mother was a murderer. Fear or no fear, she had to speak up. 
 
    “She didn’t do it. I don’t care if nobody believes me. I’m telling you there was someone else there that day.” 
 
    “You mean the faceless boy from your dreams,” he said, nodding. “The mind is a powerful thing, Elyse. Sometimes it invents things to protect us from the truth. I think the boy is your subconscious trying to convince you of your mother’s innocence.” 
 
    “Why are you so convinced she’s guilty?” She turned her back to him. “I was there, remember? Something doesn’t fit. Something isn’t right. How could she possibly—” 
 
    “Murder her child and her husband? And we can’t forget that police officer and his child. Psychosis, Elyse. I told you, she had a psychotic break. What other possible explanation could there be? Think about it,” he said, walking around her to face her again. “In your dream, where do you find your mother?” 
 
    Her eyes fell toward the faded wood floor, and then looked toward the foyer and up the staircase.  
 
    “Up…up there,” she whispered. 
 
    “Up where?”  
 
    “You know where. Why did you bring me here? You already know everything I remember. I don’t want to be here. Please, just take me back to the safe house. Please…” 
 
    “Now, Elyse, you know why I brought you here. This is part of your treatment—treatment you agreed to. I want you to relax and stare at the top button of my jacket.” 
 
    “I agreed to see you again for treatment. I didn’t agree to come here,” she shouted. “You brought me here!” 
 
    “I hear that you’re upset, and I want to help you. Now please, close your eyes and let me help you.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and sighed, then opened them looked at Manning. “Do you really think this is going to help?” 
 
    “I do. Now, stare at the button, and we’re going to count backwards from three slowly, together.” 
 
    She nodded reluctantly and focused on the faded black emblem on the silver button. An emblem she had seen before. 
 
    “Alright,” Dr. Manning began and Elyse complied. 
 
    “Three. Two. One. Where are you, Elyse?” 
 
    “I’m in the foyer at the bottom of the stairs. I just came home from a sleepover. Momma said to be home in time for church. It’s raining; my jacket is dripping on the floor. I know she’ll be mad if the floor gets wet, so I go in the kitchen to get a towel. She’s not in there like she usually is on Sunday mornings. The house doesn’t smell like biscuits. It always smells like biscuits on Sunday morning. And it’s quiet. I’m looking for her. I hear her singing.” 
 
    “Where is she? Where’s your mother?” 
 
    “I can hear her singing upstairs, so I go up there. She’s in her room—my parents’ room—and she…”  
 
    “Tell me what you see, Elyse.” 
 
    “She’s covered in blood, holding Evie. Evie looks like a rag doll; her eyes fixed wide open, her tiny body is limp and lifeless, her little pink nightgown soaked with blood. Momma’s rocking her, stroking her hair, and singing to her. I can still see the tiny ribbon roses on the neckline.”  
 
    “And your father, where is he?” 
 
    “On the floor. Blood is puddled around him, and there’s still…” 
 
    “There’s still what, Elyse?” 
 
    “There’s still a knife in his back. Daddy? Momma, what’s going on? No Momma, I have to stay,” she yelled, beginning to cry. “What? No, Momma. I won’t leave you! I won’t run! Run…I’m running. In the woods…”  
 
    “Elyse, listen to the sound of my voice. At the count of three, you’re going to wake up. One. Two. Three.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, only to see Manning’s cold, cunning expression. Fear surged through her, verging on panic. She needed to get out of here, away from him.  
 
    “Are you ready to face the reality that your mother murdered your family? You said you saw your mother, your sister, and your father. You didn’t see anyone else in the room. Besides, why would a stranger kill your sister and father but let your mother live? Your mother was a small woman. She could not have overpowered anyone with strength enough to kill your father.” 
 
    She looked down, and the button on his jacket caught her attention. She tried to remember where she’d seen that emblem before. 
 
    Under leaves, in the dirt…at the cabin. 
 
    Her stomach churned, her body shook. Manning’s limp at the hospital. His almost desperate need for her to admit her mother’s guilt.  
 
    “You know, Elyse, it’s fortunate you had the sleepover. If you had been home…” 
 
    She looked at him and could imagine his face, not now, but as it was glaring at her from the corner of the bedroom, covered in the blood of her family. She jumped to her feet, struggling to control her breathing. 
 
    “What happened to the button on your jacket?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The button,” she yelled, pointing at the broken threads that once held a button. 
 
    “I got into a scuffle with a patient, and it was torn off…what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she lied, trying to conceal the fear that had overtaken her. “I just…I need a break. It’s hot; I’m too warm. I need to go splash some cold water on my face.” 
 
    She hurried into the bathroom and locked the door, leaning on it while she tried to control her breathing. She wasn’t positive, but Dr. Manning? Why would he have killed her family? And why had he tried to kill her? Right now, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was escaping and getting back to James. 
 
    Okay, think. You have to get away from him before he realizes you remember. 
 
    She went to the sink, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath.  
 
    Turn on the water. He has to hear water.  
 
    She turned the faucet and let the water run while she tried to formulate a plan. The only window in the bathroom was a single piece of frosted glass. She would have to remove the trim, and then the glass—it would be too loud and take too long. And there was no way she would fit through that tiny opening. 
 
    “Elyse,” Dr. Manning said, knocking on the door, “are you all right?” 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat.  
 
    Don’t let him know. Just try to stay calm. 
 
    “Yes. I’m fine. I’ll be right out.”  
 
    Open the door and get out. Just get out… 
 
    She took a deep breath, steadied herself, and opened the door. He was standing in front of it, blocking her exit.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright?”  
 
    “I said I’m fine,” she said as she pushed past him and headed for the front door. He jumped in front of her, blocking the door, and took her by the arm.  
 
    “Come sit, Elyse. There’s something I think you should know.” 
 
    “I already know,” she seethed. “It’s you. You killed my family, and now you’re finally going to kill me. Well, do it, then! Kill me!”  
 
    “Kill you? Elyse…Maggie asked me to protect you. She wanted me to make sure you accepted her guilt so you could live a normal life.” 
 
    “What? Why would she ask you to protect me?” She pulled her arm free of his grip.  
 
    “Because you’re…my sister. Well, half-sister…Maggie wasn’t just my patient, Elyse. She was my mother.” 
 
    Her insides convulsed. James’ words ran through her mind. “Your attacker is a relative.” 
 
    “Then I’m right! You killed them, and you’ve been trying to find me ever since! Admit it!” 
 
    Manning put his palms out and shook his head. “Elyse, I swear I would never hurt you. Please, just listen. I can explain.” 
 
    Listening would buy time. With enough time, maybe James would show up. He’d done it before—come to her rescue when she didn’t think it was possible. She prayed he’d do it again. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, trying to act confident, even though terror raced through her veins. She sat in the only chair opposite the couch, facing the door. Manning was small—with his back to the door, she’d have the advantage when she ran. She just had to wait for the right moment, and hope Manning wasn’t armed. “Explain.” 
 
    “I’ve always known I was adopted, and I always wanted to know more about my birth mother. The timing was just never right…until my parents—the Goldmans—were killed in a car accident. I was eighteen. I struggled with guilt…we were supposed to attend a dinner that night, the three of us. My mother, Doris, was putting together a vegetable platter, and I was goofing off…the platter fell and shattered. She cut her hand open trying to pick it up, so my father had to take her to the ER to get it fixed. The crash happened shortly after they left. It should’ve been all three of us…I felt like I sent them to their death. And I was alone.” 
 
    He looked at the floor, and for a moment, Elyse almost felt sorry for him. Almost. 
 
    “I knew I had to find my birth mother. When I finally found her, she…she knew immediately who I was. I thought she’d be happy to see me…and she was, but she didn’t want me to stay. She said being near her put me in danger, that I needed to disappear. She went as far as to say I needed to change my name. I knew she was schizophrenic, but starting over didn’t seem like such a bad idea. I changed my name, went to school, and came back to work here so I could keep an eye on her. I knew you existed—she told me, and you called once a year to check on her. The last time you called—” 
 
    “You—her doctor—told me I needed to come see her because she was dying. But she wasn’t, was she? You just needed to get me back so—” 
 
    “No! She was dying…and she needed to see you, to know you were okay. I did it for her. I didn’t know you’d be in danger. I swear. I thought her stories were a coping mechanism for what she’d done, but she finally told me the truth. I’m a twin, Elyse. My twin killed your family, and he killed—”  
 
    “You’re crazy!” Elyse shouted and ran for the door, Manning right behind her.  
 
    She yanked it open to find Officer Bailey standing on the front porch. 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” She grabbed his arm and pointed at Manning. “He killed my family! He’s trying to kill me.” 
 
    Manning stepped back and held his hands out toward Bailey. “Oh God, it’s you, isn’t it? It’s you!” 
 
    Elyse whipped her head towards Manning. “What?” 
 
    Manning shook his head. “You should’ve stayed away, Elyse. I tried to keep you safe, but—”  
 
    “Shut up!” Bailey pointed his gun at Manning, his eyes narrowed. “You’re not going to ruin this for me, too!” 
 
    He pulled the trigger, and Manning fell to the ground. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Elyse,” Manning said. “I couldn’t save Maggie, and now he’s going…to…” His voice faded, and his eyes closed.  
 
    Her mind raced. Save Maggie? And what did Manning mean, “it’s you”?  
 
    “What did you do?” She said, backing away from Bailey. 
 
    “He was going to hurt you.” Bailey said, his tone cold and matter-of-fact, sending chills through Elyse’s spine.  
 
    “Don’t you…need to call someone?” she stammered. “Paramedics? Backup?” 
 
    Bailey nodded toward Manning. “He’s not exactly going to be a problem.”  
 
    She took a breath and puffed her chest, then started for the door. “Then I’ll call—” 
 
    “No. You won’t. You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    She froze. She knew that voice. Terror overtook her entire body as memories of him dragging her by the hair flooded her mind. 
 
    Keep it together. What…why Bailey? Was Manning telling the truth? Was Bailey her brother? 
 
    She swallowed and tried to keep some form of composure. “I…I just want to wait outside until backup arrives. I…need air.” 
 
    He stepped in front of her and pointed his finger in her face. “Now, now, Elyse,” he hissed, grabbing her by the arm. “We both know that’s not true, don’t we?”  
 
    His eyes held the same cold malice as they had when his hands were wrapped around her neck that day in the woods. 
 
    “Let go of me!” She shouted as she tried to pull free. 
 
    “Three times, Elyse. Three times you managed to escape, but not this time.” She saw the silver flash of the needle and felt its sting in her arm.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Light filtered through her closed lids as she opened her eyes, slowly regaining consciousness. 
 
    I’m not dead. He didn’t kill me. Not yet. 
 
    She opened her eyes and tried to blink away the blurriness. If she could figure out where she was, she could plan an escape. Her head was pounding, her vision still fuzzy.  
 
    Wait. I know this room—the dresser, the four-poster bed, the antique mirror—no. No, I can’t be here. I have to get out of here.  
 
    Her parents’ room was exactly as it had been all those years ago. Bailey was sitting across the floor from her, one leg crossed over the other, his back against the wall. Manning lay on the floor beside the bed, his arms cuffed to the frame. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Bailey asked, gesturing around the room. “I didn’t change a thing in this room when I bought the house. Well,” he said, “I did have the carpet replaced and I had the walls repainted. You know how stubborn blood stains can be. They just wouldn’t come out.” 
 
    She tried to stand, to run, but her wrists were handcuffed to a pipe between the floor and the radiator. The metal pipe clanged as she shook and pulled, trying to free herself. 
 
    “You know, Elyse, these old homes are built with such integrity. They’re quite solid. You may as well relax.” He smiled and pointed his gun at her. 
 
    He was right. She wasn’t going to be able to get away. She was groggy. The pipe was solid. She was going to die in this room, like she should have all those years ago. 
 
    “Why are you doing this? What did my family ever do to you? If you’re going to kill me, why don’t you just do it?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I intend to kill you.” He nodded toward Manning. “Both of you. It certainly would have been easier if I’d just killed you that day in the woods. I could have avoided all of this silly nonsense with James and Eldon…I mean Michael. You know, you really did a great job hiding after you left foster care. But Michael…he wasn’t as smart as you. I found him pretty easily, and when I found out Michael had taken a job as Mommy’s doctor? Bonus! I could finally get rid of him, then lure you back here and finish what I started. It really was a great plan.”  
 
    “Who’s Michael? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. You only know him as Eldon Manning.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It would have been better if you had just been home that day all those years ago. Would’ve saved me so much trouble, but no, little miss popular had to be at a sleepover. Since then,” he said, eyebrows raised, “you always seem to be just out of my reach. Or at least you were. Now that I have your full attention, I am going to finish you off. However, I need you to understand first. Your family,” he snarled, “took away my family. You see,” he waved the gun at her, “our mother didn’t want a couple of bastard children. Oh, no. She only wanted a perfect little family. It’s important to keep up appearances in this little town, you know.” 
 
    “Our mother? Are you saying you’re my…my brother? You’re Michael’s twin?” 
 
    “Half-brother. Mommy didn’t want to be seen as a single mother with a set of twins born out of wedlock, though. So, she gave us away; discarded us like an embarrassing pair of old shoes. Michael? Lucky. He was adopted by that rich couple and was raised with a silver spoon in his mouth. Me? Let’s just say I wasn’t as fortunate.”  
 
    Thoughts raced through Elyse’s mind. Her mother’s depression. The articles in the box. The DNA.  
 
    “See, turns out mother’s doctor didn’t exactly go by the book. He delivered Michael and me, but the Goldman’s had paid for twins—which we are. They wanted twins who looked alike, though.” 
 
    He pulled up one sleeve, revealing a large port wine birthmark. “I’m not saying this was the reason they left me behind, but they picked Michael, got half of their money back, and went on their merry way. I was in and out of foster care until I was eight. Then I was sold to—I mean adopted by—a couple from Iowa who wanted a farmhand more than they wanted a son. I slaved away, all while Michael lived in luxury and our mother had her perfect little family.”  
 
    Bailey narrowed his eyes and looked past her. “Funny, isn’t it? How siblings can go their entire lives without knowing the other exists, but still have so much in common? Michael managed to escape his fate, just like you. He was supposed to be with his parents the day of their accident…then he just dropped off the face of the earth.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Until I found Mother, that is. She tried to hide the truth from me—Michael, and you—” He shook his head and let out an exaggerated sigh. “Always trying to protect the both of you. She sent you away, and after the Goldman’s accident, she convinced Michael to change his name and disappear.” 
 
    He stepped closer to her, pulled up one corner of his mouth, and shook his head. “He really is a terrible psychiatrist. I mean, first of all, he gave himself away as Maggie’s son. Then, he asked me to help go through her things. You know, help him try to prove her innocence. In his defense, he did believe I was cop. Everything was going perfectly until Maggie threatened to tell Michael she knew who I was. It’s too bad, I didn’t want to kill her. I really didn’t.” 
 
    Elyse’s mind scrambled. If Bailey’s weakness was love for his—their—mother, maybe she could appeal to his sense of family. 
 
    “It must’ve made her happy, knowing you loved her.” 
 
    Bailey pulled his chin back and laughed. “Loved her? You think…I didn’t love her! I didn’t want to kill her because I wanted her to live knowing the child she threw away took away the children she chose.”  
 
    “She was sick, Bai—” 
 
    “Enough with Bailey. Please, call me Joe. We’re family, after all.” 
 
    Anything to keep him talking. As long as they were talking, she was alive. And as long as she was alive, she had the possibility of escape. She had to escape. She’d just started realizing what she wanted—she wasn’t about to lose it all now. 
 
    “Of course, Joe. Our mother was sick. And she knew she was sick. She never would’ve given you up if she thought she had a choice. You and Michael were born before she got help, before—” 
 
    “Before she met your father? The hero who helped her get her life straightened out? Yes. She threw us out before he came into the picture.” 
 
    “She could barely take care of herself. She would’ve known she couldn’t take care of one infant, let alone two. Giving you up was probably the hardest thing she ever did. She was kind, and gentle, and—”  
 
    “Shut up!” He stood and pointed the gun at her face, walking slowly until he glowered over her. “She was none of those things to me. Thanks to her, I grew up in a home where no one cared about me unless I had forgotten to do my chores. If she did anything out of love, it was love for herself and her precious reputation.”  
 
    He squatted and pressed the muzzle of the gun against her cheek. “But then you came along. And then Evie. I grew up miserable and alone, all while she had the perfect little family. The family that was supposed to be mine. Mine!” He shouted, hot spit hitting her face.  
 
    “Joe, please, you’re sick. Let me help you.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and his head shook from side to side. “Sick? You think I need help?” He stood and began pacing in front of her. “You think I’m sick like her? That I’m crazy?” 
 
    “No, not crazy. You’re obviously very smart, and you have your career as a cop—” 
 
    He laughed, his laughter harsh and abrasive, and shook his head. “You really are slow, aren’t you? I already said I’m not a cop—not a real one, anyway. Papers can be faked, you know. Like you said, I’m very smart.” 
 
    “Please don’t kill me, Joe. You’re the only family I—” 
 
    “Shut up! You’re not my family. Oh, after you escaped through the woods, I thought about letting you and Michael live.  
 
    “I thought maybe, just maybe, we could have some kind of family. But you never so much as thanked me for all that time I spent guarding you at the hospital. I tried to get to know you, but you dismissed me like I was some sort of pesky insect.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Joe. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    The sound of a car coming up the gravel drive made him look away. 
 
    “It’s not too late for you, Joe. If you let me live, we can get you help—” 
 
    “I said shut up!” He shouted, walking toward the window. “Finally,” Joe sneered. “Your sheriff has come to rescue you. I’m surprised it took him so long to get here. You know, as your brother, I feel I should look out for you, protect you. So, you need to know that cops are no good. You don’t want a relationship with a cop. Oh well,” he shrugged. “You aren’t going to have one anyway, and this works out really well for me. Now I can watch you suffer the loss of your love before I kill you.” 
 
    James. She’d hoped he’d show up, but now that he had, she wished he hadn’t. This time, Joe had the advantage. He was her guard, the one James had hand-picked, the one James trusted.  
 
    Her only shot was convincing him she wasn’t involved with James. Maybe then Joe wouldn’t kill him.  
 
    “My love? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied, her heart racing with terror. 
 
    “Then you’ll have no problem keeping quiet.” He turned to walk away. 
 
    “No! Shoot me,” she begged, unable to keep up the charade. “Do it before he gets out of the car. You can tell him Michael killed me, and you killed Michael. You’ll…you’ll be the hero!”  
 
    The car door slammed, and Joe turned to her and smiled. 
 
    “We’ll see. Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. But one word from you, little sister, I shoot Warrick, and he dies just like his dad and little brother. Understand?” 
 
    She nodded. She’d scream the moment she heard the door. Hopefully Joe would shoot her and James would have time to draw his weapon. If she had to die so that he could live, she would. 
 
    She heard his footsteps coming up the porch stairs, and then the creaking of the wooden storm door as he entered the house. 
 
    “Keep quiet,” hissed Joe, pointing the gun in her direction as he walked toward the bedroom door. 
 
    “Bailey? Elyse?” James shouted toward the upper floor as he started up the stairs. 
 
    “James!” The shout felt like it came from her soul. “He’s got a gun!” She hadn’t even gotten the entire sentence out when Joe stepped out of the bedroom doorway and fired two shots toward the stairs.  
 
    “No! James! No!” She writhed frantically trying to tear herself from the pipe. Time slowed to a crawl. She watched Joe’s head sink lower as he descended the stairs, his laughter muffled from the sound of gunshots ringing in her ears. 
 
    Muted sounds came from the bottom of the stairs. Even the clanging of the handcuffs against the pipe sounded distant. Her wrists cut and bloodied, she gave one final pull, breaking the pipe free from the radiator. She scrambled to her feet and started toward the door.  
 
    The sunlight shining through the open front door cast the shadow of a figure coming up the stairs. A figure too slight to be James. She hid behind the open bedroom door. 
 
    “Where are you, sister?” Joe sang as he entered the room.  
 
    “You are finished hurting the people I love!” She screamed as she stepped out from behind the door and swung the pipe, still attached to her wrists, against Joe’s head. He fell backwards, hitting the radiator, then slid to the floor. 
 
    She ran out of the room, coming to a halt when she saw the blood-soaked figure crumpled just inside the front door at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    “James! No!” 
 
    She raced down and dropped to her knees at his side, using her bloody wrists to turn him over. His left shoulder was soaked in blood, and there was a hole in the chest of his shirt. She laid her head against his chest, but her ears still rang from the gunshots, so she couldn’t hear his heart. She could feel the slight rise and fall of his chest, though. At least he was breathing. For now. 
 
    “James, please wake up! Please!”  
 
    She had to get help, and she had to get it fast if she was going to save him.  
 
    The squad car! 
 
    She ran out to the car and managed to get the car radio freed from its perch.  
 
    “Help! I need help…James is shot…hurry! We’re at 2422 Sawyer Road…hurry!” She dropped the radio onto the seat and ran back inside.  
 
    Her breath caught in her chest when she came into the house. A puddle of blood occupied the space where James had laid just a minute ago, but he was gone. 
 
    “James!” She shouted, praying he had somehow managed to get up and move. Only silence answered. Panic raged through her. A trail of blood led toward the back of the house. Maybe he’d gotten to another room and passed out. Her mind screamed at her legs to move, but they were frozen in place. She shouted through her sobs. 
 
    “Where are you? James!” 
 
    “I’m afraid James won’t be joining us a second time,” Joe’s voice hissed as he stretched a rope around her neck from behind, “and I’m finished playing games with you.” He pulled the rope tighter and tighter. She tried to break free, tried to reach up and grab the rope, but the cuffs on her wrists made it too difficult to fight.  
 
    Does it matter? James is gone. Just let go… 
 
    She let her body go limp, and the world around her started closing in until she was seeing through what seemed like a tunnel. Just as the tunnel got darker, she thought she saw the figure of a man standing toward the back of the house pointing a gun at her. 
 
    She heard the gunshot, felt the searing pain in her side, and then everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Elyse, can you hear me? Come on, Elyse, open your eyes.” 
 
    James? 
 
    She opened her eyes and he was kneeling, holding her in one arm, his other arm tucked against his side. Blood still soaked the shoulder of his shirt. 
 
    “James!” she sobbed. “Thank God you’re alright!” She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him close, noticing that she had been freed from the cuffs, and her wrists had been bandaged. Her side throbbed and an EMT knelt beside her. He urged her to lie back down and taped a large bandage over her wound.  
 
    She smiled at James. “We’ve really got to stop meeting like this.” 
 
    He let out a short laugh. 
 
    She glanced at her side. “Was I shot?” 
 
    “Just grazed. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She reached up and ran her fingers along his arm. 
 
    “You’re hurt, and there was a hole in your chest…how can—” 
 
    “Bulletproof vest. I took a bullet in the shoulder, but I’ll be okay. It’s over now. It’s all over.” he breathed against her hair and kissed her forehead. 
 
    She caught a glimpse of the EMT’s working on Michael as they wheeled him out of the house on a stretcher. She couldn’t see Joe. 
 
    “Michael…” 
 
    “He’s hurt. The EMT’s are doing everything they can.” 
 
    “James, he’s my brother.” 
 
    “I know. I rushed to the house to tell you, but you were gone. I’ve never been more scared.” 
 
    “Michael and Bailey are twins. Bailey―” 
 
    James nodded. “Terry called me while I was on my way. Denver Labs found records from the twins’ birth, and Joe carried an anomaly that Michael didn’t. It was Joe’s blood at the scene of the murders.” 
 
    “Where is he? Where’s Joe? Is he…” 
 
    James shook his head. “He’s on his way to the hospital. He’ll live, and we’ll both finally get justice.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, James. I never should have left the house, I only wanted to be with you, without the nightmares, without the murders of your dad and Matthew hanging over our heads—I wanted you to be sure—” 
 
    He pressed his lips to hers, then gently pulled her closer and gazed into her eyes.  
 
    “All that matters now is that you’re okay. And I’ve never been surer of anything in my life. I love you Elyse. I’ve loved you since—” 
 
    “—since I almost threw up in your squad car?” She half coughed, half laughed.  
 
    He chuckled. “Since the moment you called me a macho hero cop.” 
 
    He leaned down, and she said, “You really are my hero cop, you know? And I love you, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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