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      Sixteen years ago

      Micki hated the big parties her parents threw. She wasn’t a big party person anyway. At fourteen, she had discovered that she relaxed the most with small groups of her friends. She liked sleepovers with four or five of them. Or riding horses. Or just hanging out. She wasn’t hot for every boy in her high school as some of the girls were. Well, maybe a little lukewarm for Neil Harrison. He was, after all, super cute, with a sexy grin enhanced by the cutest dimple.

      She’d come to the conclusion she was a late bloomer, but that was okay. Some of the girls were so busy learning all about sex she was sure by the time they graduated high school there’d be nothing left for them to learn. Not her. A guy had to really do it for her, really turn her on before she was ready to give him any part of her body.

      Tonight’s party was in full swing, at least a hundred people drinking and eating and laughing. And all trying to show everyone else they were richer and better and more important. Sometimes she wondered how her parents could stand some of them, but her father was an important person in the cattle industry and state politics, so this was part of their regular agenda.

      Because it was a weekday night, she was not having a sleepover. She’d put on a dress to please her mother, done her bit by saying hello to the people she knew, and now she was going to her room to lose herself in a favorite movie.

      She had reached the doorway when a thick arm banded around her waist and a hand covered her mouth, fingers pinching her nose. She heard the door slam shut and, in the next moment, she was face down on her bed, a heavy male figure pinning her in place. His fingers pinched her nose so tight she could hardly breathe. She tried to wriggle out from beneath him, but he was big, heavy, and his full weight held her in place.

      “Listen to me.” His voice was a raspy whisper. “Don’t struggle, or I’ll break your neck. Nod if you understand.”

      She did her best to nod her head once. What else could she do?

      “I crave sweet young meat like you. The harder it is to do this, the better I like it. Sweet young virgins do it better for me.”

      He eased his grip on her nose but kept his hand over her mouth while he yanked up her dress, grabbed her panties, and ripped them off. She heard the rasp of a zipper and knew he was taking it out.

      Oh sweet Jesus.

      She clenched her fists and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to wish herself into a different place.

      “Don’t you worry,” he whispered, as he kneed her legs farther apart. “I’m already wearing protection. Can’t have any little schoolgirls giving birth to bastards.”

      The next few minutes were a concentrated nightmare. He thrust his fingers inside her, scraping her sensitive inner flesh, then shoved his thickness even deeper.

      Oh god! It hurt! It hurt!

      She couldn’t scream, not with his big hand over her mouth. Anyway, she was sure he’d kill her if she tried to. She clenched her teeth as fiery pain shot through her and he drove himself in and out of her virgin sex. She felt the throbbing inside her as he climaxed, and then he withdrew, grunting in satisfaction.

      “I’m getting off you now,” he said in the same raspy whisper. “You count to a hundred before you get off this bed. And be sure you don’t tell a soul, or I’ll find you and break your neck.” He barked a short laugh. “But you are one sweet piece of meat. You’ll make a great lay one day when you grow up.”

      She heard the door close as he left the room, and even though he couldn’t see her, she lay there counting to two hundred. Tears coursed silently down her cheeks, and it hurt to breathe. Finally, she got up and slowly headed into her bathroom. It even hurt to walk. Oh god!

      It took her a while, but she managed to wash up, clean away the blood on her thighs, and pull on a nightgown. Found the housekeeper and asked her to tell her mother she was sick. Then she climbed into bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. She had no idea who the man was. He could have been any of the dozens circulating at the party. But she knew one thing.

      She was staying away from parties as long as she lived at home and getting the hell out of here the minute she graduated high school. And she never, ever was going to have sex. Not with this nightmare firmly lodged in her mind.
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      Alex Rossi studied the scene in front of him, his first major crime since being appointed sheriff a little more than a month ago. As he stood at the edge of the clearing in this wooded area, looking at the body on the ground, his heart ached for the young teenage girl who would never see her next birthday. He wondered how such evil could exist in a setting with such natural beauty.

      Fir trees reached to the sky, and batches of scrub punctuated the rolling land. Birds flitted through the treetops and brushed their wings against the scrub that grew everywhere. Above him the sky was a clear blue dusted with white clouds and, in the distance, the majestic Crazy Mountains rose with elegance from their foothills.

      But, on the ground, fourteen-year-old Holly Martino lay sprawled on her stomach, arms outstretched, as if she’d been dropped there like a rag doll. Her head was tilted at an unnatural angle, due, he knew, to the fact her neck was broken. Hair as fine as spun gold was tangled, a few twigs caught in it. Her fingers were dug into the dirt as if she’d tried to claw her way up. Torn panties were wrapped around one leg, and he knew as sure as he was breathing that when the coroner did the post mortem, he’d find evidence of brutal rape. It was a signature, although one, according to the reports he’d gotten his hands on, that hadn’t shown up in some time.

      No one had reported her missing yet, so he could be pretty damn sure this had happened very recently. Like today. If a park ranger hadn’t stumbled on the body while doing a routine tour, who knew how long it would have been until she was found. She’d been left in a remote area where days could have passed before anyone discovered her. Access to the area was all but impossible except by horseback or four-wheel drive, since most of the roads led directly to the ranches. Unluckily for the killer, a forest ranger, skirting land boundaries and checking the area, had stumbled on the body and called it in at once.

      He’d seen plenty of dead bodies during his tour as a SEAL, even those of children, although they’d usually been the victims of horrific attacks on villages by the same  people Alex was fighting. He’d thought those years had hardened him, but seeing the brutality visited on this young girl made him sick to his stomach.

      He’d almost been waiting for this after Holly had sought him out the other night.

      When Hank Patterson approached him about this job, he’d said, “For the most part, it’s a snap job. Nothing goes on in the county to ruffle the surface. The biggest excitement is when everyone goes to the Fourth of July rodeo and gets obnoxiously drunk.” He paused. “Except for one thing.”

      As head of Brotherhood Protectors, information always filtered up to him. He was pretty much plugged into everything in the county if not the state. The man had chosen to base his Brotherhood Protectors agency there and had his finger on the pulse of everything. In fact, some of the county commissioners had reached out to Hank about helping them find someone. Alex, a few months out of the SEALs after three tours of duty, had been at loose ends when fellow SEAL Scot Nolan, a member of the agency, hooked him up with Hank.

      “What if they decide not to appoint me?” Alex had asked.

      “Are you kidding? With your creds? Trust me, there’s no one around that they’d be interested in. Besides”—he winked—“like I said, they asked me to help find someone.”

      So Alex had met with Hank and some of the commissioners and, before he could blink, he had a job and was renting a home on the edge of town. And what a home. It was the first place in years where he’d really felt peace.

      But Hank had also clued him in about a decades-old open case.

      “There’s one big problem you need to know about, one that still has people looking over their shoulders. You’ll have one huge fucking mess to clean up if you take this job. It’s been dormant for several months, but it hasn’t gone away. There are people out there who need to be identified and made to pay for their crimes.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      He’d told him about the miasma of evil that clouded the county, the history of brutal rapes and murders covering two decades. The information he laid out made Alex sick to his stomach. A series of crimes hung over the county like a black, evil cloud, brutal rapes punctuated with murder that had been ongoing for several years. Uber wealthy men raping young teenage girls, usually at a large party held at one of the sprawling ranches in the foothills of the Crazy Mountains. Either the girl lived there or attended the event with her parents. The routine was always the same. The girl would somehow be alone, separated from the rest of the party. A man would come up behind her, place his hands over her mouth, pinching the nose with thumb and forefinger, and drag the girl into a bedroom. Hold her head so she couldn’t turn and see him. Press her face hard into the mattress as he attacked. All any of them knew was the man was very big and very rough, tearing their panties and raping them with brutal force.

      And promising to kill them if they told.

      “A few did tell,” Hank told him. “And shortly after they made the report, we found their bodies. We’re pretty sure Jeff Bartell was part of that group and even did the killings himself.”

      “Damn!” It had made Alex sick to think about it. “But if people knew who the culprits were, why weren’t they arrested?”

      “First of all, none of the girls who came forward could identify their rapists. And the former sheriff, now in prison, was part of that inner circle. Everyone figured he’d passed the word that a victim had filed a report and then the girl was killed. As promised.”

      Alex whistled. “Jesus.”

      Hank told him they had no idea how many had gone unreported. Brotherhood Protectors had tried on their own to learn who the powerful men were, but the upper echelon of Crazy Mountains society was like a closed corporation. No one talked, and they resented even being questioned.

      True-crime writer Jenna Donovan, born and raised in the Crazies and a victim herself at fifteen, had come home in response to an email from one of the victims and dug into the situation. She was the one who’d unmasked Bartell as a member of the ugly group, and the one who had warned the others, whoever they were, when anyone came forward.

      It was unclear whether Bartell had killed all the girls himself, but he accepted responsibility and never gave up any of the other names. He was tried and convicted for the ones that could be proven. After he was sentenced, his family moved away, out of Montana. No one knew where they had gone or who had provided the funds to set them up. And no one talked about it.

      A year passed ’with no more reported incidents after the sheriff’s trial and conviction. It seemed that after Jenna’s stories broke, all activity had died. At least no more brutal rapes had been reported. Nor had any more bodies been discovered. Alex wondered if the rapists had decided to kill their little game while they could.

      The deputy who’d been serving as temporary sheriff had begged to go back to regular duty. So here Alex was, in a state he’d never even visited before, and acclimating himself to civilian life while he figured out what to do with the rest of his life. How to be something besides a SEAL, although he was pretty sure that would always be with him. He figured this was as good a place as any. Living solo suited him. History proved he sucked at relationships so, for the moment, he wasn’t even looking for one. All he wanted was to get settled into the next phase of his life. And he could forego sex as long as his right hand held up. For a while, anyway.

      For the past few weeks, he’d been reviewing the cold cases to give him an idea of who to look at and doing his best to quietly gather information about people in the area. He was still nowhere when, a month after he took office, Holly showed up at his place one night well after dark, frightened and desperate to ask for help. But only, she told him, if no one knew she had spoken to him. Fearful of being seen in his office, she’d come to his home to tell him what happened.

      “They kill anyone who talks,” Holly told him, shivering with fear, “but someone has to stop it. All my friends are afraid to leave their homes.” She chewed her bottom lip as she decided what else to tell him. Then she blurted out, “Some of my friends even wonder if their fathers are involved.”

      That alone turned his stomach. She told him her friends tried refusing to go to the big events with their parents, only to be told that whoever was doing this was not someone from around there. Family friends would never do this, so whoever was spreading lies about this should just stop it.

      But Alex wondered if, despite her precautions, someone had been spying on her. Or him. It was hard to keep secrets most of time in this county, and he knew word had gotten out that, as the new sheriff, he’d received copies of the crime reports from the Montana Department of Law Enforcement. While no one had been named, the girls who had been brave enough to come to the sheriff were killed within a week of meeting with him.

      The. murder of Holly Martino was the first incident since Bartell had been arrested. Alec kept the report locked in his safe at home, so all he could think was someone had been watching Holly Martino. Now, looking at the body of the pretty young girl on the ground, he wanted to hit something. Or someone.

      “It’s a damn fucking shame.” Miranda Golden, his senior deputy, walked up to stand beside him. It hadn’t taken him long to discover Miranda knew everything there was to know about the area and about Montana law enforcement. That she was respected by almost everyone in the county. And that if he got on her bad side, he’d better quit his job. Getting on her bad side wasn’t even on his list.

      “A fucking shame indeed,” he agreed. “And I can’t help feeling that somehow it’s my fault.”

      She stared at him. “How is that possible? I’m pretty sure you didn’t do this.”

      He shook his head. “She came to me, terrified, but determined to report it anyway. I should have found a way to put her in protective custody.”

      “And how would you have managed that?” Miranda demanded. “What would you use as an excuse to her parents? And where would you have set her up, anyway?”

      He knew she was right. In a sparsely populated county, with a small town for the county seat, there were no secrets, no matter how you tried to hide things. But that meant someone had been keeping an eye on the young girl, since he had arranged to meet her away from his office at a distant location. Either that or his house was bugged. If that was the case, he had bigger problems than he thought.

      So here he was, barely five weeks into the job, doing his best to transition from the high-pressure life of a SEAL to a supposedly quiet job as a county sheriff, with a murder on his hands tied to an evil that continued to grip the area. He did have one thing, however, that no one knew, and he planned to keep it that way. Holly had given him a small paper sack containing her torn panties. When the rapist had pulled out of her, the condom had torn, and although he had taken it with him, there was enough semen spilled on the inside of her thigh to scoop it up with her underwear. Alex had taken it home with him and locked it in his private safe. Not yet knowing if he could trust everyone on his staff, he was keeping that sucker under wraps until hopefully it could be used.

      “Well.” Miranda sighed. “The coroner’s here, and Chad Jenkins has finished taking pictures. Do you want to preserve the crime scene for any reason? I can’t imagine that there are traces of anything with all the dirt and leaves.”

      Chad served as the crime-scene photographer for the office, along with some other duties.

      “Let’s do it anyway. I want to come back out here with the pictures Chad shot and go over everything myself. There’s probably nothing, but I want to satisfy myself that’s the case.”

      “Got it. Let me know if there’s anything I can do. Oh, and Jenna Donovan is still around here.” She chuckled. “Married that hunky bodyguard of hers. Hell, I’d stay around for him, too. Ask Hank Patterson to hook you up with them. Scot Nolan still works for Brotherhood Protectors.” She studied him for a moment. “Bet you thought it would be a little dull here after the SEALs.”

      Alex barked a short laugh. “Actually, a little dull wouldn’t be bad after all those years in one conflict after another.”

      “Hope it works out. We, uh, sort of like having you here.” She grinned.

      “Thanks.” He glanced over to where the body still lay. “I see the coroner is getting ready to bag her and take her to his lab. Let’s walk over there. I want Chad to get pictures of the site without the body.”

      The coroner gently moved the body into a black bag for transport before moving it into his van.

      “I’m pretty sure nothing new will turn up,” he told Alex, “but I’ll move it up to the top of my list. Expect something preliminary by tomorrow.”

      Alex nodded. “Appreciate it.”

      Then he watched Miranda and another deputy string yellow tape around the perimeter of the area where the body was found and waited while Chad grabbed a bunch of shots of the area without the corpse.

      “Keep a lid on this until I get back to the office,” he told Miranda. “Find out where her parents are, so I can do the notification. You know stuff before anyone else does.”

      “I don’t know if Gavin Martino will be home,” she told him. “He’s some big deal in the state cattlemen’s association and is always flying that plane of his back and forth to Butte and Helena, or Great Falls or someplace.”

      “Check on it for me, will you? Without giving away why I want to know? And see where his wife is.”

      “That’s easy. It’s Tuesday. Celeste Martino will be at The Promenade, the ritziest place in town. She’s chairing the upcoming fashion show to raise money for an addition to the local clinic.”

      “So they’re both pretty big on the political scene?”

      Miranda snorted a laugh. “If it gets them publicity, they manage to be part of it.”

      “Do me a favor,” he said. “I’m sure you know who her friends are. Get hold of one of them, let them know what happened, and have them bring Celeste to my office. Let me know when she’s on her way. And check on her husband’s whereabouts.”

      “Got it.” She strode off toward her SUV.

      Alex hung back as everyone else left. He wanted to get the feel of the area without another human being around.

      If anyone wanted to commit a murder, he thought, this was the place to do it. The Crazy Mountains as a range were forty miles long and almost completely surrounded by private land. That limited the access of strangers to the area, which meant any crime committed was usually laid at the feet of some resident. It also meant  that the people living in the Crazy foothills were sharp enough to be careful and not get caught.

      And rich. It had to be some of the obnoxiously wealthy assholes who were used to buying their way out of anything and controlling their environment and anything that happened in it. He’d seen enough people like that in his lifetime, once to his great sorrow. They were the wealthy and privileged who thought they could get away with anything because rules did not apply to them. Because power was what it was all about. Plus, their money could cover up anything.

      When everyone had left the scene, he walked over to Holly’s body and studied it carefully. They hadn’t found the tire tracks of any kind of vehicle, not even the four wheelers so many of the ranchers used to get around. So, how the hell had whoever it was brought her up here? On horseback? Always a possibility. God knew this wasn’t what you’d call an area of heavy traffic. Or any traffic, for that matter.

      It was someone’s land, without a doubt. Most of the area around the Crazies was. Although a good bit of it was fenced, the rough terrain made it difficult for people not used to it to get around and so could be accessible only if you knew what you were doing. He’d have to check and see who owned this particular parcel, although he was sure whoever had killed Holly Martino hadn’t dumped her on his own land.

      Shit!

      Still, it wasn’t as if he had anything else to do. Since it seemed he sucked at relationships, he lived a pretty solitary existence. Except for the few times he hung out with Hank and his wife, Sadie, and some of the other Brotherhood Protectors, his social life was a big fat zero. But that was good, he told himself. No chance to screw up again and all the time in the world to find the answers to this terrifying puzzle.

      Tomorrow, he had to stop by the Schroeder Ranch and see what Tom Schroeder wanted regarding the big party they had coming up this weekend. Miranda had told him that after Jeff Bartell was arrested, when anyone threw a party, they wanted law enforcement there, as if to let the world know they weren’t involved in the nasty business. Not, he knew, that it would stop someone if they were bent on rape. Apparently, over the span of two decades, these men had perfected their technique, even where timing and circumstance were concerned.

      His thought process was interrupted by the ringing of his cell.

      “Yeah?”

      “Sheriff, it’s me. Miranda. I’m calling you on your cell rather than having dispatch put through the message so we can keep it on the downlow.” Her voice dropped even more. “I have Celeste Martino in the office, and she’s demanding to know what the hell is going on.”

      “Okay. I’m on my way.”

      He wasn’t looking forward to the next hour at all.
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      Michaela “Micki” Schroeder rolled down the last mile of the two-lane highway in her rented SUV and turned onto the long narrow road that led to her family’s home. It had been a long time since she’d thought of it as hers, also. Thought of any part of this area as home. Her visits had become more and more infrequent, so much so that sometimes as long as two years would pass before she managed to spend a weekend there. Her mother was always on her about it but after a while had accepted the situation with great reluctance. She was, after all, involved in her own life.

      But even with the little time she spent there, Micki always had the same reaction. The moment she stepped into the house, a sudden feeling of nausea accompanied by chills would race over her skin, and every muscle in her body would tense. This time wasn’t going to be any better, regardless of the reason for her reaction. For a moment, she was tempted to turn the car around, head back to the airport in Billings, and get the hell out of there before she had to face her demons.

      Once, she’d loved this place, every inch of it. But that was before the evil thing had turned her from a young girl full of life to a scared woman trying to start anew far away from her nightmare. The one that had cast a permanent shadow over her life. It was still bad enough that it stopped her from getting too close to people and forming friendships like other women did. She was always terrified she’d get too comfortable and suddenly blurt out her horror story. And it certainly had made sex something to be endured rather than enjoyed. She had long ago stopped her sessions with a therapist, unable with even the best help to get past the one moment of nightmare in her life.

      She also got tired answering questions about why she didn’t have a steady man in her life. Why she never went out with anyone more than a few times. How could she tell people sex frightened her so much that  the rare occasions she’d forced herself to give it a try had been unmitigated disasters. That one incident in her life all those years ago had created a solid barrier to forming any romantic relationships at all.

      One night, one brutal episode, had doomed her to remain personally and emotionally isolated for the rest of her life. Oh, she was great in court, probably because of that earth-shattering event. Each time she prosecuted a case, she pretended it was her attacker and she was getting her revenge. It only partially made up for the loss of intimacy in her life.

      Intimacy. The word itself made her shiver. Intimacy was something she’d never experience because…

      She clamped down on the thought. Better not dwell on it, or she’d never be able to get through the next few days.

      God. Could she even do this?

      Just get it over with, Micki. Then you can run back to Florida and pretend nothing ever happened.

      But in all these years that plan had never worked, so she had no expectation this trip would be different. This time her mother had guilted her into the trip by reminding her the big party was to celebrate her father’s sixtieth birthday. She’d do it. That was all. Get over it. Her rare visits home were never causes for celebration anyway. She and her mother had grown apart, and her father had been too busy with his own life to even acknowledge her. No wonder a predator thought she was ripe for the picking.

      Absently, she touched the charm bracelet she’d worn all these years, ran the tip of one finger over the space where once a tiny letter M charm had hung. Her father had given it to her on her twelfth birthday, and she treasured it. She’d discovered the missing charm the next morning. In a panic, afraid it had fallen off on her spread when she was being violated, she’d scoured every inch of her room. Even checked the washer and dryer where she’d cleaned the bedding, but  the M had disappeared. She’d kept hoping it would turn up because the other option was too nauseating to consider. That it had broken off the bracelet when the man had so roughly grabbed her wrist, he’d noticed it and taken it as some kind of trophy.

      At first, she’d taken the whole bracelet off, determined to get rid of anything that kept reminding her of that night. As if she’d ever forget. But then decided she’d wear it forever, as a reminder that you were never safe anywhere, no matter what. She swallowed the bile rising in her throat, forcing back that image. She didn’t need it in her brain right now. She was here for one purpose only.

      Alrighty, then. She’d grit her teeth and do it. Get it over with and get out of everyone’s way. Maybe she could avoid ever coming back here again.

      She passed beneath the huge wrought iron arch with the words Schroeder Ranch welded into it then continued between the split rail fences to the main house that sat on a couple of acres of well-tended lawn. The house itself was a majestic two-story split-log building. She remembered sitting in the rocking chair on the long porch as a young girl, enjoying the scenery and the pleasure of life in the Crazy Mountains.

      Of course, that was before everything happened. Before she and some of her friends were subjected to a brutality none of them had been prepared for. Fear had kept them from talking to anyone about it except each other, and that was in secret. That same fear cast a pall over her high school years. She hadn’t even told her brother what happened. Somehow, she’d managed to convince her parents, despite their strong objections, to let her attend college in Florida, which was as far from Montana as she could get. Most vacations she spent with her roommate, and she attended summer school, graduating in three years. Then she’d gone on to law school, again hardly ever visiting her parents, always pleading the demands of her schedule. She was now a prosecuting attorney in Tampa who’d made a name for herself specializing in abuse and rape cases. Who better to fight for a victim than someone who had been a target herself?

      Of course, her social life was almost nonexistent. She could hardly bear to have a man touch her much less kiss her. The few times she had given in, even forced herself to have sex, had been traumatizing to say the least. Ice queen and cold bitch were the more flattering terms men used, before throwing out words like cock tease and frozen cunt. Finally, she reached a point where ’no man appealed to her enough to take a chance.

      All these years later, it still gave her chills to return to the place where she should have been the safest and hadn’t been. How badly she’d wanted to tell her parents or her brother. Her mother, at least. But she kept hearing that harsh whisper in her ear.

      “Tell one single person, and I’ll break every bone in your body. You know I can do it.”

      Then he’d ordered her to lie on the bed with her eyes closed and count to one hundred unless she wanted to meet with a fatal accident. She’d been so terrified she had actually counted to two hundred. Then she’d found their housekeeper, Jessie, and asked her to tell her parents she thought she had the flu and was going to bed. No way had she been able to go back to the party knowing he might be one of the ones smiling at her.

      She’d spent the next two days in bed, claiming she thought she had the flu, unable to face anyone. Especially her brother, Jason, who could read her like a book. He’d tried as gently as possible to ask what was really wrong, but all she kept saying was she was sick. At last, he left to finish his freshman year at college, and she did her best to make herself invisible.

      There were times during her rare visits home that she caught her father looking at her strangely, and she wondered if he had any idea what had happened. But then she convinced herself that wasn’t possible. Whatever he was, her father would not turn a blind eye to his daughter being raped in her own home. Right? Right?

      Jason was a lot harder to fool, but he was home as infrequently as she was, so the times they were together were limited to holidays and special occasions. And then there were usually a ton of people around, so she could hide in the crowd. Maybe she could do the same this time, if she could just get through the first twenty-four hours.

      Her last visit, after Jenna Donovan’s explosive article had appeared in national media, she’d sought the woman out, and they shared the devastation of their experiences. Jenna told her there were others, besides the young girls who’d been killed, but she protected their privacy, Micki understood that. She wouldn’t want her name dropped into a discussion, either. But the insidiousness, the fact it had gone on for years, made her physically ill. Who were these men? How had this whole thing started? Would it never end?

      Coming home always brought the incident back in vivid detail. Try as she might, she hadn’t been able to come up with a logical excuse to miss her father’s huge sixtieth birthday bash. Her gut told her that whoever the rapist was would be at this party, joking and drinking and acting like the bigshot ass he was. Well, she was older and wiser now and had spent a lot of years perfecting the image she presented to the world. She only had to be that person for the next five days and not be alone anywhere in the house when the party was going on.

      As she got closer to the house itself, her stomach knotted, nausea bubbled up in her throat, and a clammy coldness skated over her skin. She was gripped again by an intense desire to turn the car around, race back to Helena, and catch the first plane out there, no matter where it went. How could she do this? How could she pretend for five days that she was fine? Act like a normal person in the place of her worst nightmare?

      Just do it. Just grit your teeth and do it.

      She stopped the car in the big parking area next to the house, where two ranch trucks and three cars already sat. Drawing in a deep breath and letting it out slowly, she climbed slowly out of the car. As she popped the trunk to retrieve her luggage, a figure strode around the side of the house, making her catch her breath. What was her father doing home this time of day? She needed more time before seeing him.

      She steeled herself for his usually abrupt greeting, but this time he did something out of character. He hugged her. She held herself stiff as a board, wishing he would get it over with already. He took a step back, his hands still on her shoulders, and a look almost of pain on his face.

      “I’m glad you came home for the party, Micki. Really glad. Thank you.” His voice was laced with stress, and he seemed to be searching for more to say. “I probably haven’t been the best father, but I love you. Never forget that.”

      Then he turned and walked away. In the next moment, he climbed into his car and drove off toward the road as she watched, her jaw dropping. It took several seconds to pull herself together, the weird encounter dancing in her brain. Shaking her head, she pulled her luggage from the trunk, stacked it together the way it was made to fit, and rolled the whole thing to the front door. Another dilemma. Ring the doorbell? Just open the door which she was sure was unlocked? While she stood there, hesitating, unable to take a step forward, the door opened, and her mother smiled at her.

      “I heard your car pull up. Actually…” She smiled although the expression was a little stiff. “Actually, I was watching for it. Darling, I am so glad to see you. I was so afraid you’d decided not to come.”

      I almost did.

      Dana Schroeder reached for her, and Micki hugged her mother back, the feel of the embrace still so familiar to her. Dana Schroeder was all soft skin, delicate perfume, and welcoming love. Micki still regretted how what she mentally referred to as the incident had affected their relationship. Was it too late after all these years to tell the woman what had happened, in her very own home? About the disastrous impact it had had on her life? Too many times, as she sat in her condo in Florida, she wished someone could turn the clock back and wipe everything away. Too damn bad it wasn’t possible.

      “You could have left your luggage for one of the hands to get,” Dana told her.

      “It’s okay.” Micki waved a hand. “I’m used to it.”

      “Well, all right, then.” Her mother stepped back. “Come in, come in.”

      It always amazed her how little the house changed from one visit to the next. Oh, the walls were painted as needed, appliances replaced, furniture changed, but there was a sameness to the place that both comforted and repelled her.

      “Was that your father I saw talking to you? I thought he’d already left to do an errand.”

      If you could call it talking.

      “Yes. He, uh, stopped to say hello to me.”

      “Weird.” She frowned. “I thought he’d left already. He has a meeting in town. He’s been acting so strange lately. Preoccupied, more than usual. Getting up in the middle of the night and sitting in his den, staring out the big window. Something’s bothering him, but I can’t get him to tell me what. Did he say anything special to you?”

      “No. Just he was glad I was here.” Which in itself was strange.

      Her mother lifted one delicate shoulder. “Oh, well. I had your room cleaned and freshened first thing this morning,” Dana continued, “so it’s all ready and waiting for you. Let’s get your stuff upstairs and then maybe we can have a nice glass of wine on the patio. I swear, this party has me so on edge. You’d think it was the first one I ever hosted.”

      Ready and waiting for her.

      The day after it happened, she’d washed all the bedding and scrubbed everything down with industrial cleaner she found where they kept the ranch equipment. She gave thanks her mother had left early for a day out with her friends, so she wasn’t there to ask questions. But sleeping there was still a problem. Had her mother ever wondered why she suddenly demanded things in her room be changed, like the quilt and throw pillows and some other items?

      “I’m sure it will be fine,” Micki assured her, a sight headache forming at the base of her skull. “It always is.”

      Liar.

      But when she took a closer look, Micki saw faint worry lines bracketing her mother’s eyes, and her hands had the tiniest tremble to them. What the hell was that about? For an unreal moment, she wondered if any more of the rapes had occurred at parties here in this house where hers had taken place. How viciously ironic would that be? Had her parents known? No, her mother would never have been able to keep a secret like that. But something was going on, that much was obvious.

      She forced a smile. “Sure. That would be nice.”

      “Here.” A familiar male voice broke into her thoughts. “Let me get that luggage for you.” Her brother, Jason, who materialized from someplace, grinned at her.

      A tiny wave of relief washed through Micki. Thank god. At least she’d have someone to chill with if things got too strange. But then she realized he could read her better than her parents and wondered how she’d keep everything hidden from him for five long days. But she also knew if, god forbid, she needed a protector, he was it.

      “I can’t begin to tell you how happy I am you are here.” She hugged him. “You make things unweird.”

      “Unweird?” He chuckled. “Is that a real word?”

      “If it isn’t, it should be.”

      “Come on. Let’s get you settled.”

      “Don’t forget about the wine,” her mother reminded her as she followed Jason up the stairs.

      “Looking forward to it,” she tossed over her shoulder. But once they were in her room, she closed the door carefully and turned to her brother. “Okay, what’s the deal with Mom?”

      “So you noticed it, too?”

      Micki nodded. “She’s strung tight as a wire, and her hands are shaking a little. What’s going on?”

      Jason raked his fingers through his hair. “I got here two days ago because Mom sounded nutsy on the phone. She said you wouldn’t be here till today, and she really needed help with this party.”

      Micki stared at him. “Mom needed party help? Our mom? The queen of the hostesses?”

      “Uh huh. I thought it was strange, too. Especially since she’s got that caterer she always uses running the whole show. Dad’s been busy with meetings and is leaving everything to her, as usual.” He paused, “But, you know…”

      “Know what?” she prompted, and her stomach muscles clenched in a sudden knot. “Jason, what aren’t you telling me?”

      “Did you know that after a year with nothing happening, the body of another young girl was found just a few days ago?”

      Nausea bubbled up in her throat. Another one, after all this time? Oh god.

      “Do you know if…I mean…”

      Jason nodded. “I’m guessing the answer to your question is yes, she’d reported the rape, and probably not at the sheriff’s office so she could stay under the radar. I’d like to know how the person who killed her knew about that.”

      “Maybe the new sheriff is no different than the old one. What do we even know about him?”

      “As much as we need to” he told her. “Alex Rossi comes with impeccable credentials and references, and I can promise you it’s not him.”

      “Really?” She lifted an eyebrow. “What makes you so sure?”

      “I ran into Sadie and Hank Patterson in town the night I got here, and they told me about him. You know that no one has better creds than Hank does.”

      “Yes,” she agreed. “That’s true.”

      Everyone in the county knew about Hank and his Brotherhood Protectors. In fact, people quietly wondered how whoever this was had gotten away with it for so long with Hank and his agency here. But Micki knew how easily the men in her father’s social and business circles could put on a mask and hide resident evil beneath it.

      Jason blew out a breath. “Dad really doesn’t seem like himself. He’s almost as edgy as Mom. And sometimes…sometimes I catch them exchanging a glance when they think I’m not looking. As if they’re hiding some big secret.”

      Micki swallowed back the nausea that bubbled up in her throat. “You don’t think…I mean, this is way farfetched, but…I mean, do you suppose…I know there hasn’t been the murder of a young girl in a long time, but…” She stopped, afraid she might end up saying too much.

      “What, Micki?” he stared at her. Then his face paled as he realized what she wasn’t saying. “Are you asking me if I think Dad is one of the men who… Jesus! I mean, holy fucking shit.”

      “Well?” she persisted. “Do you?”

      “No. He’d never do anything like that. I mean, I just can’t see it. Raping young teenage girls? Killing them? Never in a million years. Anyway, it was Sheriff Bartell who was doing the killing, remember? And some of the raping, too.” He shook his head. “No, you’re wrong about that. About him.” He sighed. “I used to wonder if it all really happened, but when the reports Bartell had hidden away were revealed, along with the motive for the murders, it was hard to deny it.”

      “The girls who finally broke down and told their parents? I’ll bet those parents are killing themselves for insisting they report it.” Micki nibbled her lower lip. “The most devastating part of it is knowing it happened right inside someone’s home, with a party going on around them, the girls hurting and terrified. Going into their rooms and hiding in the dark, praying it had only been a nightmare.”

      Even after all these years, the memory of the assault was as sharp as ever. Which was why thinking about the upcoming party made her physically ill. Her skin turned clammy and cold, and her heartbeat thundered in her chest. She was so lost in thought she didn’t even realize Jason had stopped in front of her.

      “Micki?” When she didn’t answer, he crouched down in front of her and wrapped his fingers around her hands. “Micki? Honey, look at me.”

      She looked up, desperately trying to bank the fear that the memory always brought.

      “What?”

      “It happened to you, didn’t it”?” He bowed his head. “Oh sweet Jesus. Micki, honey, tell me. It happened to you, right?”

      She nodded, biting her lip to hold back the tears that always flooded when she remembered. All these years she’d been so successful at submerging it, crushing it so it didn’t take over her mind

      “Yes.” She whispered the word so softly she wondered if he even heard it. God. When she thought of all the relationships that had died because she couldn’t get past that memory…

      Jason wrapped his arms around her, and she pressed her head to his shoulder.

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell someone?” he asked. “If not Mom and Dad, then why not come to me? Fuck. I’d have found out who it was and beat the shit out of him.”

      “There was no way to find out who it was,” she told him. “Did you read any of the interviews with the parents of the murdered girls? The attacks were carried out in such a way that the girls were unable to make an identification.”

      “No wonder you always hated coming back here. I don’t know how you’ve done it.” He tilted her face so she had to look directly at him. “I promise you this. We’re going to get to the bottom of this. It keeps hanging over your life. I know it, and I want you to be free of it at last. Micki, I just can’t believe…”

      She held up her hand. “Leave it alone. Please. I’m so sorry I gave it away. I’ve done my best to bury it in the past. I’ll get through these next few days and go home to Florida again and put it out of my mind. Live my life.”

      “But are you really living it?” he persisted.

      “I’m fine. Leave it alone. I’d rather find out what’s wrong with our parents.”

      “Okay. For the moment. But I really think you need to talk this out with someone.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it any more. I just want to forget it, so please, please, please don’t bring it up again.”

      Jason stood up. “I can’t imagine the way Mom and Dad are acting would have anything to do with this. Maybe they’ve got financial problems.”

      Micki’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? Dad’s the proverbial ‘“squeeze a nickel until the buffalo shits’” person. I haven’t ridden around the ranch, but when I drove down the driveway, I could see a huge herd of cattle in the distance and a bunch of cowboys working them. And I’m sure that’s the tip of the iceberg. Plus, from the emails I get from Mom, they haven’t cut back on their lifestyle at all.”

      “They sure aren’t stinting on the arrangements for the party,” he agreed. “But something is wrong, and we need to find out what.”

      “Jason? Michaela?” Dana Schroeder’s voice floated up the stairway.

      Micki cringed. “I hate that damn name. Whose idea was it, anyway? I think they wanted a boy, and this was as close as they could come to Michael.”

      “Did you hear me, you two?” The voice was a little more strident.

      “We’d better get down there and see what’s got her on fire.” Micki pushed herself off the bed. “I’ll unpack later.”

      She finger-combed her hair as she moved out into the hallway, ignoring the fact that her makeup was probably nonexistent at this point and wondering why she even cared. Until she got to the top of the stairs and spotted the man standing in the foyer beside her mother. Like a bolt of lightning, feelings she’d only read about, heard about, swamped her body. Every one of her hormones, all the ones she was sure had died the night of the attack, woke up and began tap dancing like a chorus line. Even the pulse between her legs, the one she usually had to coax out of hiding, was thumping away with an insistent beat.

      The man standing beside Dana Schroeder was well over six feet of lean, rugged alpha male. As she slowly descended the stairs, Micki could see the very masculine square-jawed face with its high cheekbones framed by thick, dark-brown hair the color of chocolate.

      A tan shirt, adorned with a badge of some sort, stretched over broad shoulders. Knife-creased pants covered the longest legs she’d ever seen, and a holstered gun rode on one lean hip. But what really got her was the eyes. Fierce blue with a mixture of anger and pain swirling in them. What was that all about?

      If she was a woman who drooled, she’d be slipping on it by now. All these years, she’d believed her sex drive, her ability to respond, had been destroyed by the brutal attack. Intimacy had hardly appealed to her, in fact often frightened her and always ended badly. But every hormone in her body, every molecule, everything that might as well have been cryogenically frozen, vibrated in response.

      Oh. My. God.

      What would her life be like if she’d met this man before her disappointing sexual experiments? There was something so warm about him, so honest. She knew she’d never have to be afraid with him. Ever.

      Well, holy hell.

      “This is Sheriff Alex Rossi. A former SEAL, by the way. Sheriff, meet my daughter Michaela and my son Jason.”

      Before she realized what she was doing, Micki held out her hand.

      “Micki. Please. Nice to meet you.”

      He enfolded her slender hand in his large one, warm with a calloused palm, and gently squeezed. Heat traveled up her arm straight to her nipples. Now she knew what authors meant in the romance novels she tried to read when they described a woman’s nipples as hardening with need. The feeling was so unfamiliar, it shocked her, and she clung a little longer than necessary to Alex Rossi’s hand. His only response was a slight narrowing of his eyes, but she extricated her hand as soon as she realized what she was doing.

      “Nice to meet you,” Jason told the man. “I’ve heard good things about you from Hank Patterson.”

      Alex’s mouth turned up in a wry grin. “Yeah, I guess he thinks he’s my press agent. Don’t believe everything you hear.”

      “Oh, with Hank I pretty much think I can. Anyway, welcome to the Crazies.”

      “He means the mountains, not the people,” Micki joked. Then she looked at her mother. “Is there a problem we don’t know about that brought the sheriff here?”

      Dana Schroeder shook her head, although there was a definite air of tension vibrating around her. “Your father just thought, with everything going on and the large crowd we’re expecting, he’d feel a lot safer having Sheriff Alex here as a guest.”

      “Everything going on?” Micki repeated. “Like what?”

      “Well.” Dana twisted her hands together. “You know, it’s only been a few days since that poor young girl’s body was found.”

      “For god’s sake, Mom,” Jason spit out. “Surely you don’t think someone’s going to come into the party and start attacking guests, do you?”

      “No, no, of course not. It’s only that—”

      Alex held up a hand. “It’s okay, Mrs. Schroeder.” He looked at Micki. “I’m happy to help in any way I can. Jeff Bartell never publicized the fact that all the attacks took place at private parties where the guest list pretty much resembled the one we have here. Better all around to be safe.”

      Micki shuddered. “Mom? Please tell me you don’t expect one to happen at this event.”

      “Of course not,” she snapped. “The sheriff always used to attend these parties. Just because—"She bit her lip. “Anyway, I’m telling anyone who asks that your father and I thought it would be a nice way to introduce our new sheriff to people in the area.” She glanced from Jason to Micki. “Don’t you agree?”

      “You don’t think anyone would be bold enough to try something with Holly Martino’s death still fresh in their minds, do you?” Jason asked.

      Alex shook his head. “No, but it will be interesting to study each of the guests. And I’m happy to do it. Besides, you’d be surprised what people can give away without even realizing they’re doing it.”

      Cold swept over Micki at the thought. Would he be here? The faceless man who ruled her nightmares and had fucked up her life? Would she be able to tell it was him? She was damn glad to have the sheriff on the premises, for his assessment alone.

      But then, what did she do with her physical reaction to him? A reaction so unfamiliar she had no idea how to handle it. She had to be the most sexually inexperienced woman in her age group, unaware even of the subtleties of flirting. She’d bet any money the most Alex would do was treat her with reserved courtesy before seeking out a woman he’d feel more comfortable with. That, she figured, would be any woman but her.

      In that moment, she hated the man who’d attacked her., hated him with a viciousness that almost made her tremble.

      Jason nodded. “We’re glad to have you.”

      “Perhaps you and Micki could show Sheriff Rossi around the ranch house and the immediate area,” her mother said. “Get him familiar with the place.”

      “No problem,” Jason told her, although he slid a quick glance at Micki that said, What the hell? Why doesn’t she do it?

      “Jason, you’d be a better guide than I would.” Micki forced a smile. “You go ahead. I’m going upstairs to unpack.”

      And get away from this man who makes me feel things I didn’t know were possible.

      Her brother studied her for a brief moment before nodding. “No problem.”

      “I just need to get the lay of the land fixed in my mind,” the sheriff said. “Especially the layout of the house itself.”

      Of course. In case someone brings their teenaged daughter and the rapist decides to pounce.

      Although there was no real reason for that to happen. There were no teenagers living here any longer, so there were no suitable playmates being dragged along. And if whoever was doing this had half a brain, he’d forget about trying anything while the recent murder and circumstances were still the hot topic of conversation. Suddenly, she realized that Alex was speaking to her.

      “Excuse me? Sorry. I must have been taking a mental vacation.

      “I said I’m sorry you won’t be joining us, Miss Schroeder. I look forward to seeing you at the party.”

      His deep voice vibrated through her. What? Vibrated through her? She hadn’t known that was even possible. The look he gave her before heading off with Jason made her feel as if he’d stripped her naked with his eyes, but not in a way that frightened her. There was an entire world of sensuality out there she’d never even dipped her toe into. She certainly couldn’t call the few pitiful experiences she’d had sexy or satisfying. Suddenly, at the age of thirty, for the first time in her life, she wanted a man. A man who, as a matter of fact, she knew nothing about except he had impeccable references and made her body hum with unfamiliar need.

      And one other thing, something that shocked the hell out of her. Sheriff Alex Rossi was the first man she’d felt safe with since she was fourteen years old.

      Oh god. How was she going to handle this? A cauldron of conflicting emotions bubbled deep inside her as she climbed the stairs to her room.
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      Two nights later, as Alex dressed for the party, he still couldn’t get the image of Micki Schroeder out of his mind. She stood about five foot eight, with nice curves that could make a man’s mouth water. She wore her rich-brown hair pulled back and gathered in a clip at her neck. Darker lashes curtained the rich green of her eyes, and her delicate jawline gave her face an almost vulnerable look. Her body language said something else, however. She carried herself with t an air of defiance. As if she were saying, Too bad if you like what you see. Just get the hell away from me.

      He wondered if as a young teenager she’d been one of the victims of what Hank Patterson called the gang of privileged rapists. Although no one discussed it openly, after the arrest of Jeff Bartell, no one had come up with a better description. The chairman of the board of county commissioners had requested someone from the Montana Department of Justice, and an investigator had arrived from the Bureau of Criminal Investigation.

      He’d asked and been granted permission to go through Bartell’s house, which had been standing empty since the man’s arrest. No one had claimed it, so the county was still trying to decide what to do with it. But Alex had a feeling there were things squirreled away there that had either been overlooked or ’not found. And bingo! He found a hidden panel in the master bedroom closet. Inside was a lockbox that he made quick work of opening and found all the reports filed by the young girls over a period of years. Unfortunately, because of the way the rapes had occurred, the girls had not been able to provide any of the rapists’ names, but the descriptions of the attack were all the same. Alex’s gut told him it had to be a small group of the uber wealthy ranchers convinced they could do whatever they wanted and get away with it because of their money and position. It just fit the mold.

      That meant, based on the period of time covered, that these men had begun their frightening pattern in their forties and continued it well into their sixties. Men who sat on the boards of organizations both statewide and nationally. Who had amassed great fortunes that gave them a sense of invincibility. And, apparently, they’d been right, because all these years later their identities were still secret.

      Holly Martino’s parents were devastated when he told them she’d been murdered and why. He knew she hadn’t even told them about the attack. She’d been shaking in her shoes the night she came to his house to report it to him, explaining why she came there and not his office. And why she did it at after dark. They were consumed by guilt that she hadn’t felt she could come to them, and that they had somehow not discerned that she was struggling with such a devastating event. Miranda had called two of their closest friends, so they wouldn’t be alone, and then driven them home. Alex had delivered news like this more times than he liked to remember, but it never got any easier, especially when someone so young was concerned. If he did nothing else, he was going to find these bastards and nail their asses to the wall.

      Hank had provided him with a list of the key figures in both this county and the adjacent ones, men who socialized with each other for both business and pleasure. Tonight, at the Schroeder party, he’d make it his business to meet and assess those men. One of the traits that had made him so successful as a SEAL was his ability to do exactly that. He was sure his bullshit meter was still in working order.

      Thinking of bullshit meters made the image of Micki Schroeder pop into his head. There was a woman with secrets, ones she’d buried so deep that only in times of stress did they fight their way to the surface. It was obvious being back at the ranch and this party were doing just that. When he’d returned to his office after the meeting at the ranch, he’d called Hank to check out his assumptions.

      “Yeah, I’d say you’re on target,” his friend agreed. “I think she’s thirty now, so if she was one of the victims, it happened long before we set up Brotherhood Protectors. And damn!” Hank sighed. “These pieces of shit are so good they leave no trace of anything and know exactly what to do to make sure the girls have no idea who they are.”

      “I do have that one item,” Alex reminded him. “Holly Martino brought her torn panties that she used to clean up the tiny trace of semen her rapist left. The condom must have sprung a leak as he pulled out.”

      “Better keep it under lock and key,” Hank warned him. “We still don’t know who all is involved or who might have access to stuff.”

      “It’s in an evidence bag, but, as a matter of fact, I wanted to ask you if I could bring it out to your place and have you lock it up out there.”

      “You aren’t worried about chain of custody?”

      “No, we’ll sign the appropriate documents, and I’ll attach an affidavit as to why I’m doing it.” He sighed. “Not that I have reason to suspect anyone on my staff, but I don’t have a reason to trust them, either. Yet. Except for Miranda.”

      “Yeah.” Hank chuckled. “Her last name says it all. Golden. She’s the best.”

      All of this ran through his mind as he finished getting ready. He had chosen not to wear his uniform tonight, even though the Schroeders said they’d be using this as an opportunity to introduce him to people. He just thought his official garb would be a little too in your face. Besides, this way he cloud blend in a little better to assess people and eavesdrop on conversations. Not that he expected anyone to up and confess in the middle of the party, but still, he never knew what he might pick up.

      He had just tucked his gun into the small of his back—he never went anywhere without his sidearm—and slipped on the jacket to his suit when his cell rang.

      “All set for tonight?” Hank Patterson asked.

      “As much as I can be. Are you calling to give me a pep talk?”

      Hank chuckled. “Hardly. Calling to ask you to keep an eye on Micki Schroeder tonight.”

      Alex’s detect-o-meter went on full alert. “Did something happened I should know about? Or is there something you forgot to tell me?”

      “No, nothing like that.” “He paused a moment. “Remember when you came to the office that first time after Scot Nolan steered you my way?”

      “Yeah. What about it.”

      “Yup. No one discusses it and he said they hadn’t told you, but his fiancée was a victim years ago, probably about the same time Micki Schroeder was. But with Holly Martino’s death they asked me to tell you about it. Clue you in that being home for this party could be traumatic for Micki. Also, if her rapist is a guest, which he very well might be, there could be some little thing that triggers a memory, and that could be dangerous for her.”

      “Okay. I’ll keep an eye on her. Which, by the way,” he added, “won’t be hard at all. I’m surprised she’s not married by now.” He paused. “Of course…”

      “Yes,” Hank agreed. “Of course. Like Jenna Donovan, she’s probably still so traumatized she can’t be part of a healthy relationship. I’ll tell you, Scot has worked miracles with Jenna.”

      Could he do the same with Micki?

      What the fuck? Do what with Micki? He’d met the woman two days ago, and already he was in a relationship with her? A woman who probably ran from relationships like a long-distance runner? A woman who made his cock harder than a steel pike every time he thought of her? Maybe his body was telling him he needed a woman, but he sure as shit was too much of a gentleman to go after a woman who looked as if sex gave her a heart attack. And with good reason. That wasn’t him, thank god.

      But he would keep a close eye on her tonight. If indeed she had been one of the victims when she was a young teenager, this event would be difficult for her to get through. He wondered how many other parties she’d attended in all these years and if any of them had triggered a panic attack. If she had one tonight, he’d be right there with her, sliding her out of the room so she could deal with it in private.

      In the few minutes he’d spent with her, he found he liked her. Well. What about that? He’d better lock that in a closet because getting close to her would take a long time and according to her mother, she was leaving in two more days. Besides, hadn’t he told himself he was going to focus on the job?

      “Alex?” Hanks’s voice broke into his mental wanderings. “You there?”

      “No worries,” he assured Hank. “And I’ll give you a full report after the event.”

      “I know you can always reach out to your deputies if necessary,” Hank added. “But just in case, don’t hesitate to call if you need us.”

      “Thanks for that. Appreciate it. Hopefully I won’t need either my people or yours.”

      Ten minutes later, he was in his big pickup truck, heading for the Schroeder ranch. He had planned to get there early, but not so early he’d stick out like a sore thumb. He was damn sure anyone spotting him would know he wasn’t on the regular guest list, even if he did know how to eat and drink without getting anything on his clothes and not to talk with his mouth full.

      That was okay. Dana Schroeder had been insistent that he be there, for whatever reason so he’d sip club soda and keep his eyes and ears open.

      There were already several cars in the area marked off for parking when he pulled up to the ranch house. An earnest young man in a white shirt and black pants appeared at his door. He was surprised not to see him in Western gear. Maybe it wasn’t formal enough for the ultra-wealthy Schroeders.

      “Park your car, sir?”

      Alex shook his head. “No, thanks. If it’s all the same to you, I’ll park it myself and keep the keys. You know, in case I have to leave in a hurry.” He opened his jacket to display his badge clipped to his shirt pocket. He never went anywhere without it or his gun.

      “Oh. Sorry, sir. I mean, uh, Sheriff. Sure, um, park wherever you want.”

      “Thanks.” He grinned, hoping to put the kid at ease.

      “Oh, and I’m supposed to tell you to follow that path on the right of the house to the back yard.”

      He pulled off to the side opposite where all the other vehicles were—a short gravel extension of the driveway—locked the truck and headed where the kid had pointed. This must be a hell of a crowd if they moved it out of a house he figured could hold better than a hundred people. The din of voices grew louder as he rounded the corner and walked into one of the largest if not the largest tents he’d ever seen. Even at this early hour, it was more than a third full with people dressed in clothes he was sure didn’t come off any rack.

      “Good evening, Sheriff.”

      He turned his head to see Dana Schroeder smiling up at him, a glass in her hand.

      “Evening, ma’am.”

      “I’m so glad you could make it.” She wet her lower lip in what he was sure was a nervous habit. “As I said the other day, I don’t expect any trouble, but with everything going on…”

      “Not a problem. I’ll just blend into the crowd.”

      “Be sure to get a drink.” She waved at the three bars set up. “Oh, and if you could keep an eye on Micki, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Oh?” he lifted an eyebrow. “Is she having a problem?”

      “She seems nervous, and she asked a lot of questions about that poor young girl who was killed. I tried to assure her that had nothing to do with her. With us. But I don’t think she believes me.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand…Well, anyway, please make sure she’s comfortable, would you? I’d do it, but we have so many guests…”

      Again, her voice trailed off, and she was already looking toward the entrance to the tent where more people were arriving.

      “Not a problem,” he assured her. “You go on and be a hostess.”

      She looked at him as if trying to decide if he was assuring her or insulting her then gave him one of her fake smiles and headed off. He wondered what it was like to have as much money as the Schroeders and have to live your entire life acting a part.

      He wandered around the tent, smiling and nodding at people who he was sure were trying to figure out who he was. He finally spotted Micki in one corner, standing slightly apart from the crowd and trying not to look like she’d rather be anywhere else.

      “You look like you wish a transporter would take you into outer space.”

      “Oh!”

      He’d obviously startled her, and liquid splashed over the rim of her glass. He grabbed some paper napkins from the bar next to them and blotted her hand.

      “Sorry about that.” He did his best to make his voice warm and reassuring. “If you dislike these things so much,” he said, “why do you even go to them? I mean, you came all the way from Florida for this one, right?”

      “Believe me, if it wasn’t my father’s sixtieth birthday, I wouldn’t be here. I promise you that.” She took a healthy swallow of her drink.

      “You might want to go easy on that,” he told her in what he hoped was a friendly tone. “You’ve got a long night ahead of you.”

      “And this is what I need to get through it. How about you, Sheriff? You don’t have a drink of any kind.”

      “As a matter of fact, I was about to get one.” He ordered his usual on-the-job drink, club soda.

      Micki gave him a questioning look. “No alcohol for you, Sheriff?”

      “Not when I’m on duty.” He lifted the glass to her in a toast.

      “And are you? On duty?” Her face tightened with tension.

      “Just doing a favor for your parents.” He studied her expression, her body language. “Does that bother you?”

      “No, of course not.” She looked down at the drink in her hand. “Maybe they should have had someone all along for all the other parties.”

      He wanted to ask if she was thinking about the one where she’d been attacked, but this was neither the time nor the place. She looked so fragile he was hit with a desire to pull her against him and wrap his arms around her.

      Yeah, jackass. Because intimacy probably scares the hell out of her, so why not make it worse?

      And why was he hit with all of these feelings for a woman he’d just met? Feelings, by the way, he’d never had for any of the females he ever dated at any age. He reminded himself he was here on official business, so to speak, not to act on his attraction for this woman who carried such a load of emotional baggage.

      Then she waved a hand in the air. “Forget I said that, okay? My parents would freak if they heard that.” She pasted on a smile. “I guess I’d better circulate and let people know how glad I am to be home for Dad’s birthday.”

      But to Alex’s practiced eye she looked anything but. He wished he had a way to ask her what she meant without upsetting her but instead, he moved slowly through the crowd, stopping to chat with the few people he’d come to know. They looked at him the same way Micki had—what was he doing there? Thankfully, no one asked.

      The tent was pretty close to full by now. Two long buffet tables stretched on opposite sides of the covered space, all three bars were busy, and the band hired for the evening continued to play loud enough for dancing but not enough to be intrusive or obliterate conversation. For three hours he went through the motions of socializing, all the while studying each man in the crowd. Most of them shared the same characteristics—wealthy, arrogant, obnoxiously self-assured, egotistical. Oh, he could go on. He’d met men like that before, some of them top brass in the military. They also reminded him of the social environment of his almost-fiancée, a situation that contributed in large part to their breakup.

      Were some of the vicious rapists in attendance? Based on what he’d gleaned from the reports Bartell had hidden and the information from the articles Jenna Donovan had written, they were all part of this rarified crowd. All men of enormous wealth and power, with egos as large as their bank accounts. He thought of the torn panties Holly Martino had brought him, evidence he had under double lock and key, hoping for a break where he had something to use as comparison for the drops of DNA on the material.

      Somehow, he had to catch a break and end this nightmare.

      At a little after ten, Jason Schroeder took the microphone at the bandstand.

      “Everyone, if I could have your attention?” He had to repeat it twice before the large crowd quieted enough for him to speak. “Most of you know me. I’m Jason Schroeder, Dana and Bill’s son. I’m home this weekend for a special occasion, along with my sister, Micki. Hey, girl, come on up here.”

      Alex, who had been trying to observe as many people as possible, spotted Micki at the edge of the crowd, her face a frozen mask. For a moment, he wondered if she’d refuse, but then she set her drink and went to stand beside her brother.

      “You all know why we’re here at this shindig. It’s for a very special occasion. Our dad’s sixtieth birthday. And here comes the cake.”

      Two of the waitstaff carried in a tray bearing an enormous multi-tiered cake that they set on a table in front of the band.

      Jason grinned. “We’re gonna light this sucker in a minute, but first, Dad, if you’d come up here so we can embarrass you in front of everyone. And, Mom, you come over here, too.”

      Alex saw Bill Schroeder lift his glass, drain it, and head for the cake. He noticed the man’s step was a little unsteady and wondered how much he’d had to drink. But then, just as Schroeder reached the cake, he paused and suddenly collapsed onto the ground. A loud gasp echoed from the gathered crowd.

      Jason hurried over to his father and knelt beside him, Micki on his heels. Dana Schroeder stood there staring, all color drained from her face.

      Alex put down his empty glass and raced to where the man lay on the ground, convulsing. Kneeling beside him, he felt for a pulse, found one but very weak. Lifting an eyelid, he realized the man was completely unconscious. He pulled out his cell and hit the button for county emergency response.

      “This is Sheriff Rossi. We have a man down of unknown causes at the Schroeder ranch. Scramble every deputy on duty plus every detective plus an ambulance ASAP.”

      The moment he was acknowledged, he dropped the phone and began doing chest compressions. Jason did the count for him, while the huge crowd looked on in stunned silence. He couldn’t be bothered to check for reactions. He was too busy trying to pump life into the man on the ground. He was still pumping when the EMS unit arrived, pulled him back, and did their thing.

      “Sorry,” one of them finally said. “He’s gone. We could transport him to the hospital, but he’s beyond lifesaving services. Want us to cover him until the medical examiner gets here?”

      Alex nodded. “Please. And thanks.”

      Bill Schroeder’s rocks glass that he had been drinking from had fallen next to the body. Alex grabbed a napkin from the nearest table, wrapped the glass, and stuck it in a pocket until his deputies arrived with, among other things, evidence bags.

      As the paramedics began packing up their gear, signaling the end of their services, a shrill cry broke the air. Looking up, Alex realized it was Dana Schroeder. She leaned into the woman next to her who had put her arms around her and was trying to comfort her.

      “No.” Jason spit the word out in a harsh voice. “Don’t stop. Keep trying.”

      “Jason.” Alex rose and put his hand on the other ‘man’s shoulder. “He’s gone, man. Take my word for it. Take your mother and sister inside and stay with them until I can come and talk to all of you.”

      “What about the…the body? You just going to leave it here?”

      “Until the medical examiner gets here.”

      “And all these people?” He gestured wildly at the crowd that seemed frozen in place.

      “Get your mother and sister out of here. I’ll take care of everything.”

      Jason looked at him then exhaled a slow breath and turned to his mother and Micki. The two women had white, pinched faces, and Dana was twisting her hands together. The man spoke in low tones to them, overriding their objections and finally guiding them into the house. Alex was surprised that the crowd was still relatively silent, but he chalked it up to a ghoulish interest. He couldn’t imagine this crowd being shocked much by anything. He expected any moment to be bombarded by questions.

      He stepped aside to let the EMS techs cover the body with a plastic sheet and grabbed the microphone, tapping it to make sure it was still hot.

      “Can I please have your attention? As you can see, we’ve had an unexpected tragedy. I’m going to need to speak to most of you, so if as many as possible could take seats I’d appreciate it.”

      A tall man in an expensive Western-cut suit stepped forward. “How long do you expect us to wait? And what the hell is wrong with Bill?”

      Alex’s ingrained patience learned as a SEAL stood him in good stead as he answered the man and called for the medical examiner. As he was speaking, four of his deputies arrived, and he immediately put them to work on crowd control. All except Miranda, to whom he gave specific instructions. Someone would have to survey the scene and figure out what else to collect until they all knew for certain what happened.

      People had broken their silence, sound erupting as if a volume switch had been turned on, and were talking to each other and over each other. Their resentment of the deputies was obvious. Some of them were belligerent about being asked to stay put until questions could be asked.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      Micki washed her face and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She’d yanked off her fancy dress the minute she got to her room and pulled on worn but familiar jeans and an equally worn sweatshirt. She didn’t care if she looked sloppy. The clothes were familiar and comforted her. When she looked in the mirror, she nearly scared herself, she looked so gaunt and traumatized. The night had been endless. The early part of the evening she’d spent wound tight as a drum, eying every man at the party, wondering if one of them was him. Listening to voices and wondering what each one would sound like if it was hoarse. Raspy. And driving herself nuts doing it.

      Thank the lord for Alex Rossi. While he casually chatted with the partygoers, he also managed to check up on her every so often, as if he expected her to bolt any minute. And truthfully, if she could have, she would. But she’d made a promise, and she stuck to it.

      Then her father collapsed, and…

      God. Would this nightmare never end?

      Getting her mother settled had been an ordeal until the doctor Jason called arrived and gave her a sedative. Nina Osterhaus, her mother’s best friend, had insisted on coming into the house, saying they could interview her here, but she wasn’t leaving her friend. Micki had been more than grateful, positive she wasn’t up to the task herself.

      Jason had stopped her when she went to change clothes to ask if she was okay, but she’d shaken him off. No, she wasn’t okay. She might never be okay again. On top of everything else, she had no idea how long she’d need to stay here now. Tomorrow she’d call her office and explain the situation.

      Logically there was no reason at all to think her father’s death had anything to do with the evil that had gripped this part of the Crazies for more than two decades. Or to think that he himself was part of it. The thought that he might be made her stomach roil again. She knew the medical examiner would do an autopsy, since it was a sudden, unexplained death. No devastating illness to precipitate it or anything. What would he find? Had something her father said or did precipitated this?

      Dramatic, much, Micki?

      But drama had ruled her life for so long, she wasn’t able to change the pattern.

      God! She wanted to crawl into bed and pull the covers over her head, the way she’d done all those years ago. Too bad she had to go back downstairs now.

      The thought of an extended stay sent the nausea bubbling up again. She needed to get hold of herself. Taking off her party clothes and pulling on familiar jeans and sweatshirt had helped a little. The last thing she felt like, even before her father keeled over, was playing pretend in a festive atmosphere.

      She turned out the light in her bathroom just as a knock sounded on her door.

      “Jason?” she called, as she pulled the door open.

      But it wasn’t her brother who stood there. Instead it was a commanding looking Alex Rossi. He should have scared her to death, but instead that unfamiliar feeling of safety swept over her again. How was that possible with a man she’d only met once? The shrink she’d been seeing for what seemed forever had told her over and over again, when she despaired about her future, that at the right moment the right man would come into her life and change things for her. She’d never thought, however, that would be in the midst of yet another crisis.

      “Sorry. Did you want me to get him for you?”

      She shook her head. “Uh, what do you need, Sheriff?”

      His strong, masculine lips curved in a smile that made her toes tingle. She had a sudden urge to throw herself into his arms and burrow against him, making all this go away. And what the hell did that mean?

      “I was hoping you could spare me a few minutes.”

      Micki drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Of course he’d want to talk to her. She’d been expecting this. “Sure. Did you want to do it now?”

      “If possible.”

      She studied his face, looking for some kind of clue to his thoughts, and saw intense kindness in his gaze. Kindness and…something else. Something that looked a lot like a desire to protect her and keep her safe. How was that even possible when they barely knew each other? She had to be imagining this.

      She blew out a breath. “No problem.”

      “Your brother offered to sit in if it would make you more comfortable,” he added, “but I’m hoping you’ll be okay with just the two of us. I have a few basic questions for the moment.”

      Her big brother was intuitive enough to suspect after she unloaded on him that being alone with a strange man made her nervous. But, for whatever reason, the same way it had struck her earlier, she felt no threat from Sheriff Alex Rossi, despite the severity of the situation.

      “I’m good.” And she hoped she was. “But if it’s all the same to you, let’s do it in the sun room. That’s the enclosed porch on the side of the house. I’m sure there are people everywhere else on the place, and this will give us some privacy.”

      She closed the bedroom door and led the way down the stairs.

      “Unfortunately, you’re right,” he agreed. “My deputies are helping my detectives take statements from people as quickly as they can. We’re trying to get this done as fast as possible, but there’s a good-sized crowd here tonight, and some of them are not, uh, too amenable.”

      She snorted a laugh. “I’ll bet. They probably think my father dropped dead just to inconvenience them.”

      When he didn’t answer, she knew she’d come pretty close to the truth. She hadn’t liked many of her parents’ friends growing up, and she liked them even less now.

      “Well, I’ve called in everyone who’s off duty to help get this handled, so hopefully we can be finished before dawn. Not that I expect anyone to have seen anything, or if they did, to admit it.”

      “Do you know when the…autopsy”—she stumbled over the word—“will take place?”

      “I asked the medical examiner to rush it, and he promised he’d bump it up and do it tomorrow.”

      “Thank you. And here we are.”

      She led him into her favorite room in the house, a side porch that had been glassed in years ago so they could enjoy it in winter. It was furnished with comfortable couches and chairs and had become her sanctuary after the event that nearly destroyed her. It was the one place where she felt safe. She closed the door to give them privacy, and curled up in one of the big arm chairs. Alex took the other one. He was sitting so close to her, she could smell the clean scent of his aftershave and count the late-night whiskers on his chin. What she really wanted was to sit in his lap and burrow into his strength. It continued to amaze her that he was the first man in as long as she could remember who didn’t light that flame of fear that always waited inside her. What, she wondered, would sex with him be like? She had a feeling that for the first time in her life she would find out what others raved about and she had yet to experience.

      “I’d like to ask you some questions, if you’re up for it “

      “First, can you tell me how my mother is? I was going to check on her, but her friend Nina is with her and, in fact, is much closer to her than I am.”

      He nodded as if there was nothing unusual in that. “She was fairly hysterical,” he told her, “but the doctor came and gave her some medication. Her friend helped her change out of her party clothes and get into bed. I’m smart enough to know tonight is not the time to talk to her, but…”

      “But it has to be done, and we’ll make sure it takes place. So. What is it you think I can tell you, Sheriff?”

      “How about calling me Alex?” He gave her that toe-curling smile again. “And, basically, all I want is to take you through what you remember of tonight.

      She bit her bottom lip, a nervous habit that had plagued her all these years. “Okay, but I am not sure how much help I can be. I…didn’t mingle much.”

      “I’m aware of that. But anything you can tell me will be a help.” His smile was warm and reassuring.

      “Okay. Shoot.”

      “I’d really like anything you can remember about people your father chatted with.”

      She sighed and pulled her legs up to rest her chin on her knees. “I’m sorry I don’t have much to tell you, but I’ll do my best.”

      “Let’s start with this. Would you happen to know who your father’s closest friends are? Men he does a lot of business with or socializes with?”

      Micki frowned. “This is nothing but a guess, based on what I remember and things my mother says in her emails.”

      “Understood.”

      “Okay.” She wrinkled her forehead. “Probably his closest are Frank Harding, Jim Northrup, Adam Hoffman, and Drake Brandt. They do business deals together. Have monthly dinners at a restaurant, usually in Billings. I don’t know much more than that.” She rubbed her cheek, another nervous habit she wished she could get rid of. “But I can tell you that he’s been on edge the whole time I’ve been home, and I don’t know why.”

      “Did you mention it to your mother?”

      Micki nodded. “She just told me he has a lot on his mind. She was hoping the party would help him relax.”

      “Speaking of that, did you notice him spending more time with any of the men you mentioned.”

      She shrugged. “Not offhand, but I stayed away from the tent until a sufficient number of people were there. Then I could move through the crowd without getting involved in conversation. Accept good wishes for my father and move quickly from person to person.”

      “You didn’t spend much time with anyone?” he persisted.

      “As little as possible.” She swallowed. She might as well get past the elephant in the room right away and tell him why she avoided people like the plague. “I’m not…comfortable with most of them.”

      Alex leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs. “You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to, but why do you live across the country? And why is it you come home so seldom?”

      “It’s…a personal matter.”

      “Okay. If it has nothing to do with what happened tonight—”

      She held up a hand. “That’s the thing. I don’t know. I don’t want to believe it did, but if he knew, or found out…” She closed her eyes a moment, gathering herself. “I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told another person except, well, you’ll see. It explains why I don’t socialize at these events but also, in some way, might have to do with my father’s death. Although if he was part of this, I’m sorry I didn’t kill him myself.”

      “Part of what?”

      She drew in a deep breath to steady herself and let it out slowly. “I’m sure before you even took this job, someone gave you chapter and verse about the evil that’s been like a shroud for more than two decades.”

      “They did, and the brutal murder of Holly Martino really brought it home to me.” He rubbed his jaw. “Not a fun way to start off.”

      “I’m sure you know about the young girls who were killed over the past fifteen years or so. Teenagers. Usually fourteen or so. You’d have to have been told.”

      “Yes.” His features hardened for a moment into an expression of hatred. “I can’t imagine how their parents lived through that.”

      “Do you know all those girls were raped by men who managed not to be identified? And that there were a lot more besides the girls who were killed?”

      He’d wondered about that. “How do you know that, if I might ask.”

      She swallowed. “Because I was one of those girls.”

      Shock raced through his system. “Micki, I—”

      She shook her head “Please. Let me get this all out. I’ve never told this to anyone before. Except other girls it happened to, and lately my brother. Somehow, we knew to seek each other out. Kind of a victims’ connection.”

      He nodded, waiting for her to go on.

      “Hardly anyone talks about it because they’re afraid. The rapes all took place at parties like tonight, in places like this ranch. The assumption is that a small group of very wealthy, very elite men decided this would be a new way to have fun. Rape young teenagers and threaten them. That’s what they get off on. That and being able to conceal their identities.”

      “But if it took place at their homes, why didn’t they tell their parents?”

      “If a man was able to rape you without you even seeing who he was, and threatened to kill you if you told, would you say anything? Young girls can easily be terrified, Sheriff.”

      “Alex.” He said his name in a soft voice. “Please. Call me Alex. And yes, I see what you mean. It smacks of the arrogance of men who believe they can get away with anything. And I’m not saying your father was one of them, but, like you, my senses tell me there’s some kind of connection.”

      She folded and unfolded the hem of her T-shirt, nearly undone by the look of caring in his eyes. She didn’t remember anyone ever looking at her like that. She’d seen pity. Sympathy. Disappointment, as if the few people who knew what happened thought it was somehow her fault. Sadness. But not that look of compassion she saw in Alex Rossi. It was nearly her undoing. For the first time in sixteen years, she felt tears clog the back of her throat and had to swallow hard against them.

      “Are you okay to continue?” He started to reach for her hand then stopped , as if not sure it was okay to touch her.

      Funny, because for the first time since she was fourteen, she actually wanted a man to touch her. Make skin-to-skin contact, and what was up with that? Was this man from another planet? To keep herself from reaching out for him, she began pleating the hem of her shirt again. Maybe once she got through this, the urge would go away, and she could return to the comfortable barrier of her fear regarding men.

      “Micki?” he urged again.

      She wet her lips. “Yes. I’m fine. I haven’t…said anything about this for a lot of years, and I don’t know if it has anything to do with my father’s death, but…” She forced herself to look at him. “But I guess it’s time to get it all out, in case it does. I mean, in case it somehow connects to me.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “This is hard for me, Sheriff.”

      “Take your time. I’m in no hurry.”

      She knew that had to be a lie, with everything going on outside. But his assurance and the deep, mellow tone of his voice, helped her move forward. In halting sentences, she described for the first time what had happened all those years ago right in this house. In the very bedroom she was staying in right now.

      She kept her eyes on her hands while she spoke, unable to look at Alex Rossi, afraid of what she’d see on his face. When she finally got it all out, with the feel of a burden being lifted at long last, she let out another breath and dared to look at him. She had expected pity, or even disgust, or … she didn’t know what. But the look in his eyes of caring and understanding stunned her. And something else. He looked at her as a woman, not a freak show like the men in her failed relationships had. A woman who had been through a terrible ordeal.

      And behind all that was unexpected anger.

      “You’re right. The fact we have two out-of-the-ordinary deaths so close together in a place that seldom sees anything like this would make anyone look for a connection. And let me say this.” His voice was like warm molasses flowing over her skin. “One way or another, I am going to find every man involved in this abominable little group and methodically destroy them. You can count on that.”

      “First, you have to find out who they are,” she pointed out, her voice still a little shaky. “See if they’re part of his inner circle, if any of them killed my father, and why.”

      He leaned forward, elbows on his thighs, and this time he did reach for one of her hands and enfold it in his.

      “Micki, I’m not sure if you know this, but I was a SEAL for ten years. SEALs are the baddest of the bad special forces. We can find out things even hidden from God.”

      He smiled as he said it, but she had no doubt he spoke the truth. Maybe that was why he was the first man in sixteen years who didn’t frighten or panic her. Who in fact made her insides tremble and not with fear. And wasn’t that a shock in the middle of all this.

      Alex gave her hand a gentle squeeze before sitting back.

      “So.” He paused. “Do you think Holly Martino’s murder was in some way the catalyst for what happened tonight?”

      Micki shrugged. “I don’t know. All I can say is the two things happening so close together… I mean, it’s not as if things like this happen around here on a regular basis.” Then she shook her head. “But I’ve been thinking all these years there must be many other girls this happened to who didn’t tell anyone. They were too terrified, like I was. Especially after the courageous ones who gathered themselves to report what happened despite the threats to them. And then ended up dead.”

      “What makes you think they’d come forward now? Especially after what happened to Holly.”

      Micki looked directly at him. “Because I have the sick feeling my father’s ‘“death”‘ is tied to it in some way, and I think we’ve all been frightened long enough. And because a man who comes with Hank Patterson’s recommendation and who is a decorated SEAL knows how to keep us safe.”

      She realized she meant every word of it. For the first time since she’d been thrown down on her bed and violated, she wasn’t afraid. Not that the danger wasn’t still out there, but Alex Rossi, despite being just one man, wore the aura of someone who, as he said, could handle it all.

      “But how does that help you with tonight?” she asked. “What happened to me is old history. And where does my father fit into the picture? Did Holly Martino’s death ignite this? And why?”

      “Not sure yet. Right now, I’m collecting information. It seems strange, though, that the only murder in this county in a year is a young girl who it turns out is the most recent victim in a string of heinous crimes going back years. And suddenly, while I’m investigating it, your father drops dead at a party.”

      “You think my father was involved?”

      Oh, please, god, no.

      But Alex shrugged. “I’m not ruling anything out right now. Like I said, right now I’m gathering information.”

      “I don’t know if anything I said helped or not”

      “Everything helps,” he assured her. “I just have to figure out how.” He pushed himself up from his seat. “I need to get back outside and see where we are. What my detectives have come up with. All those people are probably ready to lynch me for making them hang around.”

      “They’ll survive.”

      He gave a soft laugh. “You don’t have much use for them, do you.”

      She shook her head. “Why should I? These people are all so self-centered and focused on their money and power. I’m sure my parents love me—and Jason—but my father’s business and political worlds always came first, and my mother lives her life by what other people think of her. But I do want to know how he died. And if someone killed him, why? If that was the reason.” She looked up at Alex, who had such compassion in his eyes she wanted to cry. “Do you think he found out about me and was driven to expose everyone because of it?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a definite possibility. But wouldn’t he have approached you first? Maybe be devastated that his little game, if he was part of it, had hit too close to home? I’m guessing, but I’d expect there was an unwritten rule they never touched each other’s families.”

      She felt ill, nausea gripping her at the thought her father not only might have known who her rapist was, but himself been part of their evil little game. She swallowed hard, hoping she ’wouldn’t vomit in front of Alex Cross

      “It frightens me to even think that,” she told him, “but I guess with what happened tonight, we have to look at everything.”

      “I wish that wasn’t so, but it’s highly unlikely that two murders so close together, in a place that almost never sees them, would be unrelated. I need to figure out the connection. Anyway, thanks for talking to me.” He took her hand and pressed a business card into it. “I’m sure you have the number of my office, but this has my personal cell on it. Call me anytime. For anything.”

      “I— Thank you, Sheriff. I appreciate this.”

      “Alex. Please call me Alex.”

      She managed a tiny smile. “Okay, Alex. I expect we’ll be seeing each other again.”

      “Count on it.” The look he gave her was equal parts of compassion and understanding with a healthy dose of heat thrown in. And for the first time in her life, it didn’t frighten her.

      Holy shit!
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      Alex leaned back in his desk chair, booted feet on the desk, mug of coffee cradled in his hands, and looked at his friend, Hank Patterson, sitting across from him.

      “I’m telling you, Hank, I pull one string, three more follow it, and two others break off. I’ve gone over the reports we found at Bartell’s house and checked the interviews from the party until I’m blind, but I can’t find a damn thing that points anywhere. This thing is a fucking mess.”

      “No shit. What did the lab find in Schroeder’s glass?”

      Alex looked at the coroner’s report on his desk, although he had it memorized by now. “Cyanide. Not exactly hard to come by, damn it. It can be extracted from so many natural sources, if you’re inventive you don’t even have to shop for it and leave a trail.”

      “Well, that’s no help.” Hank shook his head. “I suppose fingerprints didn’t help.”

      “Fuck, no. For one thing, there were too many of them, and they were smudged. For another, I’d have to get people in here and take their prints for a match and I’m not ready to do that till I narrow the pool of suspects, of which, by the way, we have an abundance. “

      “Well, that sucks.”

      “And according to what my men are learning, there seem to be a lot of people who wouldn’t have minded slipping it into his drink. I only knew him casually, but ’he was not considered a warm and fuzzy type of person. Maybe ’he was different with close friends, but in what little contact I’ had with him, he came across as an egotistical jackass.”

      “That’s probably about right.”

      Alex snorted. “According to many of the people we interviewed, that’s an understatement. I found it interesting that people didn’t mind accepting his hospitality even while they said he was an arrogant bully who took pleasure in stomping all over people. Except for those closest to him, who praised him as a rancher and businessman.”

      “I don’t know how much actual ranching ’he did in recent years,” Hank told him. “I grew up around here, and for as long as I can remember his foreman, Arch Neville, has run that place. Probably for the best, anyway. Arch is the gold nugget of foremen.”

      “Best I can find out, he spent his time flying on his private plane to Helena or Bozeman on businesses or politics. Sometimes even to D.C. Even to Vegas.” Alex took a swig of coffee. “And a bunch of other places here and there.”

      Hank chuckled. “That’s as good a way as any to describe it. He and his wife flew around the country with their friends, sometimes on their plane, sometimes on someone else’s.”

      “What can you tell me about Frank Harding, Jim Northrup, Adam Hoffman, and Drake Brandt? I’ve asked the detectives about them, but mostly they give me facts and figures. I figured you’d have a better picture of them. Come at it from a different angle.”

      Hank shrugged. “Not people I have a lot to do with. They’re all part of what I call the Crazies celebrity crowd. Rich men who travel in high-powered circles and got where they are through intimidation and control.”

      “Certainly, fits the picture of the rapist.” He paused. “Rapists, if our theory is correct. Also, I didn’t get a warm and fuzzy feel at the ranch house when this all went down. Dana Schroeder took to her bed and refused to talk to me. Jason’s insisting whatever happened to his father was a mistake. And Micki…”

      “What about Micki?” Hank prompted. “I asked Sadie about her, since they both grew up around here, but she says Micki hightailed it out of here right after high school graduation and comes home as little as possible. Maybe there’s something going on there you need to look into. Not,” he said quickly, “that you need me to tell you how to run an investigation.”

      Alex held up a hand. “It’s okay. I’ll take all the insight I can get. People around here don’t like to answer questions much.”

      Hank snorted. “No shit.”

      “I had to practically use a pry bar to get them to open up at all. But something happened that made someone drop cyanide in Bill Schroeder’s drink, and it wasn’t a spur of the moment thing. They had to come prepared.” He set his coffee mug down on the desk. “Shit, Hank. This investigation is going to open the biggest can of worms the people around here have ever seen. It means going over those reports Bartell hid once again, and I have a feeling they’re only the tip of the iceberg. Rich assholes have been raping young girls around here for a long time and killing the ones who ratted them out. It’s like a small fraternity. You know what it’s like when these guys cover for each other.”

      Hank let out a heavy sigh. “Sure do. They think they can get away with anything.”

      Alex grimaced. “It sickens me to think that all those years ago a bunch of scum with unbelievable arrogance decided it would be a fun game to rape young girls at parties and get away with it. And kill anyone who talked. I read Jenna Donovan’s articles and got even sicker. She really nailed it.”

      “Probably because she herself was a victim. Do you think Micki Schroeder might have been, too? That her father found out and was going to blow the whistle?”

      Alex shook his head. “You know I can’t tell you if that’s true or not. But what if they were supposed to keep away from their own offspring and someone broke the rules? Maybe he was going to blow the whistle because of it.”

      “If Micki Schroeder was one of the victims, she never came forward, but that doesn’t mean anything.” Hank scratched his head. “Of course, she’s spent zilch time around here since she graduated from high school. Maybe that’s the reason why.”

      Micki Schroeder. He hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind since the party. It devastated him that someone as sweet as her had been psychologically damaged by a brutal attack. He wondered if it had been just wishful thinking that they had made a connection. If she were his woman, he’d show her exactly how gentle he could be, how—

      Well, fuck all, asshole. Way to go wanting sex with a woman who’d probably run screaming in the other direction. Who might as well have “trauma” tattooed on her forehead. It had taken all his SEAL discipline the other night to keep from hauling her into his arms and helping her chase her demons. He was hardly a sexual novice, and had enjoyed the company of many women over the years. But no one, ever, had gotten to him instantly the way Micki Schroeder did. So what now, idiot?

      “I’d give ten bucks to know what’s going through your mind right now.” Hank’s voice, touched with humor, broke into his thoughts. “But I have a feeling you’d knock yourself out before telling me.”

      Alex made no comment. Anything he said was sure to get him in trouble.

      Hank laughed. “I can take a hint. Anyway, I have to get back to the office. By the way, Sadie would love it if you’d come to dinner one night.”

      “Tell her as soon as I get this monster off my back, I’ll take her up on it.”

      “In that case, I’m not holding my breath. I assume you’ll be attending the funeral?”

      He had released the body to the family yesterday, and Jason Schroeder had called to thank him and let him know what funeral arrangements they were making. The service was scheduled for this coming Saturday afternoon.

      “Of course. Not just out of respect but to see who all will be attending.”

      “I hope Micki’s holding up okay. She seemed really rocked by the whole thing the night of the party.”

      Damn, Rossi. The woman pops into your mind, and the words pop out of your mouth.

      But he hadn’t been able to get the woman out of his mind. She was a combination of fragility and inner strength, that latter certainly what created the firebrand prosecuting attorney he’d read about. The recitation of her personal hell was etched in his mind, and he had the feeling that despite the career she’d carved out, she’d never quite gotten past it. Did she have anyone in her life? Had she managed to find a man strong yet sensitive enough to get her past the trauma and show her how good things could be between two people?

      “Alex?” Hank’s voice broke into his thoughts. “Where’d you disappear to?”

      “I was thinking back to the conversation with her the night of the murder.”

      Hank lifted an eyebrow. “Do I sense something more than professional interest?”

      Alex shrugged. “Who knows. I just met the woman and almost at once her father is killed. Anyway, my bet is she’ll hightail it back to Florida right after the funeral.”

      “It’ll be interesting to see what Dana Schroeder does with that huge ranch. And who it’s left to, along with everything else. I don’t suppose you’ve picked up anything during your visits there? I’m curious, is all.”

      Alex shook his head, as much for a negative answer as to get Micki Schroeder out of his mind. He had plenty of experience with females of all varieties, but something set Micki Schroder apart. Made him want to connect with her and at the worst possible time. Damn. This wasn’t him at all.

      “No.” He answered Hank’s question. “Nothing. I’m getting ready to check into it, because there night be a clue there that points to someone. But, as you know, lawyers are big on the confidentiality thing.

      “Don’t I know it.” He pushed himself out of his chair. “Well, you can call me if you need anything.”

      Alex sat there for a few moments after Hank left, letting everything roll around in his mind. He’d been back to the Schroeder house twice since the night of the party, mostly to see if he could pick up any strange undercurrents that might point him in one direction or another. They’d been there, all right, but even his highly developed senses hadn’t been able to figure out what they were.

      Dana Schroder had taken to her bed, and Jason had only been there once when he came by. The other time, Micki told him her brother was at the funeral home making arrangements, but both times she had been willing to talk to him.

      “Although I don’t know what else I can tell you,” she emphasized. “I told you everything the other night.” She rubbed her face. “Really everything. I’ve only been back to the ranch a half a dozen times in the past several years and then for only brief periods.”

      He knew that was because of the attack on her. Listening to her the other night tell him things she’d kept bottled up inside her for sixteen years had been one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do. It lit a rage inside him every time he thought of some powerful animal using the opportunity to satisfy his destructive needs.

      “Have you checked into the names I gave you?” she asked.

      “Working on it. Except for what’s in the public records and the media, there’s damn little to find.”

      “I promised you, if they’re involved in this, there won’t be anything pointing to them, They’re too slick for that.”

      “So it seems.”

      “But they damn sure would make good candidates, the more I think of it. They have this arrogance about them that says everything belongs to them.” Then she sighed. “I’d like to think if it was one of them who attacked me, I’d have recognized him in some way. But to tell the truth, Alex, I was so frightened out of my mind I’m not sure anything would have registered anyway.”

      He truly admired her for having made something of her life, even if she had closed herself off emotionally. And for having the guts to tell him about it the other night.

      Micki Schroeder aroused feelings in him that went beyond primal sexual urges. At once he felt protective. For whatever reason, he wanted to be the one to show her that sex when it wasn’t forced could be beautiful and erotic and pleasurable. Too bad that wasn’t going to happen. He certainly couldn’t jump her bones in her family’s home, and the likelihood of them being alone in a conducive situation was slim to none.

      Besides, this investigation took every minute of his time, despite the fact he had all three of his detectives working on it day and night. All of his well-trained senses told him Bill Schroeder’s death was tied to Holly Martino’s. And that meant a connection to the deaths of all those young girls over the years and the well-concealed history of rapes. Thinking about it all made him want to hit someone. But if he solved one, he was pretty damn sure he’d solve all the others.

      A couple of questions plagued him every time he read through the reports. Had the individual rapists planned each attack in advance, targeting the daughter of whoever was hosting the party? And if Bill Schroeder was part of this evil group, had he known his daughter was a target, or had it been a spur of the moment thing for whoever was guilty? It seemed to Alex they would have had an unspoken agreement that their daughters were forbidden territory.

      He had no real idea how many men were involved, but he knew they had to be friends, and friends of long standing. Like fraternity boys who made a stupid pact, they would swear each other to silence. And also, to leave all their daughters alone. But what if somehow, some way Bill Schroeder was part of this elite group from hell and had discovered the pact had been broken and his daughter attacked? Would he have been on a rampage? Want to expose the group even at his own risk?

      Alex wondered if he could still get a copy of the guest list from the party where Holly had been attacked and compare it to the one at the Schroeders. No one knew Holly had brought him the torn panties with the infinitesimal amount of semen on it. He’d managed to grab Schroeder’s boxer briefs, dropped them in an evidence bag and driven them to Billings himself. He’d made sure the tech who would analyze them knew this was an extremely confidential situation and he was to contact no one but Alex with the results. And when Alex told him in great confidence what it was related to, he agreed without hesitation to put a rush on it. The story of Jeff Bartell and the series of rapes that covered several years was well known to every member of every branch of Montana law enforcement.

      He hoped to have the results today or tomorrow.

      Fucking damn was all he could say.

      Well, he wasn’t getting anything done in the office except hurting his brain. His detectives had isolated five names of men identified as Bill Schroeder’s closest friends, and they matched the names Micki had given him. They were men Schroeder had graduated from Montana State with and partnered with on business deals. ’That was as good a place as any to start, to see if he could trip someone up about something. He’d discovered that police work was a lot like being in the SEALs—you defined the parameters of a mission, created a plan, worked it over until it was second nature, and then implemented it.

      He had managed to interview three of them, and none of those meetings had produced a damn thing except to make him madder than ever. Okay, then. He’d grab some lunch then call and see if he could get some time with the other two men on his list.

      But first he’d stop at his house and take Jeff Bartell’s reports out of his personal safe where he kept them, not sure they’d be secure in his office.

      Gathering the files lying on the top of his desk, he shoved them into a drawer and locked it before buzzing his admin. Helene Carletta guarded his office like a lioness and was as essential to his success as any of his deputies or detectives.

      “I’m heading out for a while,” he told her when she answered. “Doing some old-fashioned detective work.”

      “Good luck with that,” she grunted. “I’ve got things under control here.”

      He’d just bet she did.

      He headed out to his sheriff’s department SUV in the back lot, and in seconds was on the way to the house he was renting outside of the small town.
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        * * *

      

      This is a sign I should have stayed home and tried to be useful, as unpleasant as it might be.

      Micki leaned on the steering wheel of her rental car and swallowed tears of frustration. There were a lot of things she could do, but hauling her car out of a ditch wasn’t one of them. Served her right for not paying attention when two moose had leapt from a thicket of trees and raced across the road. The only way to avoid hitting them was to yank the wheel to the right, but the gravel on the shoulder was soft, and she’d slid into the ditch next to it.

      She’d been lucky the airbag hadn’t deployed. It was bad enough she’d banged her head on the steering wheel and jolted her shoulder. To make matters worse, she had no cell reception, so she couldn’t even call a towing service. What good was having a membership if you couldn’t get hold of anyone.

      Well, it was her own damn fault she’d ended up out here in the middle of nowhere, isolated from all help. She was well aware, even as little as she was home, that a lot of people around here carried signal boosters in their vehicles for situations like this.

      Al she’d wanted to do was clear her head. As big as the house was, she’d felt suffocated. The housekeeper kept trying to feed her, and her mother was in full drama queen mode. Lucky Jason had escaped to go to the funeral home. She probably should have gone with him, but all she wanted with the funeral was for it to be over. She had never been as close to her father as Jason was. There had always been some invisible barrier between them that she never understood.

      She’d tried hiding on the sun porch and reading but was unable to concentrate. Then she attempted to talk to the housekeeper about the refreshments for the people who would be coming back to the ranch after the funeral, only to be told her mother had already taken care of that. Just sitting around didn’t help, especially when all she could think of was the sexy sheriff, wondering what it was about this man that appealed to her when no other man ever had. It was as if all her hormones had received a sudden huge jolt of electricity and now would not quiet down.

      She wondered what it would be like to have his hands on her, stroking and caressing. His mouth on her lips. Her neck, her breasts. And holy hell, hadn’t that given her a hot flash. She never, ever had sexual fantasies. About anyone. But deep inside, where all her secrets lived, she had this persistent feeling that if, somehow, they ever made love, it would wipe away the nightmare that had gripped her for all these years and show her what it could really be like.

      Yeah, that wasn’t happening. He was busy with his investigation, and she would be leaving before too long. Figured. She’d finally found a man who she \ knew could vanquish her nightmares, and the chances of them getting together were worse than slim to none.

      She was so busy feeling sorry for herself and trying to figure out what to do that a knock on the window jolted her upright. She was stunned to see Sheriff Alex Rossi himself standing outside her car. He motioned for her to lower the window, so she turned on the ignition and hit the button.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you.” His warm, deep voice poured over her like melted butter. “Seems like you might need some help getting out of that ditch.”

      Her laugh was tinged with hysteria. No kidding. Got any suggestions?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” He pointed straight ahead. “I live a little way down this road from here, and I’ve got a big pickup with tow chains.”

      “Oh my god.” How lucky could she get? “This may not be your lucky day, but it sure is mine.”

      “Let’s get you out of here then we’ll take care of your car. Why don’t you unlock your door so I can get you out of here.”

      But it took a little more than popping the lock. The car was tilted on its side, so when Alex reached in to help her, he ended up having to lift her out in his arms. He felt so solid and strong against her, the hard-muscled chest, the flex of muscles in his arms, the touch of his chin against her forehead. And holy hell, did he smell good. Better than any man she’d ever gotten this close to.

      Was she dreaming all this? Had her imagination conjured it up because she was so desperate for…something?

      She wanted to tell him she could walk but it felt so good to have him hold her this way, she let him carry her to his vehicle. For whatever reason, even though with every other man she’d had to work to conquer her fear of intimacy, even touching, with Alex Rossi she not only felt safe but craved it. Maybe with everything that happened she was losing her mind.

      He opened the passenger door of his sheriff’s department SUV and slid her onto the seat, even fastening the seat belt for her.

      A giddy little laugh slipped out. “I’m not a cripple, you know. I can belt myself in.”

      “I know.” His face was so close to hers, she could count his eyelashes. “Maybe I just like having my arms around you.”

      Then, so fast she wondered if she’d imagined it, he stood back and closed the door. The moment he was in the driver’s seat again, he cranked the engine and pulled out onto the road.

      “Your car will be fine there,” he assured her. “Everyone knows I live less than half a mile from here, so this isn’t a place they’d want to commit a crime. How’d you end up like that, anyway?”

      So she told him about the moose, and that led to discussing the wildlife in the area, and it was as if their fleeting moment of intimacy hadn’t even happened. Before they could even finish their conversation, he pulled onto a long driveway that led up to a two-story log house with a gabled roof. Sunlight filtered through the lodgepole pines surrounding it and dappled what passed for grass. Two long windows on either side of the front door caught the sun’s rays and reflected them back, casting a golden glow over everything. The scene was enough to steal Micki’s breath.

      “Alex!” She couldn’t stop staring. “This is gorgeous. How lucky you were to find this place.”

      He nodded. “No kidding. Hank Patterson was actually the one who turned me on to it. Problem was, I didn’t want to buy it until I was sure I’d be staying here for more than a minute and a half. Lucky for me, the owner was willing to rent to own. I have a year to make up my mind.”

      “Oh my god.” He had helped her out of the vehicle by now. “It’s incredible.” She glanced up at him. “I know you’ve only been here a month, but how is it looking so far?”

      “I could do a lot worse,” he admitted. “Come on. Let’s get my truck and tow chain and haul your car onto the road.”

      Micki was amazed at how easy he made it look. He did all the work. All she had to do was sit in her car and maneuver the steering wheel until she was back on the road. He left his truck idling while he came over to the driver’s side of her car.

      “Thank you so much for the help,” she told him. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come along.”

      “Better get one of those signal boosters to carry with you. Although, I guess you aren’t planning to be around long after the funeral.”

      She started to agree with him, but something stopped her. Would she be leaving? What did she have to stay around for? A sexy sheriff who probably thought she was an emotional mess and a pain in the ass?

      “I’m not sure yet,” she heard herself say. “Jason wants me to call my office and tell them I’ll be here a little longer. We don’t even know yet what’s what with the estate. Well. I guess I’ll get going.”

      “Where exactly were you headed?”

      She shrugged. “No place, really. Just out for a drive and to get away from the house.”

      “I’d feel a lot better if you followed me back to my place and took a few minutes for a cup of coffee to settle your nerves. You may not think this was a big deal, but it was enough to shake you up.”

      Micki looked up at him, trying to read the expression on his face. He had his sunglasses on now, effectively masking his feelings. Was she brave enough to be alone with him? Was this a signal to her? And would she ever stop thinking things to death?

      She smiled up at him. “If you’re sure it’s no trouble, I’d love a cup of coffee. Maybe two.”

      When his mouth curved in an answering smile something giddy raced through her.

      “Then let’s do it.”

      Back at his house he motioned for her to pull in beside him and park then as, if it was the most natural thing, took her hand to lead her up the few steps to the front door. It startled her that his touch did not frighten her. He tugged her in through the open door, and she gasped at the sight. The interior of the house was also all wood, but highly polished, with plank floors and log walls. Woven rugs brought in splashes of color, and Micki bet Sadie Patterson had a hand in that.

      A comfortable couch and big arm chairs faced a fireplace, over which hung a wide-screen television. Beyond that was a dining room table with eight chairs and an open kitchen. A staircase against one wall led to the upper floor that looked down onto the main rooms. Micki was mesmerized.

      “I take it you approve?” Alex chuckled, watching her.

      “In spades. Lordy, Alex. This is a real treasure.”

      He nodded. “I know. I might have to stay simply because I can’t leave the house. Come on. Let’s get you some coffee.”

      A single-serve coffee machine sat in the counter in the kitchen area.

      “This is one of the best inventions ever created,” he told her.

      “I totally agree.” She was standing right next to him.

      “So, what’s your pleasure?” He looked down at her, a strange expression in his eyes.

      She opened her mouth to say something, but all she could do was stare at him and wonder what his lips would feel like on hers. In all her life, she’d never felt this way. For the first time she was close to a man without feeling any fear, and hungry for the touch and taste of him.

      By the look in his eyes he was equally as affected, and the air between them hummed with intense sexual need and hinger.

      “Micki.” He deep voice vibrated through her. “If you keep looking at me like that, we might not get to the coffee, and I might do something we’ll both be sorry for.”

      “I won’t be sorry,” she whispered.

      “Are you sure, Micki? The last thing I want to do is make things worse for you.”

      “You can’t possibly make them worse.” She let out a breath. “In fact, I’m hoping you’ll make them better.”

      “Okay, then.” He cupped her cheeks in his warm hands, lowered his head, and touched his mouth to hers.

      For a fraction of a second she froze, and so did Alex. Then she tilted her head up to him and let herself fall into the kiss.
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      God!

      Her mouth was so sweet and warm, her lips so soft, like velvet. The moment his mouth touched hers, his cock came to painful attention, doing its best to push its way out of his pants. He cradled her cheeks in his hands, loving the silky feel of her skin, and ran his tongue over the seam of her mouth. She opened for him, and he slid in, heat flashing over him at the first taste of her. He was shocked when she gently closed her teeth over his tongue and treated it to a series of gentle bites. Fire stabbed through him, straight to his groin, and made his already painfully hard cock throb with need.

      And that need took right over.

      He thrust his fingers through her hair to hold her head in place and plundered her mouth. That was the only word for it. He licked every bit of that warm cavern, tasting her, coaxing her tongue to dance with his. She tasted like seven kinds of sin, the warmth and electricity of her coursing through his body. The soft mounds of her breast pressed against his chest, and he wished he’d worn something besides his uniform shirt. The rigid fabric made it difficult for him to feel anything but the outline of that tempting flesh.

      He eased one hand down her back and slid it to her front, tugging her T-shirt from her jeans and easing his hand up over her rib cage to cup one breast in his palm. When he gave it a gentle squeeze, a soft moan whimpered from her mouth. Beneath the thin satin of her bra, he felt the hard bud of her nipple and squeezed it, eliciting another delicious sound.

      Tearing his mouth from hers, he trailed his lips along her jawline and down her neck, pausing only to nibble her earlobe. Another delicious sound rippled from her. His cock by now was so hard he was afraid if he bumped into anything it would break.

      Micki slid her hands down his back and over his butt, squeezing the cheeks in a rhythmic movement. He turned, leaning against the counter, and pressed her body to his so he could feel the full length of her. Easing one leg between her thighs, he cupped her ass to bring her mound into full contact, moving his leg against it. He could feel the heat of her pussy even through both his clothing and hers. She was—

      Fuck!

      Suddenly it hit him what he was doing. This wasn’t one of his usual women, sexually experienced and giving as good as he gave. This was a woman who had been viciously raped as a teenager and never fully recovered from it. He assumed from things she’d said that her previous attempts had been less than fulfilling and had done nothing to erase her fear of it.

      Gathering every bit of his self-control, he wrapped his fingers around her arms and slid her away from his body.

      “Huh? What—” She looked up at him, bewildered. “What’s wrong?”

      He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, willing his body under control. When he was sure he could speak intelligently, he cupped her face again and looked directly into her eyes.

      “I like to think I am an honorable man,” he began. “I’m a SEAL. The fact I’m no longer active doesn’t change who I am. I serve with honor on and off the battlefield, and the ability to control my emotions and my actions, regardless of circumstances, is what sets me apart from others. I would be breaking my oath of honor if I let my sexual hunger for you ride roughshod over all the feelings you’ve been carrying around for years.”

      She blinked. “You have sexual hunger for me?”

      His laugh sounded rough even to himself. “As if it isn’t obvious. Surely I’m not the first man who wanted this with you. Wanted to make love to you. Right?”

      Micki looked down. “No, but they never called it making love. Or used any kind of tenderness with it. Maybe if they had…” She swallowed. “Maybe if they had approached it differently, I wouldn’t have hated it so much.” Then she looked up. “But it’s different with you, Alex. I feel different with you. I-I felt something the first time we met, and I—I want this. Please don’t make me beg. If you don’t want it, just say so.”

      Sweet Jesus!

      Alex closed his eyes for a long moment, gathering himself, willing his galloping sex drive to downshift into first gear. From the moment he’d shaken hands with Micki Schroeder at her parents’ home, something inside him had taken hold, a surge of emotion he’d never felt with a woman. The thought of another man treating her disrespectfully in bed made his blood boil, but the thought of anyone else teaching her how great sex could be made him want to mark his territory like a wolf.

      He was silent so long, she let out a heavy sigh and tried to take a step back, but he refused to let her.

      “It would be my honor to take you to bed and show you how wonderful sex can be,” he told her. “I only hope I don’t disappoint you.”

      She gave a giddy little laugh. “That would be impossible. I’m afraid the shoe will be on the other foot.” She wound her arms around him and pressed her face to his chest. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I know we just met, and I don’t have any claim on you, but for the first time in my life—”

      God! Her words made his heart ache. He touched the tip of a finger to her lips. “Forget about all that. I want this, too. I hope I can be everything you need.”

      “I think you can be more,” she whispered.

      He was humbled by her words, by her feelings for him, and by her trust.

      “Okay, then. Here’s what we’ll do. First, we need to get your car out of that ditch and haul it here. I was going to try to get with the men who have been identified as the closest to your father and see if I could dig anything out of them, but—”

      “I can tell you,” she interrupted.

      “Tell me what?”

      “About his so-called inner circle. They’ve been the same group since before I was a teenager. And while I haven’t been home much, my mother still emails me regularly with all their social trivia, as if I’m interested. I can answer your questions. So can Jason.”

      He took her hands in his. I don’t want to put you through an emotional wringer that’s going to upset you. That’s the last thing I want.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve already been as upset as I’m going to get. I’ve lived with it for sixteen years. It’s time to get this blown open, and I know you’re the man who can do this.”

      He studied her face for a long time, wanting to make sure she wasn’t just saying the words. But he saw the answer in her eyes, eyes that weren’t showing distress or anguish or pain. Only longing with a touch of desperation. And maybe a need to reach a place where she could finally put this behind her.

      “Then let’s get to that car. I don’t like the idea of leaving it on the side of the road.”

      Twenty minutes later, her car was parked next to his at the side of the house, and they were inside. Alex wasn’t quite sure how to proceed at this point. To just start taking their clothes off seemed both clinical and unemotional to him, and he had plenty of damn emotion where this woman was concerned. His cock was trying to break through his fly, and his balls felt like they might explode at any moment.

      Micki stepped up to him, smoothed her hands over his chest, and drew his head down to hers. She was tall enough he didn’t have far to bend. The touch of her lips ignited him the way it had earlier and, in the next moment, he stopped worrying about how to pick up where they left off. When she licked his lips before thrusting her tongue into his mouth, his aching balls tingled even more.

      With an effort, his ripped his mouth away.

      “Not here, not like I’m some rutting animal who has no control.” He blew out a breath. “Although, with you, that’s probably not far from wrong. But I want to do it right.”

      “Thank you.” Her voice was so soft, he had to strain to hear it.

      “You’re in charge, Micki. Anything you like or don’t like, you tell me. Okay?”

      “O-Okay.”

      He’d make it so even if it killed him.

      He carried her up the stairs and into his room, where the centerpiece was an oversized king bed made of Ponderosa pine. Thank the lord he was meticulous about making it every morning, a leftover habit from the military—from the times when he actually had a bed to sleep in. Now he set her down on her feet, folded the covers back then urged her to sit on the side of the bed.

      “Don’t do anything,” he told her. “I want the pleasure of undressing you myself.”

      “Okay.” She folded her hands in her lap, but not before he could see the slight tremble.

      Be sure you do this right, asshole. Miss Micki Schroeder is someone very special, maybe the person you’ve been looking for all your life. So, don’t fuck things up.

      He kept his eyes on her face while he pulled off his boots and removed all of his clothes except his black boxer briefs. At the moment, their constriction was the only thing helping him maintain control. Then he knelt in front of Micki, took both of her hands in his, and kissed the knuckles.

      “I want you so damn bad I can hardly control myself,” he told her. “But I’m a SEAL. Control is my middle name. And I am going to make this so good for you, you’ll forget every unpleasant memory living in your mind.”

      “Promise?” Her voice was low and soft.

      “You have my word.”

      So saying, he cradled her cheeks and pressed his mouth to hers, a gentle touch at first then more insistent. As he licked the edges of her lips then eased his tongue inside, he tugged her sweater up, nudging her arms until he had it to her shoulders. He had to break contact with her mouth to pull it over her head, but the sight facing him made it more than worthwhile. Small, perfect breasts rested in pink silk and lace, the dark tips visible through the thin material. His mouth watered at the sight of them, and he slid his hands down to cradle the plump little mounds. When he gave them a gentle squeeze, she sucked in her breath, so he squeezed again. Then he slipped his hands down to the waist of her jeans and teased her by running the tip of a finger along the inside of the waistband. When a tiny shiver raced over her, his cock hardened even more, if that was possible.

      Next came the button and the zipper, and he nudged her to lie back on the bed. Flat shoes came off, he tugged the jeans down and tossed them to the side with her sweater, and she lay there in her sheer bra and matching panties. If his mouth had watered before, he was fairly drooling now.

      She trembled slightly beneath his touch, and again he called on every ounce of self-control to slow down and make this good for her. Bracketing her body with his arms, he leaned over her and touched his lips to hers in a light caress.

      “You okay there?”

      She nodded, but he glanced down and saw she had clenched her hands into fists at her side.

      “Micki, we can stop any time you want. Any time it gets to be uncomfortable for you.”

      She exhaled a slow breath. “I want this, Alex. And that’s no lie. You are the first man ever I really, really wanted to do this with. Not just someone to push me over that wall. So, please don’t stop. Okay?”

      “Okay, but remember, you’re in charge. Whatever you want is all up to you.” He paused. “Or don’t want. You tell me that, too.”

      She caught her lower lip between her teeth. “I want this,” she repeated.

      “Okay. Then I’d like nothing better than to give you what you want.”

      And he would, even if it killed him.

      He started with light kisses on her cheeks and her forehead then down the slender column of her neck. He took his time, interspersing each press of his lips with little nibbles, watching her relax in tiny increments. The key, he knew, was to make it nonthreatening. A pleasurable experience.

      He nipped at each earlobe before licking her neck again and moving his tongue to the hollow of her throat, where her pulse was beating so wildly. He sucked on it with a gentle pull before dusting more kisses in the valley between her breasts. He could see her relax a bit with each touch, each kiss. Those fists at her side were a good indicator of her degree of apprehension, so he kept an eye on them.

      He coasted his mouth in a slow sweep along the side of one breast, waited to see if she’d tense up again, but her hands were still semi relaxed. So far, so good.

      He nibbled his way around the one breast, taking his time until he reached the nipple. When he pulled it into his mouth, fabric and all, the tiniest sigh eased from her, so he closed his lips over the hard bud and sucked.

      “Ohhh.”

      Alex smiled around the tip of her breast as the long sigh of gratification slipped from her, and he sucked a little harder. Encouraged when she arched up to him, he added a scrape of his teeth, drawing another sexy little moan. With a gentle slide, he eased over to the other breast and gave it the same intent treatment, sucking and nibbling until the fabric of her bra was so wet it was nearly invisible.

      Sliding his hands beneath her, he found the clasp, released it, and eased the straps down her arms. Her eyes were closed, and she gave a tiny sigh of pleasure. The sound of it went straight to his groin, and he reached for every bit of self-control again. He was not going to rush this, even if it killed him. Which, he was afraid, it just might do.

      He took his time again with her perfect breasts, laving the rosy tips, nibbling on them, sucking them into his mouth, squeezing the mounds. Little by little, he saw the tension ease even more until her hands were not curled into fists but flat, pressing into the sheet.

      Time to move on.

      She lay flat on the bed, her legs hanging loose, feet touching the floor. Now he eased himself down to his knees, so he was positioned between her legs, and nearly swallowed his tongue at the sight. The pale pink panties were as sheer as the bra, making it easy to see the sable brown of the curls covering her mound. No waxing or trimming for this woman, and the sight sent a sudden shot of heat through his body straight to his already overworked balls.

      He dropped kisses along her stomach, pausing now and then to swirl his tongue in the indentation of her navel. At first she tensed again, but he never stopped, and in seconds she relaxed again. Her breathing accelerated, and the little sounds of satisfaction whispering from her mouth made him harder than a steel spike. \When he thought she was ready, he hooked his fingers in the lace trim of her panties and eased them down her legs and off. He waited to see if they’d reached a stopping point, but she just lay there, silently offering herself to him.

      “You okay, honey?” He watched her face as he waited for her answer.

      “Uh huh. Don’t stop now.”

      “Keep your eyes closed. You’re really gonna love this next part.”

      He had no idea how he was able to move so slowly, but the thought of moving too fast and frightening her gave him a lot of self-control. More than anything, he wanted to be the man who brought her the first taste of real sexual enjoyment. Who taught her how good sex could really be with the right person.

      With great care, he eased the skimpy panties down her thighs and off, dropping them on the floor. Resting his palms on her thighs so she was fully exposed to him, he lowered his head and pressed his face to her curls, inhaling her essence. Unable to help himself, he pressed open the lips of her sex and drew a line the length of the glistening flesh with his tongue.

      Holy sweet Jesus!

      Nothing he had ever tasted in his life compared to this, sweet with a hint of the sharpest taste of something pleasant that lingered on his tongue. Micki jerked her hips at his touch, and a soft cry he hoped was one of desire drifted her from her mouth. He did it again, and again, and with each slow swipe of his tongue, she gave another little gasp. When she tried to lift her hips closer to his mouth, he wanted to shout for joy that the fear was dissipating. Disappearing.

      “Oh my god! Oh. My. God.”

      Her words were music to his ears.

      Good job, Rossi.

      Then he parked his brain and let his body take over, giving her reactions his full attention. He licked the rosy pink inner flesh of the lips of her sex, up one side and down the other, over and over, teasing her until at last he flicked the edge of his tongue against her clit.

      Sweet Jesus!

      She grabbed his head and held it in place while she lifted her legs and wound them around his neck, locking him to her body. Somehow, without dislodging anything, he nudged her a little farther onto the bed so he could better kneel in place and concentrate on what he was doing. There was no nervous tension now. She hadn’t pulled away or told him to stop. She was fully engaged in what he was doing, trying to pull his mouth impossibly closer to her body.

      He managed to move one hand enough to reach her drenched sex and slide one finger into her hot channel. At once, her muscles clenched and tightened around it. and she did her best to ride it. He glanced up and saw her eyes tightly closed, her face pink with sexual desire and intent with concentration, nothing mattering to her except reaching that elusive peak. One she probably didn’t even know was possible.

      He slipped another finger in with the first, scissoring them to stretch her slick tissues, never faltering in his rhythm. The last thing he wanted was to jolt her out of the long slide to what would probably be her first real orgasm. He put every ounce of concentration into it, reading her body, her responses, increasing the pace. Curling his fingers barely enough to scrape that sweet spot each time.

      She was a wild woman now, riding his hand and his mouth for all she was worth. Then he took her swollen clit into his mouth and sucked on it hard, and she exploded, her entire body shook with the force of her climax. She rocked back and forth, shuddering with the intensity of it all.

      At last, when the spasms lessened, he eased her down a little at a time until her legs finally dropped and she lay back, panting, sweaty, face pleasantly flushed. Alex slid her a little farther onto the bed and lay over her, caging her in his arms. He thought he’d never seen a more beautiful sight. She opened her eyes slowly, and he grinned at her.

      “I’m guessing that’s never happened before.”

      “Are you kidding?” She giggled. “I didn’t even know that was possible.”

      “Nobody’s taken you on that kind of a trip?” he teased.

      “Maybe for a ride down a rocky road, but not even in the same world as this.” Her lips curved in a smile. “Thank you, Alex. Thank you, thank you.”

      “Trust me. The pleasure was all mine.”

      She lay there, limp, spent but smiling, but with a look in her eyes as if she’d discovered some special secret.

      “I-I can’t believe…” She paused. “I didn’t know…” She shook her head.

      It’s okay. I understand. Although I might have to go on a spree and murder a few people, starting with the man who nearly destroyed you when you were fourteen, and all the other assholes since then.”

      “No. Because if they caught you, they’d lock you up and then what? I’m just beginning to discover what all the fuss is about.” She bracketed his head with her palms. “But you know, we aren’t finished yet.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “I thought that might be quite enough for you for the first time.”

      “Uh uh. I want the whole thing. All of it. Every bit. I want you inside me, and I want to feel you come.”

      He studied her face. “Micki, I don’t—”

      She touched a finger to his lips. “What if I have a relapse? I might miss it altogether.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t think that’s going to happen, but—”

      “I’m not taking any chances.” The smile disappeared from her lips. “You’ve given me a gift, Alex. A special one. Let’s not stop now.”

      His brain told him. Not to push her too far too fast. To show her what sexual enjoyment and satisfaction was and ease her into the rest. Except his cock was pleading with him to slide it into her hot, wet waiting warmth. While his brain was debating with itself, she wound her legs around his waist and began sliding her body back and forth against his. And all his good intentions flew out the window.

      “Okay. You’re in charge.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “Don’t move,” he told her, as he reached for his pants, pulled out his wallet, and fished a condom from inside.

      “Why, Sheriff!” She licked her lips. “So you carry more than a gun with you.”

      “I’ll show you a gun,” he warned as he sheathed himself, lifted her legs over his shoulders, and spread the lips of her sex. Wet. She was still soaked. Good. It would be that much easier for her.

      Alex drew in a breath to steady himself, let it out slowly, and positioned the head of his shaft at the opening of her sex.

      “Deep breath,” he told her, as he entered her very, very slowly.

      He moved one hand and began to stroke her clit with a soft back-and-forth movement. Heat flared in her eyes, and her breathing quickened. The deeper he penetrated her, the wider her eyes opened.

      “Tell me if I hurt you,” he told her through gritted teeth.

      “You’re fine. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

      At last, he was fully inside her, the thickness of his shaft stretching her walls, gripping him like a tight fist. And then he began to move, a slow back and forth to start then faster as his need grew and heat shot through him like an arrow of fire. He clenched his teeth to hold back as long as he could, wanting her at the peak of her desire so it exceeded anything she might have dreamed about and erased all the painful memories. But when he saw and felt the signs of her orgasm about to explode, he drove into her hard and fast, again and again and again. In seconds he felt the clenching of her orgasm and released every restraint.

      Again, again, and again, until that first spasm clenched him, and then he let go, pulsing into the condom as they climaxed together.

      At last, he collapsed forward, catching himself on his elbows while his heartbeat and hers settled down and they could both draw an easy breath again. When he looked at her, he saw a mixture of satisfaction and wonder in her eyes.

      He smiled. “Good?”

      He sure as hell hoped so, because for him it was spectacular. As much sex as he’d had in his life, he’d never known it could be this good. Probably because he wasn’t doing it with the right person.

      “Good?” Her laugh was giddy. “Talk about an understatement. I thought people were lying when they said it was so incredible. God, Alex. Thank you so much.”

      “No, thank you. I haven’t enjoyed sex this much in, well, a long time. I’m happy I could in some measure wipe away that nightmare.”

      “Nightmare?” She pretended surprise. “What nightmare?”

      Alex kissed her, a deeply passionate kiss that mingled the taste of her still on his tongue with the sweet flavor of her mouth. Then he eased himself from her body, pinching the edge of the condom to prevent any accidents. After disposing of it, he came back and crawled up on the bed. Pulling her up with him and cradling her in his arms.

      “I think I like it when you’re in charge.”

      “We’re not done, are we?” She looked over at him.

      He burst out laughing. “Have I a created a monster?”

      “Maybe,” she teased. Then her face settled into a serious expression. “Much as I’d like to, however this just spurs me on even more to see if I can help you resolve this whole thing. It’s like a blanket of evil covering the entire area.”

      He sighed. “You’re right.” But god he didn’t want to move. He wanted to hold this woman close to him and never let her go. Ever. And what a shock that was to him.

      She nodded decisively. “Then I say we get up, raid your fridge for something to eat and sit down at the table. I’ll dig around in what passes for my mind and see if we can come up with any nugget at all to start us in the right direction.”

      “You’d do that?”

      “Hell, yes. Anything to have this over once and for all.”

      Which he wanted as much as she did. Then maybe they could explore this unexpected turn of events between them, and he could figure out now to coax her back to Montana. And him.

      “Alrighty, then. Let’s get to it.”
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      Instead of getting completely dressed again, Micki pulled on her panties and one of Alex’s long-sleeved shirts. She rolled up the sleeves while Alex pulled on sweat pants and a T-shirt.

      “Did you have lunch?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I didn’t have any appetite.”

      “Me, either. Come on. I’m sure I have stuff to scrounge in the fridge.”

      But it was obvious they’d need something stronger than scrounge to feed themselves from his meager supply of food. He did, however, have an extra-large pizza in the freezer. He pulled it out and popped it in the oven. He also had beer in the fridge, and he opened two bottles, handing one to Micki.

      “To us.” He touched his bottle to hers.

      She studied him, her heart galloping. “Is there an us, Alex?”

      “I damn sure hope so.” He cupped her chin in the palm of his hand. “I know this was unexpected and happened way too fast, especially considering your…situation, but—”

      “But sometimes fast is good,” she finished for him. “Sometimes, if you spend too much time thinking, the opportunity gets away from you.”

      “I don’t want you to be sorry for anything that happened between us. I damn sure am not.” He leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on her lips. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      She tilted her head and studied him. “You know that after a couple of hours?”

      “I knew it after five minutes, despite the situation. I know we have a long way to go, and I’ll do my best not to rush you. But, Micki, be warned. I’m going to do my damnedest to seduce you to move back here. This may be fast, but I’m not getting any younger. I don’t want to waste a minute.”

      “But we just—I mean, we—I—”

      “I know. But I’ve learned how short life can be. When something good comes your way, not to let go.” He grinned. “Come on. The pizza is ready. Let’s feed our stomach’s and exercise our brains.”

      She stared at him, mouth open, wondering if she had ended up in a fantasy land and when she was going to wake up. But Alex brushed a kiss on her mouth and nudged her toward the table. Okay, so maybe she didn’t want to wake up. This was better than reality.

      At the table they each helped themselves to a slice of hot pizza, and Alex grabbed his tablet that had all his notes on it. He’d gotten into the habit of doing everything electronically and sending the day’s work to Dropbox every day. That way, he could always access it, and nothing got lost. He also went to his den safe and brought back the folder containing all the rape reports that Jeff Bartell had squirreled away. He shared those with Micki while they ate.

      At last, she sat back in her chair, forehead creased in concentration.

      “It’s interesting that every report includes one specific thing,” she told him. “It must have occurred to you, too, because you circled it in red.”

      He looked over at her. “The voice.”

      She nodded. “Every one of these girls reported their attacker had a gravelly sounding voice.”

      “They must all have practiced disguising their voices. Weird.”

      Micki shook her head. “No. I mean, yes, but no. That’s not it. Adam Hoffman’s voice sounds like that all the time. My mother happened to remark one time he had a problem that resulted in surgery on his throat when he was in his twenties. He’s spoken like that for as long as I’ve known him.”

      Alex stared at her. “So, what, his fellow rapists when they planned this decided to all mimic his voice?”

      “Yes. Doesn’t it make sense? A good way to disguise your voice. And if anyone later on, even months or years later, somehow realized Adam spoke that way, and accused him, you can bet he had an alibi.”

      “But one of them didn’t, if you’re right,” Alex pointed out.

      “Doesn’t matter. They’d figure out a way to always alibi each other.” She shook her head. “I’ve been hearing that gravelly voice in my head for sixteen years and never connected the dots.”

      “And why would you? The man who attacked you could have been anyone at the party. You wouldn’t necessarily expect it to be a friend of your father’s.”

      “That’s right. There were a lot of men at that party, many of whom I never saw before and haven’t seen since then. I would never expect it to be someone that close to us. Oh god.” A sudden chill raced over her, and she wrapped her arms around herself. “The thought it was someone I might know extremely well makes me physically ill.”

      Alex covered her hand with one of his, his skin warm and comforting, and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

      “We’re going to find him,” he promised her. “Him and whoever else is involved in what I suspect is a real ugly game. You can bet on that.”

      And then something popped into her brain. “Damn. I don’t know why I didn’t say something about this before.”

      “About what?”

      “Alex, my father has never been a demonstrative person, not with my mother, with me, with my brother. Ever. He was in the barn when I arrived and shocked me by walking straight out to me, giving me a big hug. He made a point of telling me how glad he was I’d come home for the party.” She rubbed her forehead. “Almost as if he was expecting something to happen.”

      “Micki, I hate to say this, but if your father has been involved in this all these years, maybe Holly Martino’s death jolted him in some way. I mean, this has been going on for most of two decades, according to the dates on the reports Bartell hid.”

      “I never liked that man.” She stared into her now empty coffee cup. “I always thought there was something…creepy about him, and it seems I was right.”

      Alex leaned back in his chair. “Imagine all the careful planning that had to go into what they did. They had to decide before a party which of them would get to play his dirty game that night. And remember. They couldn’t do it at every party, or people would get suspicious enough to ask for a full-out investigation.”

      “I’m stunned they didn’t anyway.”

      “Best I can figure from talking to Jenna, the people who know about it were sure it was some out-of-town guest.” Micki rubbed her forehead. “After all, no one from here would do such a thing. Right?”

      Alex nodded. “People have a natural tendency to ignore anything that disturbs the surface of their lives. Okay. You think Adam Hoffman’s voice is easy to imitate? Or did they all just decide to make their voices as low and hoarse as possible to prevent identification?”

      “Anything is possible, and I mean that.” She picked up her mug. “I think I could use another cup of coffee. How about you?”

      “I’ll get it.” He started to rise.

      “Let me do it.” When she reached for his mug, her bracelet clanked against it, and he lifted her hand to look at it. “Did you lose a charm from here, Micki? There’s a. big space between two of the trinkets, like something’s missing.”

      And it all came back to her again, the scene in her nightmares.

      “It came off my bracelet when he was grabbing my arms, I think. I never could find it afterward. For all I know, he saw it and kept it as a trophy.”

      “Jesus.” Alex whistled. “If only I could get a search warrant for their homes, their offices. Even to see if he carries it with hm.” He shook his head. “Somehow, I have to find probable cause.”

      “You know they’ll never let that happen.” She stared at the mugs while she filled one and then the other with the dark brew. “What if I file a report. Is it too late after all these years?

      Alex came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. “The only way I’d ever let you do that is as a last resort.”

      “But aren’t we there now?” she asked.

      “Not yet. I—”

      He was interrupted by the sound of a cell phone ringing. They had both brought theirs into the kitchen with them and laid them on the table next to each other. Micki recognized her ringtone at once, a favorite Kelly Clarkson tune. The name on the screen said “Mom.” Hoping this wasn’t some kind of crisis, she picked up the phone and answered it.

      “Hi, Mom. What’s up?”

      “Oh, Micki.” Her mother’s voice was distorted by sobs. “Oh my god, Micki.”

      “Mom, take a breath. Mom,” she repeated, louder.

      “Micki, I don’t know where you are, but please come home right now.” Micki could hardly make out the words.

      “Mom, is Jason there? Put him on the phone.”

      “He’s not here. Come home now.”

      The call disconnected. Micki stared at the phone for a moment, heart galloping. What the hell was wrong? Her mother might be a touch on the nervous side but she never, ever broke down like this.

      “I have to go,” she told Alex. “Right now.” She dumped her coffee in the sink and started toward the stairs.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Wait a minute.” He stepped in front of her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “It’s my mother. She’s hysterical for some reason, and she never falls apart like that.”

      “Micki, your father was just murdered. Maybe she’s having a delayed reaction.”

      “Whatever it is, I have to go.”

      “Then we’ll go together.” He took her hand. “Come on.”

      “But—”

      “I’m not letting you face whatever it is alone. I’ll drive. We’ll collect your car later.”

      She saw that it was senseless to argue, so she dressed in a hurry and followed him out of the house.

      Alex drove like a bat out of hell”. “I’m the sheriff,” he said, trying to joke. “No one will stop me for speeding.”

      Still, she sat as rigid as a piece of steel until they reached the ranch and pulled up to the house. The vehicle had barely stopped before she was out and running up to the front door. Her mother must have been watching for her because the door was yanked open and the woman flung herself at Micki, clutching some kind of papers in her hand.

      “It’s awful,” she kept repeating. “It’s so awful.”

      “What is, Mom?” Micki was doing her best to calm the woman down. “Let’s go inside.”

      “Yes, yes. Inside. I have to show you.”

      “Alex—Sheriff Rossi— is with me. Whatever’s wrong we’ll fix it.”

      “No, no, no.” She shook her head. “You can’t fix this. No one can.”

      A car door slammed.

      “What the hell is going on here?

      Micki turned slightly to see Jason reaching them in four long strides.

      She looked at him in helpless ignorance. “I don’t have any idea. Mom called me, hysterical. She was like this when we got here.”

      “We?” He looked at Alex. “Sheriff, what the fuck is this?”

      “Why don’t we go inside and find out. It’s obvious something has upset your mother a great deal.”

      Somehow, they managed to get everyone inside and into the living room.

      “Get Mom a glass of wine,” Micki told her brother. “She’s falling apart.”

      “Better make it something stronger,” Alex interjected. “She’s shaking like a leaf.”

      “Good idea.”

      Micki had her mother settled on the couch and was sitting beside her when Jason returned with a rocks glass containing two ice cubes and a shot of liquor.

      “Let me hold those papers,” she told her mother. “You’re shaking so badly, you’ll need both hands to hold the glass.”

      For a moment, she thought her mother wasn’t going to give them up. Then, reluctantly she released her hold on them, handing them to Micki. Jason sat on the floor in front of his mother, bracketing her hands with his, just in case. Micki set the envelope and sheets of paper down next to her, waiting until her mother had calmed down a little to read them.

      “Take another sip,” Jason urged, nudging the bottom of the glass. When Dana had swallowed again, he lifted the glass from her hand and set it on the floor next to him. “Okay, what’s this all about.”

      Dana inhaled a deep breath, let it out, did it again.

      “I was in the den this morning,” she began. “I know you both think your father was a cold, self-centered individual, but that’s how he’s had to be to get where he was.”

      Micki exchanged glances first with Jason then with Alex. They all knew many people had accomplished what Bill Schroeder had without doing that.

      “Go on,” she urged.

      “But whatever you might think,” Dana said, “he never stopped loving me. Sometimes he’d be out of here so early I wasn’t even out of bed yet. And maybe he wouldn’t get home until so late I was already asleep. Jason, could I have another sip from that glass?”

      He placed it in her hands, but kept his bracketed around hers while she lifted it and took a swallow.

      “Better?” he asked.

      “Yes.” But her face was so ravaged, her eyes held such a look of shock, Micki wondered what was so bad that nothing was helping.

      “Go on,” she urged. “I can’t imagine the fact that Dad wasn’t home a lot caused this kind of hysterical reaction.”

      “I’m getting to it.” She clenched her hands into fists.

      “Take your time.” Alex’s deep voice was low and soothing. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      “Sheriff, I—”

      “Alex, please. I am here only as a friend.”

      “I hope you feel that way when you hear the whole thing.” She let out another slow breath. “Okay. I’m going to do my best to hold it together for the rest of this, but…”

      “Mom.” Micki covered her mother’s hands with her own. “I can’t imagine what is so bad that—”

      Dana held up a shaking hand and cut her off. “Please, let me try to get it all out.”

      “Okay. Whatever you need to do.”

      “Anyway, early in our marriage, we used to leave notes for each other. Well, he’d leave one for me, and I would read it and put a little something at the bottom. That way we were connected, no matter what hours he kept.” She twisted her fingers together. “Jeremy Ackroyd, our attorney, called today and wanted to come out here tomorrow and go over the estate papers with all of us. I said I’d call him back when you got home. Then I decided to check and see if Bill had left me anything in his desk drawer. That had become our new little post office. And he had, he—”

      She broke off, shaking again, tears streaming down her face.

      “Take your time,” Jason repeated again.

      “There was a letter. It—” She stopped and shook her head. “Jason, you’d better read it.”

      “I’ll do it, Mom.” Micki picked up the envelope and sheets of paper.

      “No!” Her mother almost shouted the word. “I don’t want you to.” She tightened her fingers around the papers and thrust them at Jason. “You do it. Please.”

      “Okay, okay. But please. Calm down.” He smoothed out the pages and began to read aloud. “My darling, Dana. What you are about to read will shock you, but I fear my days are numbered, and you should hear this from me, terrible as it is. I have disgraced our name through my own selfish desires, and—”

      He stopped, his face whiter than his shirt.

      “Micki, I don’t know if you even want to hear this.” He looked as if he might throw up any minute.

      Micki grabbed the sheets of paper from him, and Alex sat beside her, his arm around her. It was hard to say who was the most shocked as they read the words.

      “And I know I will live in hell because of it. When we were in college together, Frank Harding, Jim Northrup, Adam Hoffman, Drake Brandt, and I, I am ashamed to say our morals were somewhere below the gutter. We got into a game, to see how many girls each of us could get drunk and have sex with. Sometimes the girls got so drunk they’d pass out and, if we were lucky, they wouldn’t remember it.”

      Micki leaned into Alex, not wanting to read any more but knowing she had to.

      “It didn’t stop when we married. I loved you, Dana. It had nothing to do with you. It was nothing more than a game fed by our egos. We’d go into Billings or Bozeman or Helena. Each of us would pick up a girl, take her to a motel, and see who could have sex more times.”

      But after a while, the thrill wore off, and we needed something more. We were all going to a party at Evan Gilmore’s, and Drake said he bet he could have sex with Evan’s daughter and get her not to tell.

      “I won’t go into any more details because, as I write this, I am even disgusted with myself. But each party one of us would have his turn, and as long as we got away with it, the thrill was incredible. Then, despite our threats, once in a while one of the girls would report it. We asked Jeff Bartell to handle it, never ever imagining he would do it by killing the girls. He told us we had to make good on the threat, and we paid him a lot of money to clean up our mess.

      “One thing we swore. We would never ever touch each other’s daughters. Then, at dinner a couple of weeks ago, Adam was taking something out of his pocket, and a tiny M charm fell onto the table. The one I gave Micki for her birthday. I was so shocked, I could hardly breathe, and we ended up having a knock-down, drag-out fight in the parking lot. And I realized what kind of vermin we had become.

      “I have written a letter to Jeremy Ackroyd with all the details, covering many years, and asked him to contact our new sheriff. I did tell the others I was doing this, and hoped that the file with Jeremy would be enough to deter them from doing harm to me. That would certainly open the biggest can of worms. But, if not, I am leaving this for you and hope you will know I am permanently in Hell.

      “All my love,

      “Bill”

      Micki was sure she was going to faint. All the blood had left her head, and she felt colder than ice. Alex held the letter out to Jason, but he shook his head.

      “What the hell are we supposed to do?” Jason asked in a hushed voice.

      “The first thing is to get the doctor for your mother.” He looked at Dana. “She’s barely hanging on here.” Then he pulled Micki in close to him. “I think you should lie down, too, honey.”

      Micki was unable to move. She sat like a statue, so cold even a freezer would warm her up. She clung to Alex as if she’d never let him go. She barely heard him murmuring to Jason, then he lifted her in his arms and carried her up the stairs.

      “I can’t go into that room,” she told him through stiff lips. “Ever again.”

      She heard Jason say something about one of the guest rooms, and the next thing she knew, Alex was removing her shoes and jeans, and sliding her beneath a soft quilt. Pulling it up to her chin. Kissing her forehead and her cheeks. She felt as if it was all happening to someone else, that she was dreaming, and when she woke up it would all have been her imagination.

      “Here, honey.” Alex helped her sit up. “Take this. It’s one of your mom’s sleeping pills.”

      Sleeping pill. Yes. She wanted to sleep forever. And just like that, she slid into blackness.
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      Alex was certainly familiar with the phrase nine days’ wonder, but nine days had come and gone, and the shock and fallout from the revelations and arrests was still cascading and showed no signs of letting up any time soon. He and his staff had done their best to keep things under wraps, but, as always, someone leaked the information, and the regional and national media descended like a plague of locusts. It was now necessary to keep all the exterior doors to the sheriff’s office locked at all time, and deputies took turns chauffeuring Helene back and forth to work.

      The first thing Alex had done was make sure that Jason was on top of things with his mother and sister and the ranch was secure. He’d spoken with Hank Patterson, and there were now four armed guards on the premises at all times, as well as a new, sophisticated security system. Then he opened a full investigation into the remaining men. His detectives were so appalled at what had been uncovered that they were willing to work on their own time to collect evidence and nail the men they kept referring to as the filth of the earth.

      Alex met at great length with the county attorney, filling him in as each piece of information came into place, until they felt they had enough to swear out warrants for the four men. The process was meticulous and time-consuming and painstaking, but they were finally able to trace the cyanide to Jim Northrup and Adam Hoffman. The county attorney took the warrants for all four men to a judge for signature, and Alex divided his people into four teams so the arrests could be made simultaneously.

      They had kept track of each of the men and the warrants were executed when they knew all four men were at home. It was pandemonium when they were brought in, with a lot of self-righteous yelling and screaming following. There was also much threatening of punitive law suits against the sheriff and his deputies, and a phalanx of highly expensive criminal attorneys doing their best to throw their weight around, but Alex was having none of it. These men were the vilest of the vile, and he didn’t care if they owned the entire state of Montana. They were done.

      The arraignment and bail hearing was a three-ring circus, even with the press barred from it. Alex had asked the governor to send state police troopers, also, because he expected pandemonium, and without them he would have had it. Doug Merensky, the county attorney, also called the governor to arrange for a judge who was not part of the inner circle of the four accused. As a result, all four defendants were denied bail on multiple charges of \rape. The yelling and screaming got even louder.

      On a daily basis, at least two victims walked into Alex’s office, some with their parents, some with friends, to add their names to the list. The threat of reprisal was gone and these women—some of them still young girls—wanted justice. He worked long hours, fueled by gallons of coffee, but no matter how late it was, he always stopped by the Schroeder ranch to see Micki.

      The first week after what Alex thought of as The Revelation, Micki was a zombie. Alex stopped by each night to see her, and she was always in bed, pale as a ghost and with uncontrolled terror in her eyes. At first she did nothing. More than lie in bed, unmoving, silent, a ghost in human skin. But Alex would ease himself down beside her, even as she lay stiff as a board, talk softly to her, tell her what was going on, even if he had to repeat himself ten times.

      “She barely eats,” Jason told him. “I at least force water on her so she is hydrated.” He rubbed his head. “Listen. I’ve got my hands full with my mother, who is under a complete doctor’s care. I wanted to get my aunt to come stay with her, but she is so ashamed of the whole situation, she won’t have anyone here.”

      “It’s not her fault,” Alex pointed out.

      Jason shrugged. “I don’t think that matters. It’s okay. I’m good. I do technology consulting, which I can do from anywhere, and I have a great office staff. But I don’t know what to do with Micki. The story is on the national news, and her boss called. Said he removed her from the assignment roster, and she should take as much time as she needs. You coming by here every night is so good for her, even if you don’t realize it.”

      “It’s okay. I plan to keep coming.”

      By the end of the week, Micki was slightly more responsive and clinging to him whenever he started to leave. At Jason’s urging, Alex packed a bag and moved into the Schroeder house, sleeping at night with Micki in his arms, holding her when the nightmares hit, soothing her, and wishing he could kill all five assholes himself, even her father who was already dead.

      Jenna Donovan and her fiancé, Scot Nolan, sat down with Alex for a very long session, during which she shared every piece of information she had gathered. She had even persuaded some of the other victims to talk to him.

      With a court order, Alex was able to get DNA samples from Frank Harding, Jim Northrup, Adam Hoffman, and Drake Brandt, and make a comparison to the DNA on Holly Martino’s panties. The unlucky winner this time was Jim Northrup, and charges of statutory rape against him were added to murder. It was a complicated mess, with all four men screaming conspiracy. And trying to blame everything on Bill Schroeder, claiming he made up the story to take suspicion away from him.

      Since there was no way to prove which man had raped which girl, the county district attorney decided to charge all of them with every incident.

      “We’ll sort it out at trial,” he told Alex. “Be sure you keep meticulous notes on everything.”

      Alex interviewed the wife of each of the men involved, not an easy task. They were all stunned, sickened, and fighting to cope with the revelations. They refused to talk to anyone and, as fast as they could, packed up and left town. Alex insisted on knowing where they were, in case he had to contact them again, but he didn’t share the information with anyone. The entire state seemed to have turned on them, convinced they should have known what was going on all these years.

      Dana Schroeder was the only one who hadn’t left, hiding in her room and barely eating or sleeping. Jason kept Alex in the loop and told him that he’d called the doctor to come out twice but neither of them had made any headway. She was simply wasting away before his eyes.

      While he felt sorry for all the wives, because of Micki, Alex’s interest was more intense where Dana Schroeder was concerned. At the end of the second week, he drove out to the Schroeder ranch and told Jason he needed to take charge and make some decisions. This wasn’t going to disappear. With the succession of trials, they were in for a long haul, and it wasn’t healthy for his mother to stay here.

      “Get your mother and bring her to the living room,” he told the other man. When Jason opened his mouth to protest, he added, “She can’t stay in that bed forever. We have to make plans, and now is the time.”

      Getting Micki out of the bedroom was easier than he expected, even though she clung to him like a barnacle on a ship. Dana was already seated on the couch, Jason sitting next to her. She was paler than a ghost. Dark circles ringed her eyes, and she looked as if she’d lost weight. Her fingers were knotted together in her lap.

      “We need to make some changes,” Alex began. “If you think it’s bad now, as we move toward trial, it’s only going to get worse.”

      “I haven’t had the television on,” Dana said in a voice that was far from steady. “I can’t bear to watch.” She looked over at her daughter, and tears filled her eyes. “Micki, I am so, so sorry. I wish—”

      Micki cut her off. “You didn’t know, and I was too terrified to say anything.” She let out a shaky breath. “Lying in bed this week, one thing became abundantly clear to me. We have to move on.”

      “But how?” Dana cried. “How do we ever put this behind us?”

      “The first thing you have to do, Mrs. Schroeder, is get yourself out of here. I understand your sister has called every day. Sometimes twice a day. She’s insisting you come out and stay with her until this fades to a manageable situation. Do it. Pack today. Jason can make all the arrangements.”

      “But—” She looked down in her lap. “I’m so ashamed. I don’t know how to face her.”

      Alex shook his head. “No buts. The media presence is only going to get worse, especially as the trials progress.”

      “Trials?” Micki interrupted. “Aren’t they all being tried together?”

      “No. The district attorney believes—and so do I—that to give this situation the proper wide exposure it needs, each of the four men should be tried individually, and that despite the fact that Jeff Bartels did most of the killing, they should also be charged with murder.”

      “You’re looking at months and months of trials,” Jason pointed out.

      Alex nodded. “Exactly. Hopefully, when all is said and done, rich and arrogant and privileged men will get the message that those things don’t give them permission to do what they did.”

      “And, Mom?” Jason went on. “Aunt Felicia knows. None of this is your fault. She—”

      “But I keep thinking somehow I should have known something. Sensed something.”

      Alex shook his head. “There’s no way you could have known. These men have been doing this since college and were masters at concealing everything. Please don’t blame yourself in any way.”

      “But others will,” she protested.

      “And it will be the responsibility of my office to make them understand they’re wrong. It may take a while, but we’ll get it done. In the meantime, you’ll be a lot better off out of the war zone.

      Dana nibbled on her lower lip, a habit Alex noted she shared with Micki.

      “You should do it, Mom,” Micki urged. “You have a foreman who really runs the ranch, anyway, and you need to get the hell out of here.”

      “But what about you?” Dana cried.

      Alex tightened his arm around her. “Micki will be fine. She’ll be staying at my house, and when I’m not with her, one of the Brotherhood Protectors will be.”

      She looked at him. “I am? They will?”

      He nodded. “And we’re going to talk about what happens next with us.” And Jesus! He hoped to hell they would be on the same path.”

      After that, he was impressed at how quickly everything happened. Micki helped her mother pack up while she filled suitcases with her own things she’d need at Alex’s. Jason arranged for a private plane charter, drove his mother to the airport and made sure she got off to her sister’s okay.

      “I’m still hanging around,” he told Alex. “I know you have Brotherhood Protectors securing the ranch, and our foreman is second to none. That’s not it. Like I said, I can work from anywhere, and I am damn curious to see what these fucking assholes have to say in court, and even leading up to their trials.”

      “It could be a long time,” Alex reminded him.

      “No sweat. I could use some time hanging out here, anyway. And maybe I’ll get to spend time with my sister.” Pain flare for a moment in his eyes. “I never sensed anything was wrong, so I have a lot to make up for in that area.”

      “I don’t think Micki sees it that way.”

      “All the more reason to do it.”

      Alex’s days continued to be busier than he’d ever expected, preparing for the trials and still policing the county. The best part of the day, though, was coming home to Micki. He was glad that nothing that happened drove a wedge between them or damaged their growing physical relationship. He’d worried that despite that one time being so out of this world, the reality of everything including her father’s participation might throw cold water on it, so he proceeded with great caution. But Micki, thank the lord, seemed to want and need him more than ever, despite the depression about her father.

      And being able to come home to her at night made everything worthwhile.
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        * * *

      

      Micki checked the stew in the slow cooker, added a pinch of seasoning, and turned the heat back to warm. Alex had been getting home about seven-thirty every night, mentally and physically drained, and she’d gotten into the habit of cooking comfort food for them. She’d gotten into a lot of habits, as a matter of fact. Like sleeping with Alex curled around her, sitting quietly on the deck enjoying sunsets. Arguing over which programs to watch.

      And sex. Hot, erotic, drive-you-crazy sex, something she’d never thought she’d ever get to a point where she enjoyed it. But since that first time, Alex was incredibly patient with her, teaching her exactly how good it could be. Holding her and soothing her whenever she had flashbacks and her entire body froze. Or when a nightmare invaded her dreams. As a result, she’d gotten bolder and more aggressive until sometimes she wondered if she’d ever get enough of him.

      She’d even, after a while, gotten used to her watchdogs from Brotherhood Protectors. And, of course, spending time with Jason and really getting to know her brother after all this time. Her life had taken on a new look, and she wasn’t sure it was all that bad. Whoever said something good always comes out of the bad sure knew what he was talking about.

      The trial dates were finally set, despite the best efforts of the defense attorneys to delay them. They filed motion after motion to delay, and the best they were able to accomplish was to have them take place simultaneously. The governor had listened to Doug Merensky’s plea to send some attorneys to lead the teams in the other trials, and the state attorney’s office had complied. The trials were set to begin in three days, on Monday.

      Her mother was doing so well at her sister’s that she’d decided to look for a place there.

      “I never want to set foot in that ranch house again,” she told Micki during their last phone call. “Are you okay with that?”

      “More than.” She was, in fact, relieved. “Jason said you talked to him about selling it.”

      “Are you okay with that?”

      “Are you kidding? After what happened to me there?”

      “It’ll fetch a good price and give each of you kids a nice nest egg. So, if you’re okay, I’ll tell Jason to find an agent and get things started.”

      Another milestone in her life crossed.

      Micki had taken a leave of absence from her job, with the full support of her boss. But today, after spending time with Jason at the ranch, she’d come to a decision. She hoped Alex would understand and be as happy as she was.

      “This is a big step for me,” she told Jason on the phone. “I hope he’s as happy with it as I am.”

      “I’m pretty sure he will be,” he assured her.

      “Oh, I hear him pulling up outside. Gotta go. Call you later.”

      “Something sure smells good.” Alex came up to her and put his arms around her, pulling her close to his body.

      The warm timbre of his voice, vibrating through her, always made her smile.

      “Beef stew. Nothing fancy.”

      “Are you kidding? Your beef stew is a culinary work of art.”

      Micki laughed. “Then you have seriously been lacking artful cooking in your life.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t think MREs fall into that category?”

      She knew MREs were the infamous Meals, Ready To Eat that all branches of the service dined on at one time or another on deployment.

      “I think those days are gone forever for you. Go on, get washed up. I thought we’d have a cold one on the deck before we eat.”

      He studied her face. “You aren’t prepping me for bad news, are you?”

      “I hope not. Go on. Take a quick shower.”

      He’d gotten into the habit of doing that, too, each day when he came home, claiming he needed to wash off the stink of the biggest concentration of evil he’d seen in a long time. She was waiting on the deck when he came out in jeans and a clean T-shirt, her mouth going a little dry as it always did when she saw his lean yet muscular body with its broad shoulders and narrow hips. Her eyes drifted to the fly of his jeans, and a pulse kicked off between her thighs as she remembered the hard, thick cock behind it. A cock she now craved so often she astonished herself.

      She was already holding her beer, but she had one sitting on the table waiting for him. Before he picked it up, he bent down, cupped her chin, and gave her a long, slow kiss, his tongue sliding easily into her mouth. Slivers of ease tumbled through her as she eagerly welcomed his taste. Then, without warning, he lifted her, bottle and all, snagged his own drink, and settled in the other chair with her in his lap.

      “I don’t know how you always do stuff like that without dropping anything,” she complained. “I’d land on my head.”

      “It’s my secret,” he teased. “Besides, I’m more than a handful for you to pick up. Now, out with it. What’s going on that you think I need coddling. How bad is the news?”

      “I hope you think it’s good.” She took a fortifying sip of beer. “I called my boss today. You know, he did give me an indefinite leave of absence and has been following the situation on every news media.”

      “Who hasn’t.” Alex snorted.

      “Well, anyway, I know he’s been wondering how long he’d have to hold it open for me, and if he could still do it.”

      Beneath her his body tensed into one big, hard muscle. “Do you have to go back?”

      “I don’t have to do anything, but I thought he needed an answer.” Here goes, she thought. “I handed in my resignation.”

      He was silent for so long, she wondered if she’d misread their situation.

      “Alex?” she urged. “Did I make a mistake?”

      He set both their bottles down on the table and took her mouth in a kiss that curled her toes.

      “Hell, no,” he told her. “I’ve been memorizing my arguments to convince you to do just that. But…I hope that means you’re staying. With me.”

      “Yes, it does. I mean, if you’ll have me.”

      “Damn, Micki. I wasn’t sure you wanted to have me.” He treated her to another of his toe-curling kisses. “God, babe. You’ve made my day. No, make that my year. No, my life. But what will you do? I can’t see you sitting around the house all day.”

      “Actually, that’s kind of what set me thinking about everything this week. Doug Merensky came out himself to take my statement—and, by the way, I thanked him huge for not making me come into town to do it. Anyway, we got to talking over coffee, and he asked me if I’d consider relocating to his staff. He—”

      “Are you kidding me? I was trying to figure out how to suggest it to him and you, but I wasn’t sure if I should wait until all this crap was over.”

      “Yes, yes, okay. But let me finish here.” She snagged her beer and took a swallow. “It wouldn’t all be sex crimes. Thank the lord, except for this debacle we’re in now, there’s a fairly low percentage of them in this county. I told him I thought I’d like to vary the cases I try. Anyway, he sent out all the paperwork for me, which I’ll fill out tonight.” She glanced at his face. “I’m putting this down as my permanent residence, right?”

      “Oh, yeah.” He brushed his mouth over hers, licking the taste of beer from her lips. “I hadn’t planned to do it quite this way, Micki. I wanted to take you out for a special dinner, the whole nine yards. You deserve it.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t need it.” She nibbled his chin.

      “In that case, how about we go down to the county courthouse and get ourselves a license. I did ask the clerk if she’d make a special exception and let us do it after hours and out of the limelight. I’m sure Jason would be happy to give you away, and Hank would be my best man. We could do a quiet ceremony right here.”

      She studied his face. “Is it really going to be that easy?”

      He laughed. “Babe, if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that nothing in life is easy. But it’s definitely going to be worth it.” He rose, holding her in his arms against his chest. “Think that stew will keep a little longer? I think this calls for a celebration.”

      “I think it will keep as long as we need it to.”

      “Great because I plan to take a good long time with this.”

      Her body clenched with need and arousal at his words. And a feeling of happiness she’d never dreamed she’d have.
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      Jenna Daniels grew up in a world of great wealth and privilege. Powerful men and women from all over the country attended the lavish parties that her stepfather hosted on their Montana ranch. But the night of one party, one of those men crept into her bedroom, blindfolded her and viciously raped her, threatening to kill her if she spoke out. Years of therapy have helped her deal with it but she still freezes at the thought of an intimate relationship. Now she’s a true crime writer specializing in unsolved rape cases, determined to find others similar to hers and track down the rapist. When she uncovers several committed over the past fifteen years, she knows she must return to Montana to find her answers.

      

      After twelve years in the SEALs, Scott Nolan doesn’t know what to do with himself. There’s not much in civilian life for a former sniper. Then a friend puts him in touch with Hank Patterson who heads Brotherhood Protectors and he feels as if he’s found a home again. He’s just finished his first assignment when Hank receives a call from Grey Holden, head of The Omega Team in Tampa, who asks him to have someone keep an eye on Jenna. Good thing, too, because she’s hardly settled into her rental cabin before someone leaves a threatening note under her windshield followed up by a dead skunk on her doorstep with another note.

      

      Good thing the cabin has two bedrooms because Hank insists Scott move in with Jenna so he can monitor her twenty-four/seven. As Jenna gets closer to finding her answers, the attempts on her life increase. But is she in more danger from the unknown person or from Scott, himself a tortured soul but who wakens feelings she is afraid to face may be the only one who can get past her emotional fear and teach her how to love?
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      It was the emails that pushed her.

      Jenna Donovan had been keeping track of things online for the past fourteen years. She’d made a list of possibilities and every so often, when it wouldn’t get out of her head, she did a search for anything relating to those names. She had pitiful little to show for it, but her obsession with finding the right person was like an itch she could never scratch enough.

      And then the emails arrived.

      There is a rapist and killer here where you used to live. He’s killed ten girls in fourteen years. No one can stop him. He rapes them and then kills them if they report it. No one will help us. Please do something.

      She could still feel the paralyzing shock that gripped her when she read it. Why had this person reached out to her? Did they know what had happened to her all those years ago? While she was still fighting back the nausea the memory caused, another email dropped.

      We read all your stories. Please, if you can, we beg you to come investigate this or he will keep on doing it. Please.

      Jesus!

      Of course, it was the same man. Had to be. There wouldn’t be two in such a sparsely populated area. How old would he be after all these years? And how powerful was he that he could keep doing this without retribution or discovery? The memory had slammed into her as if it had just happened. Her stomach clenched again as the nightmare she worked so hard to suppress came flooding through her as if a damn had broken.

      She had run to the bathroom and vomited until her stomach was empty. Then, after settling her stomach with a cup of peppermint tea, she sat back down at her computer. She’d sworn never to return to that place where her nightmares began, but she could feel the fear rising from the messages. And she could feel the fear and desperation in the emails. Was this a sign from the universe that it was time to deal with the past? That doing one of her investigative pieces was the way to do it? Returning now was what she’d call an evil necessity. And maybe she could put her demons to rest once and for all.

      Could she do it? What would it be like returning there? Who would she talk to? She had absolutely no intention of communicating with Roger Holland, her stepfather. Or former one, since her mother was now dead. It was his house—his ranch—that had been the scene of the event that still haunted her every day and night. He might not have been the actual villain, but he had created an environment that attracted people like the one in her nightmare. She’d never told him what happened, knowing he’d call her a liar. He always defended his friends in any situation, to the exclusion of everyone else, including his family.

      Fourteen years ago, she hadn’t been able to get away from Montana fast enough. The day she turned eighteen, she took all the money her father had left her and headed for college on the other side of the country. Despite the pleading and tears from her mother, for her own sanity she’d had to get away.

      Since the day she left, she had done her best to avoid coming back here at all, the place where her nightmares began. The death of her mother in the middle of her freshman year left her without a reason to ever come back. She’d put herself through college and built a new life for herself away from any reminders of the nightmare. If she still had nightmares, well, she was dealing with them as best she could.

      Putting aside everything else she had going at the moment, she did a deep search for killings in that county, going back fifteen years. And there they were, scattered over time, very brief news articles about girls who were strangled and left in the forested areas of the Crazy Mountains near her former hometown. Maybe if she went back there and helped uncover the perpetrator, her nightmares would stop forever. Maybe she could have a healthy relationship with a man. Maybe a lot of things.

      “I have to go back,” she told her friend, Grey Holden. “This is a sign, Grey. If I can find out who this is, maybe I can finally have some peace after all these years.”

      Grey had done his best to talk her out of it. Besides being her friend, he was the head of The Omega Team, a highly sought-after security and paramilitary agency, and former military himself. She still remembered the night he’d saved her from a meltdown in a bar, even though he hadn’t known her from Sally Jones at the time. After that, he’d become a confidante, support person, and all around good guy in her life. But she wasn’t going to take his advice on this. It was an itch she’d been waiting to scratch for a long time, one that was now almost an obsession with her. Somehow, she felt she needed to do this to get on with the rest of her life.

      “Are you sure you want to follow through on this?” he asked. “Maybe you should reconsider doing the story. Going back there, digging around, is sure to bring back all those memories.”

      “On the other hand,” she pointed out, “it may be the only way to put them to bed once and for all. Someone went to the trouble of sending me an email, using a net café so they could be anonymous.”

      “But all you have,” he pointed out, “are very brief articles over a fourteen-year span about the murders of some girls who reported being raped. I understand that the timing isn’t exactly coincidental. They report the rape and then why’re dead.”

      “Because that’s what he threatens,” she insisted. “That’s what he said to me. If I opened my mouth to anyone I’d be dead meat. Murdered.”

      “And how did he—whoever he is—know about the complaints? Did the sheriff tell him? If they don’t know his name, how would anyone know who to leak the information to?”

      She bit her lip. “Somebody knows, and I want to find out who’s been shielding him all these years. If he’s been getting away with it all this time, it means he’s a man with a great deal of power and influence. Maybe even reaching into the office of the sheriff. It’s even possible he’s such a powerhouse in the area that the girls or their parents confided in him, asking him what to do. It has to be something like that, because the rape complaints weren’t made public.”

      “And you’re sure these are connected? I have to ask.”

      She swallowed her frustration. “Yes. And whoever sent me the email said he—or she—knew for a fact it had happened to each of the girls who were murdered. I think this person knows or knew some of them, because the email described things about the rape that were never made public—big man, rough hands large enough to cover her eyes and mouth, powerful, arrogant, as if he was untouchable. And that shortly after they reported it, they were found dead. Strangled. That’s what the rapist threatened me with.”

      “Jesus, Jenna.”

      “These murders have occurred over a period of several years,” she reminded him. “Some of those victims would be closer to my age now, except they’re dead. And who knows how many others were victims between the time I left and now? Girls who haven’t ever come forward.”

      “And you’re sure this is the same man? ”

      “Please.” She snorted a laugh. “How many stories like this do you think come out of rural Montana, anyway? You know I never believed I was the only one this guy targeted.”

      “Yeah, I know. I know.”

      “I’ve been at this for a long time, Grey, and I’ve learned to trust my instincts. When I started looking into the murders, I couldn’t believe the number of cases I found. And who knows how many rapes happened that were not reported? Like mine.”

      “Okay, so he killed the girls who came forward,” Grey reminded her. “Even if, like you, they couldn’t identify him. Even though all they had was the location and situation and sketchy information. Just on the off chance they might remember the tiniest detail. He was sending a message to all the others, right?”

      “Yes, and Grey? One of them was one of the few friends I made when I lived here. Julie Kemp. At the time, I had no idea she’d been raped. She just one day stopped seeing me or anyone. When her body was found, the sheriff said it had to be a stranger in the area, but no one was ever caught. I’m still devastated about it.”

      “All the more reason to be cautious.”

      “But—”

      “The person who wrote the email had to know more than one of the victims if she told you he’d warned each of them,” he reminded her. “Just like he warned you what he’d do if you ever said anything.”

      “But that’s why he keeps getting away with it,” she cried. “Because he’s some kind of powerful figure, ruled by his ego. He makes sure the girls are too intimidated by him to act, or he kills them. This is a habit that’s gone on for several years. For whatever reason, those girls took the chance.

      “And they paid with their lives,” she told him, her voice tight at the thought of it.

      “Let me repeat this. Because somehow word got out about what they’d done, and he made good on his threat. Of course that wasn’t mentioned in any of the stories. We don’t know how it leaked, so you’ll` have to watch your step everywhere.”

      “I believe there has to be someone who knows who he is. They just keep quiet about it because it doesn’t matter to them. If he’s one of Roger’s friends, I can tell you they’d all overlook just about anything. They all have more money and/or power than you can imagine, and they think they are untouchable. It’s time for it to stop.”

      “You’re a good reporter, Jenna,” he told her. “You’ve won some prestigious awards for your work. You’ve written two very successful true-crime books. Chances are he’s aware you’ve been digging into these cases. It’s very possible he’s paying someone in the sheriff’s office to keep him in the loop. That’s why none of the cases ever go anywhere. What if he’s been keeping an eye on you all these years, especially after your awards and your very successful books? If you show up in his playground, you might as well paint a target on your back.”

      “Truthfully? I think he’s arrogant enough to believe I have no idea who he is, or that I’ll find out. Or if I do, that despite everything I’m too scared to tackle him or he’s too untouchable.” She blew out a breath. “Maybe if I can finally identify him and nail him, I’ll have some peace myself and be able to get on with my life.”

      She’d been carrying this bag of heavy rocks for a long time, and she desperately wanted to get rid of it. She knew for a fact she’d never fully heal unless she did.

      “You’re sure he lives in that area?” he asked again.

      She nodded. “I am. Believe me, I’ve thought about it a lot. Too much. He could have been one of the many elite of the world who flew in for the high-dollar events my stepfather liked to host, but I just have the nagging sense that he lives around there. All the girls who came forward lived in that area. And something he whispered in my ear made me think he was local. It kills me that I can’t remember what it was.”

      She gnawed on her thumb, a bad habit she wished she could break.

      Grey shook his head. “I can’t say this enough times. If this guy is killing anyone who comes forward on a rape, what’s to stop him from going after you? You’re kicking up dirt in his playground. And no one was ever charged, with either the rapes or the killings.”

      “Which is why he keeps getting away with it.”

      He nodded. “I just want you to look at every angle here. If it’s someone as powerful as you think—and I agree with you on that—he’ll have his eye on everything and killing is obviously not a problem for him. A couple of the girls who were killed were just visitors in the area.”

      “Fresh pickings,” Grey pointed out.

      “It baffles me that he’s still free.”

      “Because he leaves no evidence and kills victims who speak out. All those cases are still open investigations.”

      “Going nowhere,” she reminded him.

      “I’ll say again, he has to have an inside track somewhere. Go out there and you don’t know who or what you’ll be stirring up.” He studied her with those eyes that could see everything. “I just wish you’d change your mind.”

      “Grey, someone went to the trouble of emailing me and drawing me into this. There has to be a connection. I have to follow it.”

      “You sure you’ll be okay out there? I mean emotionally. Revisiting the scene, as they say.”

      “I won’t be going anywhere near my stepfather’s ranch,” she assured him. “Hey, we haven’t even exchanged two words since I left there. You can bet he was damn glad to get rid of me. Maybe he’s forgotten all about me by now.”

      He shook his head. “How can he not even want to know what’s wrong?”

      She shrugged. “I’m nothing to him. I hated him from the day my mother married him. When I was thirteen, he was already looking to arrange a business marriage for me as soon as I turned eighteen. And my mother was no help at all. She couldn’t understand why a marriage into wealth and status didn’t appeal to me the way it did to her.”

      “That’s something I don’t understand.”

      “I loved my mother, but she never got over my dad leaving her, and she was swept off her feet by a real asshole. Roger Holland is arrogant, filthy rich, and travels in high society. She thrived on being the society hostess and rubbing elbows with the world’s elite. He knew I hated him and, when I balked at his plans, he wrote me off. Anyway, I’m going. I found a great cabin to rent. There’s a whole group of them clustered at the foothills of the Crazy Mountains. I haven’t exactly broadcast my intentions, so I’m sure my target has no idea that I am trying to identify him.”

      “Yet.”

      “What?”

      “He has no idea yet.”

      She sighed again. “Grey, I’ll be fine.”

      “Yes, you will,” he agreed, “because I’m getting you protection.”

      “What?” She shook her head. “No, you are not sending someone with me.”

      “That’s right, I’m not. But I called Hank Patterson in Eagle Rock. He heads the Brotherhood Protectors. I told him what you needed, and he’s assigning one of his best to you. A former SEAL named Scot Nolan. He’ll be waiting when you get to your cabin.”

      “Grey, this man I’m trying to find, whoever he is, has no idea I’m hunting him. That I’m digging into these cases. And I’ll fly well under the radar. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “If he’s as powerful as you think, your radar won’t do you any good. And this man’s a hell of a lot more than a babysitter.”

      “Then maybe I can smoke the asshole out.”

      “Not your smartest idea,” Grey objected. “But if that happens, you’ll definitely need protection. I take care of my friends, Jenna. Deal with it.”

      Jenna gritted her teeth. “If I’m walking around with a guy who might as well have a sign on him that says bodyguard, how far do you think I’ll get?”

      “A lot further than if you’re dead. Anyway, Hank Patterson and I got it all figured out. Nolan’s going to be your boyfriend.”

      “My—” She’d stared at him. “Oh, great. I barely hook up with anyone I know, never mind a complete stranger. No. Just no.”

      “Too bad. We’ve got it all worked out. Hank’s already made the assignment, and Scot Nolan has your file so he can know as much about you as anyone else does.”

      “This sucks, Grey.”

      “Not as much as being raped again or dead,” he pointed out. “Anyway, you have nothing to worry about him crossing the line. Scot’s a loner. Hank says he wishes the guy would find a nice woman and settle down but, he seems to be fine by himself.”

      “Good, because I am, too.”

      So here she was, about to face her demons.

      I can do this. I can definitely do this. No, I have to do this or I’ll never have any peace.

      She murmured the words over and over to herself as she steered her rental SUV down the highway from Bozeman to the cabin she’d rented at the foothills of the Crazy Mountains. She hadn’t wanted to come back here, but if she was going to see this thing through to the end, finally, she had to do it. But she wasn’t staying anywhere near Helena, that was for damn sure. Nor had she bothered to let her stepfather—a man she’d hated from the day she met him—know she’d be here. That would be defeating the purpose.

      Then the emails showed up, and everything came rushing back like a tidal wave, engulfing her. Thinking about it now sent memories skittering through her brain, along with the words of her therapist.

      Rape is the most demeaning kind of attack. It robs the victim of…

      Out of nowhere, the feel of hard masculine hands covering her eyes and mouth popped into her brain, choking her. The scent of alcohol so strong. Someone dragging her into a room, throwing her on the bed—

      Choking, she swerved to the shoulder and stopped the car, slamming her hand against the steering wheel

      No, no, no. I will not think of it.

      Deep breaths. That’s what her psychologist always told her. Take long deep breaths. Inhale. Exhale. That’s what she’d been doing for the past ten years, ever since she’d decided dealing with the aftermath by herself wasn’t working.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      Damn. She’d thought she had the recurring images and sensations under control. She rolled down her window and drew in a deep breath of the fresh Crazy Mountains air, spiced with the essence of white birch and lodgepole pines.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      She felt all her inner muscles relax, the tension easing as it usually did, her breathing evening out. She closed her eyes and counted to fifty, as her therapist had told her to do, and called up pleasant images—the sun setting over the water, A child on a playground, a dog chasing a stick on the beach. After a few moments she felt calm enough to continue. She was almost there. Almost in a safe place.

      And hungry. She’d either been on a plane or driving most of the day. Digging in the console, she found the last of a package of snack crackers and chowed them down. Calmer now, she put the car in Drive and pulled out onto the roadway again. It pissed her off that even after all these years, any little tiny piece of memory could still set off a panic attack. With effort she focused on the highway and the magnificent scenery on either side. The beauty of the Crazy Mountains and Yellowstone National Park should be enough to soothe anyone, right?

      Then she remembered Grey’s insistence on the bodyguard. Even now, she didn’t know whether to laugh or scream or be grateful. She was more than grateful for Grey’s friendship. He had been her rock so many times when she’d been on the edge of a meltdown. But, except for him, she had enough trouble dealing with men as it was. How would she be able to handle having one around twenty-four seven?

      She was still talking to herself when she rounded a curve in the road and found herself in the little enclave of log cabins. Twenty of them. That’s what the rental agent had told her, but each one far enough from the others to ensure privacy. Every porch had a number on it so she cruised slowly down the road, checking each one.

      Then she realized she didn’t need any number at all. A big pickup truck was parked in front of cabin fourteen, and a tall, lean man who looked as if he ate nails for breakfast stood on the porch. He was well over six feet, his dark-brown hair slightly shaggy, framing a face defined by high cheekbones and a beard that shielded his jaw.

      Warrior. That was her first thought.

      Her second was, He doesn’t look very friendly. She could almost see the wall around him.

      And third? Here stood the first man to ever kindle a tiny flame of desire and penetrate the ice that enclosed her body. A need that made her nipples harden and an unfamiliar throbbing set up in the heart of her sex. Oh my god! How did this happen right now, of all times, after years of failure and closing herself off? She wasn’t sure she’d even know how to act. Life was playing an unfair trick on her.

      Exactly how was she supposed to do this now?

      Bodyguard, she reminded herself. That’s what he was and all he was going to be. But she trembled nevertheless at the sudden assault of unfamiliar feelings.

      Stop it! Now!

      She had to keep telling herself she’d be a big disappointment to him.

      She parked next to him and climbed out of the SUV, stretching a little because, between the plane and the rental vehicle, she’d been sitting a lot today.

      “Hello.” She managed a smile for him. Be friendly, she told herself. You’ll be sharing a cabin—actually everything every day—for the duration of this trip.

      But she guessed smiles were not in his repertoire because he just nodded, his face a stone mask. Then he walked down the two steps to the little parking area and held out his hand.

      “Scot Nolan.”

      Oh, well. At least he was courteous.

      “Jenna Donovan.”

      “I know.” He shook her hand once then dropped it.

      Inexplicably, her hand tingled from the contact and heat shot up her arm. What the hell?

      He shifted his stance, moving his head slowly from left to right.

      Jenna looked around, her forehead creased in a frown. She didn’t see anyone near them. A little way down the road, she saw a couple with two kids climbing into a van, but they didn’t seem very dangerous.

      “You think someone is watching us? I’m not sure anyone even knows I’m here yet.”

      “Did you call the sheriff before you flew out here?”

      “I did, but I didn’t exactly get a warm reception.”

      Scot lifted one eyebrow. “What did he say?”

      She nodded. “I told him I had read about the murders and wanted to get some details from him. He told me he couldn’t release information in an ongoing investigation. He also wanted to know what possible interest I could have in a case way out here in the boonies.”

      “I’m sure you know that’s pretty much standard in situations like this.”

      She sighed. “Yes, but I was kind of hoping I could talk him into at least sharing some information with me. He sounded more irritated than anything. Still, he did agree, grudgingly, to meet with me, after I told him I’d camp out in his lobby until he did.”

      “Do you want me to call Hank and see if he can put some pressure on him?”

      Jenna shook her head. “No, thanks. That would only piss him off more. I’ll see what he has to say to me in person. “

      “He could be under a lot of pressure from a number of different factions,” Scot pointed out. “Nobody outside of his office has made the connection between the rapes and the killings because no one knows about the rapes. Right? If this guy is as powerful as you think, and he’s really from around here, it’s possible he’s got a line into the sheriff’s office to bury this.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Bury nine rapes? Nine murders?”

      Scot shrugged. “It’s not unheard of. And if that’s true, he probably already knows you’re chasing this.”

      Her stomach muscles clenched. She’d thought about that but hoped she could do it under the radar. Stupid of her.

      “You’re right.” Of course he was.

      “Let’s get your stuff inside.”

      Scot headed for her SUV. When he moved, his untucked shirt shifted, and she saw a gun tucked into the small of his back. She’d seen enough artillery doing her stories to recognize it as a Glock 19. Well! At least he had good firepower.

      “I can get my stuff,” she protested, pressing the fob to unlock the hatch.

      “No problem. I’ve got it. Then we’ll go over the ground rules.”

      Ground rules? Was she being protected or kept a prisoner.? Thanks, Grey.

      But she could hear his voice in her head.

      “Better pissed off than dead.”
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      Something is wrong in Alix Bonner’s marriage. Maybe in her life. How can she pick two losers in a row? But her husband’s lack of attention is nothing compared to the shocking graphic she sees on their television screen when she arrives home unexpectedly. Now she has to get away before he knows she’s seen it…and erases her.

      

      Charlie Zalman—otherwise known as Charlie Zero or Zero—is heading home after a long assignment for Brotherhood Protectors. All he wants is a hot shower, a cold beer and a soft bed. He’s still nursing the damage to his arm that got him his medical discharge from the SEALs and chased away the woman he thought loved him. No more women, at least for more than one night. Until he finds Alix Bonner stranded on the highway and frightened out of her mind.

      

      Lee Bonner has built an empire on corrupt business but now it seems to be closing in on him. Someone has snitched to the feds and his wife has seen information never meant for her eyes. She can tighten that noose around her neck if he doesn’t find her.

      But he doesn’t know about Brotherhood Protectors, trained former military led by Hank Patterson, who will do anything to save their own. In less than twenty-four hours everyone’s life will change.
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