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    CHAPTER 1


    8:30 p.m.


    “You’re sure she said she was going to the library?” Scar clicked on her high beams as she turned onto the dirt road.


    “Yeah, returning some books she’d checked out to help with the creepy corpse case. Scar, you're worrying for nothing. She’s probably home, dancing around in her pajamas, making a five-course meal for herself with the music blaring. You know Fi.”


    “She’s not home. I went by there. It’s just… Fi never turns down an invite to the Black Crow Tavern, or hell, anywhere with booze. It’s just odd she’s not returning my texts.” Or, calls.


    “Humph. Well, she’s probably still at the library, then, with her cell on silent. You know what a hag Ms. Thorne can be.”


    The library’s been closed thirty minutes, Scar thought but didn’t want to alarm Roxy, who was at home on the receiving end of TLC from the sizzling hot fire chief for her sprained ankle. Just the latest injury in another week filled with dead bodies and evil spirits in Devil’s Den—a small, country town that seemed to have more than its fair share of homicides.


    Lately, anyway.


    She glanced up at the cloud creeping over the almost-full moon, then back at the clock. “All the same, Rox, I think I’ll just swing by the library anyway on my way home. Go relax. Stay off that ankle.” She heard faint giggling through the phone. She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Good Lord, can you please wait until we hang up?”


    Another giggle. “Sorry… Weston’s just…”


    “I know. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Time to get a boyfriend, Scar.”

“Time to hang up, Rox.”


    “Love you, Scar.”


    “Love you, too, Sis.”


    Scar glanced at her texts one last time, then tossed the phone on the passenger seat. Roxy was probably right—Fiona had her phone on silent, or off… or something.


    Her Jeep hit a pothole, startling her and bouncing her out of her seat, which did nothing to help the anxiety that had crept up over the last thirty minutes. The library—a Devil’s Den historic landmark—was located just on the outskirts of town, down a dirt road surrounded by woods. And a lonely dirt road after nightfall was the last place she wanted to be at that moment.


    She blew out a breath and straightened the woven peace-sign that hung from the rearview mirror—a gift from the local psychic, Opal, who’d hired Scar to track down the cause of her dwindling savings account, which Scar did after discovering Opal’s jaded ex-husband forging her signature on checks he’d stolen after the divorce.


    The psychic should’ve seen that coming, right? Regardless, she’d thanked Scar with a trinket to ward off evil spirits and a free reading that hinted at a difficult time in the coming weeks.


    A difficult time.


    It was the understatement of the century. Over the last few weeks, the women of Black Rose had been beaten, bruised and tested, perhaps more than ever before, and it was no coincidence that their trials and tribulations started the day after they’d stumbled upon Krestel, the evil witch of the Great Shadow Mountains, revealing her for all to see. For the first time, the rumors and legends were proven to be true. Krestel really did exist and walk among them—that is until she mysteriously escaped her jail cell and went into hiding. Devil's Den had been in a constant state of fear since that day. The gossip was rampant and the side-long glances Scar and her sisters had been getting had become unnerving.


    But that was okay. She and her sisters, Dixie and Roxy, and their assistants, Fiona, Raven, and Harley, were six of the toughest, smartest, badass women around. Glances and whispers were nothing compared to what they encountered day to day as six of the top private investigators in the country. No one challenged them—only whispers behind their backs. The only man that could come close to giving them a run for their money was their office manager, Ace. His hacking skills were in a league of their own, along with his IQ, and his ability to juggle multiple women at the same time. They were an extremely close-knit group—a family—and nothing could take that away. She just wished the damn warning bells telling her something was wrong would go away.

She bounced over another rock and heard the ping of glass in the backseat.

Dammit.

She slowed and glanced back at the bouquet of spring flowers secured tightly on the floorboard behind the passenger seat.

She sighed.

Paul Schmidt.

The man was not giving up. She had to admit, it was charming and flattering, but no matter how many flowers, how many boxes of deluxe chocolates, and how many I hope you have a great day texts he sent, she couldn’t bring herself to look at the assistant district attorney in any way other than a friend. She wished he’d just let go of the prospect of a relationship between them. Stop sending her gifts... except for the chocolates, which she'd discovered had some sort of hypnotic power over her. She couldn't resist them—she knew this because she'd officially gained three pounds since meeting Paul months ago while working a case about voter fraud. The ADA was handsome enough, with salt-and-pepper hair, bright blue eyes and confidence for days, but no matter how hard she'd tried, she felt no chemistry between them. And for Scar, chemistry was a must—the kind of make-your-knees-weak chemistry. The kind of chemistry that was like a force, a magnet, pulling two people together. The kind of chemistry she hadn't felt in years. Years. Her sisters would tell her it was because she worked too much, not allowing any time for dating. When she wasn't working, Scar spent every spare second with her head buried in one of the thousand books she owned... when she wasn't playing with her dogs, of course—her one and only true love. Dixie had her guns, Roxy her shoes, and Scar, her precious dogs. Yes, she definitely felt more chemistry with her pooches than with the ADA. His latest show of affection came just days after their office of Black Rose Investigations had been targeted by Krestel, sending a message of revenge with a massive explosion. The card read I hope these flowers bring you light during these dark days.

Difficult times and dark days.


    She took a deep breath, inhaling the evening air, thankful she'd taken the top off her Jeep. Spring had officially found the Great Shadow Mountains and although the sixty-degree breeze whipping through her hair was a little cooler than anticipated, she was glad she had the fresh air swirling around her, reminding her to breath deeply, be in the moment, and not allow her thoughts to run away.


    Of course, Fiona was fine.


    But she just wanted to be sure.


    She pumped the brakes as she rounded a tight corner and her attention was drawn to the sky where the light of the moon was suddenly dimmed by grey puffs of color, snaking over the bright circle in waves, faster and faster.


    She frowned. What the hell? Those definitely weren’t clouds.


    A chill ran up her spine, then, the smell hit her nose.


    Oh, no.


    She pressed the gas, speeding up the steep hill that led to the library. As she topped the road, her mouth dropped open. Bright orange and red flames roared through the library windows, illuminating the trees surrounding it. Black smoke barreled out of the roof, floating to the dark sky above.


    The left side of the building had already caved-in.


    Oh, my God.


    She slammed the brakes, her stomach clenching as she spotted Fiona’s truck, the only vehicle in the parking lot.


    “Oh, shit,” she barely breathed out, skidding to a stop just inches from Fiona’s bumper.


    She shoved the Jeep into park, grabbed her cell phone and pushed out the door, not bothering to close it. Millions of small, grey particles floated down from the sky, speckling her black hair. The books—the thousands of books that had once lined the library walls were burning to dust, carrying through the wind like snow.


    Her heart raced as she ran up to the truck window and peered inside, praying to see Fiona’s beautiful little face.


    No one.


    Shit, shit, shit.


    She tried the door—locked. Her eyes darted around the cab noting Fiona’s designer purse and cell phone sitting on the front seat. She turned and sprinted across the parking lot fighting the panic that was beginning to bubble inside her.


    “Fiona?”


    She ran up to the building, looking for any point of entry that wasn’t crumbling to the ground.


    “Fi! Fiona?!”


    Her heart hammered as she frantically looked around.


    One more time, “Fiona!” Her throat stung as she screamed her name.


    She shielded her eyes from the relentless heat as she jogged up the stone steps that led to the front door. The raging fire popped and hissed in front of her. Tears welled in her eyes, and she wasn’t sure if it was because of the smoke or panic.


    She took one more inhale and screamed, “Fiona?”


    The breeze shifted, blowing smoke into her face. She coughed and slowly backed down the steps.


    “Oh, my God,” she whispered as she clicked on her cell phone.


    “Well, hi again…”


    “Rox.” Her voice strong and steady, “I need Weston and the entire fire department at the library now; it’s on fire.”


    “What?!”


    “Fiona’s truck is out front.”


    “What?!” The panic in Roxy’s voice only lasted a split-second. “We’ll be right there.”


    She clicked off the phone and began jogging to the far side of the building, looking for any sign of her beloved Black Rose sister.


    Suddenly, a flash from the side.


    She stopped on a dime, whipping her head around.


    The orange glow of the fire reflected off a tall silhouette darting past her, into the woods.


    “Hey! Hey, stop!” She spun on her heel and took off, spinning damp grass up from the ground as she pressed into a sprint. She burst into the woods, slapping the tree branches away from her face.

“Stop!”


    Darkness engulfed her.


    She slowed—not because she wanted to, because she had to. There was no way in hell she could sprint through the thick underbrush without light. But there was no way the mysterious figure could, either.


    She jumped over a rotted log, stumbled, but caught herself on a tree trunk. She paused to listen, blinking a few times, giving her eyes a moment to adjust. A cloud drifted from the moon, allowing a dim light to shine through the tops of the trees.


    She looked around.


    A large rock just ahead of her with freshly smeared mud told her she was on the right path, but the crack of a branch a few feet away told her she was closer than she realized.


    She slowly turned in the direction of the noise.


    Bingo—an outline of the runner, pausing to listen, just as she was, a few feet in front of her.


    She narrowed her eyes and sucked in a breath. One, two... she silently leapt over the rock, nimbly bouncing off the next two on her tiptoes, then jumped down onto the ground, inches from the dark silhouette.


    The figured turned at the sound of her feet hitting the earth, and she lunged forward, reaching for the black sweatshirt, her fingertips grazing the thick cotton material just before an arm swung around at lightning-fast speed.


    She ducked, dodging the blow by a mere inch, then crouched and lurched forward like a cat pouncing for its prey, but it was too late.


    Heavy footsteps disappeared into the darkness.


    Shit!


    Chest heaving, she straightened and looked toward the direction the runner had taken. To the left and right were miles and miles of dense woods, with plenty of places to hide, but the mystery person ran straight ahead, taking a steeper path that led to the cliff that marked Hell's Cove, soaring high above Devil's Lake—with only one way down.

She blew out a breath.

Who the hell was that?

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    Scar took a deep breath to ease her racing heart. Her legs were tingling, not just from the sprint through the woods, but from the adrenaline that was now coursing through her veins.


    Again, who the hell was that?


    She reached into her back pocket, soaked with sweat, and pulled out her phone. She turned it on, using it as a flashlight, which unfortunately only illuminated a two-foot beam in front of her. She scanned the ground, hoping to see a solid footprint that she could pull a cast of, but only saw smears of mud.


    Dammit.


    Whoever that was, they were fast as hell.


    Why did they run from her?


    Did they start the fire?


    Was it possible they’d seen Fiona?


    She turned back toward the library. The fire had doubled, the bright light flickering through the cracks between the trees. Her stomach dropped.


    What the hell was happening?


    She shone the light on the ground and began jogging back to the building. With tunnel vision, she searched for footprints, anything the mystery runner might have dropped, or any sign of Fiona.


    She swept the light across the ground, replaying every interaction she’d had with Fiona that day—no comments about plans for the evening, no arguments with anyone, no deranged boyfriend to consider. No, nothing about Fiona’s day raised any red flags.


    Roxy said Fiona went to the library right before eight o’clock to return books…


    Her mind was reeling and she didn’t even notice the sirens wailing in the distance or the trucks barreling down the dirt road. The loud honking, shouting men, and noise from the fire hose buzzed in her ear like an annoying little bug. She stopped, lifted the flashlight and shone it into the tall trees that surrounded her.


    She scanned down the trunks to the thick roots curving up like snakes through the ground. She slowly swept the light along the dead leaves and stopped on something black wedged beneath a root.


    Was that…?


    She leaned closer.


    A black Manolo Blahnik high heel.


    Her heart skipped a beat. She lunged forward, squatted down, and picked it up. Her heart raced as she turned the leather six-inch heel over in her hand.


    Size six-and-a-half.


    Fiona’s shoe.


    Her gaze shot up, focusing on the library. Relief flooded her. Fiona was not burning to death in the building. Fiona was still alive, and somewhere in the woods.


    She pushed off the ground. Okay, now they just had to find her.


    Think. Get a grip and think, Scar.


    She took a deep breath, another, and another. She felt her heartbeat start to steady. She felt the calmness that she’d spent years refining, begin to take hold as her mind switched from panic—of the unknown—to the cool-headed investigator she was known for.


    She stared down at the shoe, trying to ignore the pit in her stomach.


    Fiona was alive but in trouble.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    “Get your hands up.”


    She jumped at the deep, menacing voice behind her and raised her eyes from the shoe in her hand. She was suddenly aware that she had no clue how long she’d been in the woods, or who the hell had just stealthily crept up behind her.


    “I said,” the voice sneered, “get your hands up and turn around.”


    She slowly raised her hands—one hand holding her cell phone, the other the pricey black heel—and turned, angling the light from the phone so she could see the face that belonged to the intimidating voice.


    Dressed in a black DDPD T-shirt and khaki tactical pants, Officer Luke West stood like a statue in front of her—with a gun pointed directly at her forehead. Recognition flickered in his eyes, and for a split-second, he actually grimaced.


    Grimaced. At her.


    She gritted her teeth and fought an eye roll. Officer West. Fucking great.


    He lowered his gun, his gaze as icy as the tone of his voice. “What the hell are you doing out here, Miss Knight?”


    Knowing that her relationship with the officer was shaky, at best, she bit back one of the hundred smartass comments rolling around in her head. She lowered her arms, the light from the phone leaving his face. Ahead of her now stood the dark silhouette of a massive man, with a burning building at his back, and a flashlight in his hand. He looked terrifying. But terrifying isn’t the word she’d use to describe Officer West. No, the word she’d use would be asshole.

“I repeat, what are you doing out here?”


    “I’m searching.”


    “For what?”


    “Fiona Monreau. My co-worker.”


    “Is that her truck at the library?”


    She nodded.


    “What makes you think she’s out here?”


    “And not burning to death in the library, you mean?”


    He stiffened at her sarcastic tone. This guy didn’t like her as much as she didn’t like him.


    She raised the shoe. “I just found this.”


    “When?”


    “Not five minutes ago.”


    “You’re sure it’s hers?”


    “One-hundred percent.” Impatient, she looked past him into the woods as the chaos in the distance filled her ears.


    “Did she come here alone?”


    “Yes.”


    “Have you tried to call her?”


    “Yes.”


    “No answer?”


    “No. Her cell’s in her truck.” She shifted her weight, a nonverbal message that she was ready to go.


    Luke obviously caught the body language, so he did some of his own. He slid his gun into its holster and crossed his arms over his muscular chest. “Care to give me more than one or two-word answers, Miss Knight? We’re trying to figure out what the hell happened over there.”


    “Look…” Her tone sharper than intended. “I hadn’t heard from Fiona in a while, and she said she was swinging by here on her way home, to return some books, so I came to check on her. The library was up in flames when I pulled up.”


    “How long since you’ve heard from her?”


    “My sister spoke with her not long ago. I know she got here just before closing, that’s it. That’s all I know.”


    “Do you know if anyone else was in the building?”


    “No…” She looked down for a moment, not sure if she wanted to tell him about the chase she’d just had.


    “What?”


    She innocently cocked her head. “What?”


    “You’re leaving something out.”


    “What makes you say that?”


    “I can tell.”


    “Quite the detective.”


    Even in the darkness, she saw him tense with frustration. She blew out a breath. “Yes, someone else was here.”


    “Where?”


    “Outside the building, on the far side. He ran into the woods.”


    “He ran into the woods?”


    “Yes.”


    “And you’re sure there were no other cars when you pulled up?”


    “I’m positive.”


    “Did you recognize him?”


    “No.”

“How do you know it was a male?”

“My initial impression is that it was a man, because of the height, gait, and just movement in general.”



    “Did you get a clear view of him? Hair color, clothes…”


    She nodded. “Tall. Black hoodie, dark jeans, and a camouflage baseball cap. Dark hair. I’d put him at six-two. Ran like a damn gazelle.”


    “You chased him?”


    “Yes.”

“That's why you're in the woods, then.”

“Yes.”


    He shook his head, and annoyance washed over her. She knew what was coming next…


    “You shouldn’t have chased a man running away from a burning building into the woods, at night, Miss Knight. Especially by yourself. You could’ve gotten yourself killed. And you shouldn’t be out here alone, now. Especially with everything that’s gone on over the last few weeks.”


    She snorted. “With all due respect, Officer West, I’ve been making these kinds of judgement calls for decades and am still in one piece. And if one of my family, whether blood or not, has gone missing, chasing a mysterious man into the woods is the least I’ll do.”


    “That’s the problem with you and your Black Rose sisters, Scarlett. Always overstepping your bounds.”


    Her eyes rounded at his audacity. Her blood started to simmer.


    And then, as if to piss her off even more, he said, “Looks like he got away from you, anyway.”


    She opened her mouth to hurl every curse word in the book at him, when—


    “West? You out there?”


    They both looked toward the voice coming from the tree line.


    He looked back at her. “That’s Lieutenant Stone.” Pause. “You shouldn’t be out here alone. I’ll—


    She cut him off and cocked her eyebrow in defiance. “Who’s going to stop me?”


    In the same authoritative voice as when he'd told her to get her hands up, he said, “I’m the one with a badge between us both, Miss Knight—a fact you, and your Black Rose team seem to forget a lot. This is a job for the police. Now, if you think Miss Monreau is really missing, and not just out back-roading with some guy, I’d be happy to organize a search party… while your time might be better spent interviewing people who might know something.” He paused. “You’re good at that, right?”


    She clenched her jaw, seething. Asshole.


    She took a quick inhale to cool the heat rising up her neck. In a calm, rational voice—that no doubt pissed him off more than if she argued back with him—she said, “Actually, you might be right, Officer West.” She pushed past him. “Because we all know that’s not your specialty…”

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    Scar gripped the steering wheel so hard her knuckles turned white as she barreled down the dirt road.


    Asshole, asshole, asshole.


    Her cheeks were still flushed from her run-in with Officer West, but whether she wanted to admit it or not, he’d given her an idea when he’d made the snide remark that she should be doing interviews instead of searching the woods.


    He was right.


    She set the phone on speaker and dialed the office.


    Not even a full ring passed. “Scar…”


    “Hey, Ace.”


    “Any sign of her?” Ace’s voice was firm and all-business. Nothing like his usual smartass, jovial self.


    “No, but I know she isn’t in the building.” Just saying the words out loud calmed her. “I found one of her shoes in the woods.”


    Ace released a loud exhale. “Thank God.”


    “But we don’t know where she is.”


    “Is everyone there? They should be by now.”


    “Yeah; Roxy is staying with Weston while they put out the fire, and everyone else was headed into the woods to search for Fi when I left. All night, if we have to.”


    “Fucking dammit, I wish I were there.”


    “No, you’re doing exactly what you need to be doing—hanging close to the house to be available to track down, hack into, or do whatever the hell we need to do to find her. Which brings me to why I called.”


    “What do you need?”


    “Two things. First, I need you to run a logo for me.”


    “A logo?”


    “Yeah. There was a man at the library when I pulled up. Tall, six-two maybe, wearing a black hoodie, dark jeans and a camo baseball cap with a red bullseye symbol with two words scribbled underneath it. In cursive, I think. Possibly started with the letter O.”


    A moment passed while he jotted down notes. “That’s pretty vague, Scar.”


    “Yeah, it was dark and I was kind of running.”


    “After him?”


    “Exactly.”


    “Okay, let me see what I can do, but I got to tell ya, that description could be anything—a brand of gun, a retailer, hell, the symbol of some hillbilly fraternity, who knows. But it’s something at least. I’ll get on it. What else do you need?”


    “You know the librarian? Ms. Thorne?”


    “Don’t tell me… was she in the building when it caught fire? Was she there?”


    “Her car wasn’t there, which makes me think the fire happened after she closed up. I need you to get me her home address, right now.”


    She heard the click, click, click of Ace's computer as he started working on the task at hand. “Let me guess, you’re already on your way.”


    “Yep.”


    “Good. That old battle-axe is always there. If anyone saw Fi, she did.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Okay… got it…”


    Ace rattled off the address as Scar plugged it into her GPS.


    “Not far from here. Good.”


    “Sooooo… you’re just going to stop in?”


    “That's the plan.”


    “Scar, she’s probably not going to be happy to see you, you know.”


    She chewed on her lower lip. Ace was right—Ms. Thorne wouldn’t be happy to see her and might not even open the door. “How good are you at creating fake pictures?”


    A snort. “Please.”


    “Okay, here’s what I need you to do…”


    After laying out her plan with Ace, she clicked off the phone, her stomach twisting in knots. No, the librarian would definitely not be happy when Scar showed up on her doorstep.


    She blew out a breath, recalling her last interaction with Ms. Thorne, five years earlier. It was a case that stuck with her, to this day.


    The vision of the stark white walls of interview room two in the police station, and the eleven-year-old girl sitting in the cold, metal chair flashed in her head. She’d never forget the fear in the girl's eyes when Scar looked at her from behind the two-way mirror, while an officer tried, for the umpteenth time to get Ms. Thorne’s daughter, Athena, to confess that she’d seen her father beat her mother within an inch of her life. They’d needed Athena's confession, her eye-witness account, to put the son of a bitch behind bars, because, as true with most domestic abuse cases, Ms. Thorne claimed it was an accident. According to her statement, she’d fallen down the stairs, and there was no reason to press charges against her good-for-nothing husband.


    Hell of a staircase.


    The girl was scared out of her mind, and Scar knew it was because the abuse hadn’t only touched her mother. The threats of what would happen if anyone found out about the multiple “incidents” hadn’t been whispered only in her mother’s ears.


    Scar saw it in Athena’s face. In her eyes.


    Athena wouldn’t speak—hadn’t so much as uttered a word since the police brought her in. So after many failed attempts to pull a single vowel from the girl’s mouth, they’d called in Scar, a master interviewer and interrogator, as a last resort, to give it a shot.


    Although all of the sisters of Black Rose Investigations were highly sought-after private investigators, each had their own special skill set. Their own "gifts." Scar’s, without question, was in the interview room.


    Scar had an uncanny way of pulling information from the tightest-lipped suspects, which more often than not, involved a full confession. She was able to twist the conversation to her benefit, opening the door for the interviewee to provide valuable information that would help move the case forward, without even realizing it was happening. No one knew how she did it. The men, of course, attributed it to her stunning beauty, joking that she hypnotized the suspects—like a siren, luring them to their deaths. The women would say it was her soothing nature that made people instantly comfortable and relax just enough to let secrets slip between their lips.


    Bottom line, Scar was untouchable when it came to sweating out a suspect.


    But sweating out the poor, young girl was not what Scar planned to do that day, five years ago.


    That day, her plan was to make sure nothing bad ever happened to that little girl again.


    It only took seven minutes—seven minutes to pull the confession from Athena that she’d seen her daddy beat the living breath out of her mommy, then turn his fist to her.


    Seven minutes for her to admit that she’d secretly set up her phone and videoed the entire incident.


    Case closed—thanks to Scar, who single-handedly gave the Devil’s Den police department everything they needed to put the woman-beater behind bars.


    In seven minutes.


    Everyone was happy—slapping her on the back, thanking her, and telling her what a great job she’d done. Except for one person—the brand-new officer who'd been given lead on the case. It was his first case at the department. His first case to prove himself to his comrades.


    That officer was Luke West.


    Rumor had it that his buddies gave him a hell of a hard time about it—need a woman to come in and do his job, they’d cackle. Rumor had it, he still caught flak for it—having some trouble? Need me to call Black Rose for you? Rumor had it that Officer West still harbored ill-feelings to the group of women who crossed the line, more times than anyone could count, to help solve local crimes.


    No, Officer West wasn’t thankful for her help. In fact, he’d been a total asshole to her afterward. Typical macho, alpha male.


    And after the surprise meeting they’d just had in the woods, Scar’s suspicions about the hot-headed, six-foot-two, muscled-up military brat were confirmed—Luke West might not know how to interview—or talk to—a woman, but he sure as hell knew how to hold a grudge.


    **


    Luke turned off his headlights and pulled onto the dirt road just as Scar’s taillights faded into the distance.


    He might not like her, but he liked her Jeep. Jacked-up, four-door, slate grey with all the bells and whistles, with the top off—the only way to drive one, in his opinion. Although she came off as a bit “earthy” to him, with the random braids and colorful threads in her long, black hair, for some odd reason, the meaty vehicle seemed to fit her. Scar was just like the rest of her sisters—one of those independent women with God-given brains, nerves of steel, and looks that could melt glaciers in Antarctica.


    And spoiled, rich-kid, can’t-take-no-for-an-answer, stick-your-nose-in-everyone-else’s-business, women.


    Luke wasn’t like every other man in town who drooled over the Knight sisters. In fact, he really didn’t care for them.


    Especially Scar.


    The Knight sisters’ upbringing couldn’t be more different than his. Born into a hard-working, blue-collar family, Luke was reminded every single day that nothing came for free. Even at a very young age, Luke had a firm grip on what it was like to need. He watched his father work his ass off, morning to night, at the chicken plant, while his mom waited tables at the local diner. More nights than not, if it weren’t for the leftovers his mom swiped from the kitchen, Luke would’ve gone to bed hungry.


    When his dad died of a heart attack at the age of fifty-six, things got even worse. So Luke did what every man should do. He stepped up. He became the man of the house, and took it upon himself to take care of his mother. Just like his dad had done. A man should take care of a woman, he believed. At age fourteen, he got a job as a dishwasher and had officially worked every single day of his life since.


    And that was okay. He liked the feeling of kicking his feet up after a long day’s work, knowing that he’d been productive every minute, taking care of business. He enjoyed hard work, but he loved his mama even more, which made the decision to skip college and join the military a tough one. His mom cried, begged, but for the first time he felt one-hundred percent certain that this was his path, so he gave his mother every penny he’d saved up and left home. To this day, he still deposited money into her checking account every month, just to make sure she had enough.


    Luke was a born military man. A tough-as-nails, hard-working, no bitching, no bullshit type of guy. Not to mention he was built like an ox. As the years went on, he’d become untouchable. Respected. Even feared. His reputation grew along with his confidence, and after two back-to-back tours overseas, he decided to try his hand at joining the United States Army Special Forces, otherwise known as the Green Berets. He met and exceeded the basic physical fitness requirements, then moved onto phase 1 in the Special Forces Assessment and Selection, otherwise known as the Q Course, which he passed with flying colors.


    Then came the next four courses—otherwise known as sixty weeks of hell.


    Hell.


    The stories were true. The physical and mental torture were true. It was the hardest, most trying time of his entire life, and he fucking loved it.


    After what felt like a lifetime of training, Luke graduated at the top of his class, officially becoming one of the most badass members of the Green Berets.


    He did it. He was exactly where he was supposed to be—he felt it in his bones.


    His life was spent being called out at a moment’s notice, on top-secret missions involving counter-terrorism, reconnaissance, and foreign internal defense assignments. Conducting life-threatening stealth raids and ambushes became as normal to him as someone going to the local market to pick up dinner. He was on his fifteenth year of living life to the extreme—on the edge, never knowing if he was going to make it through another mission alive, when everything changed with one split-second decision.


    It was supposed to be an advisory mission—he and his team were tasked to gather intel. Intel only. Do not engage were his CO’s last words.


    As always, he’d followed the mission plan… until he watched the terrorist bastard begin to rape the young, American doctor who’d been kidnapped at gunpoint outside of her medical tent.


    She’d reminded him of his mom.


    He picked his shot, and he took it, killing the terrorist son of a bitch, and starting an intense firefight that resulted in a British comrade being critically injured.


    The next day he was given the option to retire or be dishonorably discharged, and believe it or not, he had to think about it. The thought of retiring from the one thing he truly loved made him sick.


    What the fuck would he do?


    After a long talk with his CO, he took the retirement and accepted the first job he could find as soon as he returned to the States—a position with the Devil’s Den Police Department, sixty-five miles from his hometown, in a town rumored to be filled with ghosts.


    That was five years ago, and here he was now, following taillights of a nosy private investigator's Jeep. Not exactly exciting.


    He pressed his lips together and narrowed his eyes. She’d probably walked right into the dealership and bought the thing on the spot. Cash probably. Cash coated in crushed diamonds and expensive perfume. She probably had three just like it sitting in her fifty-car garage in her castle on the hill.


    Okay, maybe not a castle. He didn’t know where she lived, but he could only imagine considering what the office of Black Rose Investigations looked like. A medieval marvel with gargoyles perched on the roof. He thought the place was a myth until he decided to swing by one night after a few beers at the local bar when he’d just moved to town.


    That was right before he was assigned to his first case involving a brutal domestic assault. Right before Scarlett Knight swooped in and pulled a confession from his witness in under ten minutes, making him the laughing stock of the station for weeks.


    He still caught shit for it.


    He’d gone from being the top of his game, numero uno badass, to needing a woman to do his work.


    What. The. Fuck.


    And here she was again, already throwing herself headfirst into an investigation that should be left to the police. Where did she get off?


    A cloud drifted over the moon, and he squinted to see ahead. The taillights faded from the road. He sped up and braked at the county road where the Jeep had turned.


    Where the hell was she going?


    He glanced in his rearview mirror, then slowly turned behind her.


    Scar might have stolen his first case from him, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to take this one, too.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    9:03 p.m.


    Scar braked at the rusted metal mailbox and peered at the decrepit wooden shack at the end of the driveway.


    She cringed.


    A dim light shone through the front window, and despite the mild temperature, smoke snaked out of the chimney.


    Ms. Thorne was home.


    She took a deep breath and turned onto the driveway. The hair on her arms stood up as she neared the house where Walter Thorne almost beat his wife to death and threatened the life of his eleven-year-old daughter if she ever said anything. Visions of Athena, scared, shaking like a leaf, gripped her. What the poor thing must’ve gone through in that shack.


    Scar didn’t see the crime scene, but she’d heard that it was horrific. Blood splattered the walls where pictures had been shattered, and slats of wood had been split by the bat Walter flung in his hands. Ms. Thorne’s teeth speckled the floor. The hair that had been ripped from the librarian’s head covered the couch where she’d scrambled to get away. And in the corner, a puddle of urine, from their daughter, who was so utterly terrified that she wet herself.


    Not too surprisingly, after the incident five years ago, rumors ran rampant about the Thorne family. Stories of drug abuse, gambling problems, even theft and burglary. But perhaps the most widely shared rumor was that the old librarian was a witch, who worshiped the devil—and Krestel.


    The whispers said that Ms. Thorne was part of Krestel’s secret coven, who met regularly in the shadows, deep in the mountains.


    Witch or no witch, it was a good bet that Thorne was the last person to see Fiona.


    She rolled to a stop in front of the porch, turned off the ignition and mindlessly rubbed her arms. She could actually feel the negative energy in the air. The house reeked of it.


    She glanced at the clock, then back at the house.


    Alright, let’s do this.


    She grabbed her Glock 19 with a hot pink handle and the letters BRI etched down the side, slid one into the chamber, and slid it into the back of her pants before pushing out the door.


    A gust of wind whipped past her carrying the scent of moldy earth. No spring’s budding blooms here. No, sir.


    She started to take a step, when—snick.


    She stopped, turned, her hand sliding to the back of her pants.


    Dead leaves blew across her feet as she slowly looked from left to right. The tall trees that surrounded the house swayed in the wind. A barn door creaked open and closed in the distance.


    God, this was the creepiest damn place she’d ever been in her life.


    After seeing nothing, and no one, she turned back and walked up the crooked stone steps that led to the front door.


    Knock, knock.


    A minute passed.


    Knock, knock, knock—a little firmer this time.


    Finally, the bass knob slowly turned, and the door creaked open. A thin line of light shone through the crack, with one beady, bloodshot eye peering from inside.


    Scar narrowed her eyes and met the suspicious gaze, and something flickered in Ms. Thorne’s eyes—she remembered Scar.


    Good.


    “Ms. Thorne?”


    A grunt in response.


    “I’d introduce myself but—


    In a low, husky voice, “Scarlett Knight.”


    She nodded. “I’d like to speak with you for a moment.” She glanced into the house, then back at the bloodshot eye. “If you’re not busy.”


    “As a matter of fact,” she coughed a wet, phlegmy cough. “I am busy, especially for someone who tore my family apart.”


    “Your husband tore your family apart, not me.”


    The door started to close.


    “Would it interest you to know that your library has burned to the ground?”


    Thorne froze. The corner of her lip curled up, revealing the slightest look of amusement in her eyes.


    Yes, Ms. Thorne already knew about the fire, and yes, Scar was now one-hundred percent sure that Ms. Thorne knew something about Fiona.


    She stuck her foot in the door. “We need to have a quick chat, Thorne.” They stared at each other for a moment with complete disdain and Scar decided it was time to break out the big guns. “Unless you want me to call Sanders down at the Devil’s Den Gazette and have him post the picture I have of you in the mountains, dressed in head-to-toe black… minutes before Lieutenant Zander Stone’s helicopter mysteriously crashed to the ground, almost killing him and another officer. You know, the same area where Krestel’s coven is rumored to meet?” She paused. “I’m sure everyone would love to know there’s another witch in town… imagine what they’d do. And who knows, maybe you can join your husband in jail for attempted murder.”


    Ms. Thorne cocked an eyebrow. “I’m calling your bluff, Miss Knight.”


    Scar pulled her phone from her pocket and opened the picture Ace had doctored and sent her not thirty seconds earlier—just in time.


    Thorne peered down at the cell phone, studying it closely. After a low grumble, she stepped back, and the door slowly opened.


    **


    Under the cover of shadows, Luke silently slipped from tree to tree, keeping his gaze locked on Scar.


    What the hell was she doing?


    He’d planned to visit the librarian after the fire died down, but of course, the nose-in-everyone-else’s-business Knight sister beat him to it.


    Damn her.


    When she’d left her sisters, who were just beginning to search the woods, and jogged to her Jeep, he knew she was up to something. Why the hell didn’t she just accept his help and allow him to organize a search party for Fiona? He could’ve handled it. The PD could’ve handled it—that was their job.


    Not hers.


    And what did she think the rumored witch had to do with it? The same freaking witch he was investigating five years ago when Scar swooped in and took over. Again, why didn’t she let him handle this?


    He knew why—the women of Black Rose were bull-headed.


    Well, so the fuck was he.


    He slid behind a tree and peered at the house. Scar was smooth-talking her way inside, he had no doubt about it. He watched her, taking in the dark silhouette of her figure. She wore a low-cut shirt with some yoga symbol he'd seen before—om, maybe?—with a fitted, smooth-as-butter-looking leather jacket, and sexy black leather boots pulled over a pair of tight jeans. As much as he hated to admit it, she sure as hell had a nice ass and incredible face going for her. But she was a pain in his ass. And he would not be hypnotized by her like every other dude in town.


    He was stronger than that.


    Ten seconds later, the front door slowly opened, and Scar’s curvy body disappeared inside.


    He waited a beat, then jogged across the soggy yard, his boots sinking in the puddles of mud that were left over from the endless rain they’d had recently. He jumped to the side of the house, pressed his back against the wall and listened.


    A breeze blew past him carrying whispers.


    He turned toward the muffled voices, edged down the house and stopped at an open window.


    Bingo.


    He leaned against the wall and settled in to listen to whatever the hell Scar Knight was up to.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    Scar wrinkled her nose as she stepped over the threshold—moldy earth, incense, and kitty litter.


    Gross.


    A black cat scurried across her boots, then another, and another. She counted at least four black cats, staring up at her with gold, shimmering, beady eyes, almost as if they were staring into her soul. Almost as if they weren’t truly cats at all.


    A chill ran up her spine.


    She knew those eyes. Those were the same eyes of the cats that were found dead, on the doorstep of her office. The same cats placed by Krestel, days after her true identity was revealed.


    Coincidence? No shot in hell.


    The house was tiny, with only one bedroom, a den, and kitchen. Cracked wooden slats ran across the floors and walls, which were barren. No paintings, family pictures, nothing.


    As Scar followed Thorne into the den, she looked the woman over. She wore a long black dress—oddly enough not faded, and without a single speck of cat hair, or dirt, or food, or anything on it. The fabric was ink-black, the darkest black she’d ever seen. Long, grey hair ran in a loose braid down her slightly hunched back. She walked with a limp—a lifelong injury from her loving husband perhaps?


    A fire popped and hissed as they stepped into the den.


    A tattered couch, reading chair, lamp, and coffee table sat in front of the fireplace. A bookshelf, stacked with old books, stood next to an open window.


    Why a raging fire with an open window, she wondered?


    As she scanned the books, her gaze landed on a single framed picture. The only picture in the house—a picture of Athena, Ms. Thorne’s daughter.


    Thorne slowly lowered herself into the reading chair, grabbed her tea from the table and sat back, eyeing Scar.


    “Sit,” she demanded.


    Scar glanced at the two cats curled on the couch, grimacing at her, as if daring her to sit down.


    Thorne snapped her fingers. “Scat.” The cats jumped off the couch and curled at her feet.


    Scar sat and turned toward the woman staring at her with a penetrating gaze. She cut to the chase. “I’m here to see if you saw Fiona this evening.”


    Thorne slowly sipped, eyeing her over the rim. “I did.”


    “When? What time?”


    “Just before closing.”


    “Was she alone?”


    “Yes.”

“Was anyone else in the library?”

“Not that I'm aware.”


    “Did you speak with her?”


    “No.”


    Scar narrowed her eyes. “You saw her but didn’t speak? Why?”


    “She was returning books at the front desk. I was in the back.”

“Did she see you?”

“I don't think so.”

“Did you see her leave?”

“No.”

“Could she have still been in the building when you left?”

“She wasn't up front when I locked up.” She took a deep breath, annoyed. “I do a final walk-through of the library every night before closing. I didn't see her.”

“Her car was still out front, Thorne.”

A flippant shrug. “As I said, she wasn't in the building and it was time for the library to close, so I locked up and headed home.”


“You didn't think it was odd that her car was still there?”

“Thought maybe she'd met someone. It's not my job to keep tabs on your friend. My job is to close up the library every night.”

Scar waited a beat, then said, “Did you see a man? Around six-two, baseball cap, black sweatshirt, jeans?”

Thorne frowned. “Actually...” Her gaze shifted to the open window. “I thought I saw someone on the road, walking toward the library as I was leaving.”

“Dark clothing? Baseball cap?”

“Possibly.”

“What time was this?”

“About eight-fifteen.”

“You didn't recognize the person?”

“No, it was dark.”

“Alone?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Did you see where they went?”

“No, I turned off the road.”

“Eight-fifteen... what time did you see Fiona?”

“Probably five 'til eight.”

“And you're sure she wasn't in the building when you locked up?”

“Yes.”


    Scar exhaled, in deep thought. “What time did you get there today?”


    “Just before opening. Ten o’clock.”


    “And you stayed all day? Until closing?”


    “Always.”


    “Did anyone else work today?”


    “No.”


    “Anyone come in that stuck out? Anything abnormal? Anyone new?”


    Thorne took another deep breath. “No, Scarlett, nothing out of the norm.”


    “Ms. Thorne, do you know anyone who would want the library destroyed?”


    Something flashed in the woman’s eyes, and Scar’s stomach sank. Ms. Thorne might not know where Fiona was, but she sure as hell knew something, Scar was sure of it.

“Why do you assume it was arson, Miss Knight? Could’ve been old wiring. That building’s almost as old as I am.” She smirked, her lips curling around her rotted teeth.


    “Almost. Answer the question.”


    “No. I don’t know who would want to burn down the building.” The librarian suddenly shifted in her seat—a nervous tick Scar had seen plenty of times before in the interview room.


    She leaned forward, and going with her instinct, probed further. “Maybe whoever did it didn’t want to burn down the building… maybe it was something inside they wanted destroyed.”


    Thorne’s eyebrows slightly raised. She sipped her tea. 


    “Maybe they were protecting something.”


     Another uncomfortable shift from the librarian. Scar was on to something. She continued, “Perhaps Fiona found something in that library. And no one knows that building better than you do.”


    Saying nothing, Ms. Thorne's gaze focused on the fire and impatience shot through Scar’s system. Impatience and annoyance. She set her jaw, lowered her voice. “I suggest you start giving me some answers, Thorne. Unless you want this picture all over town tomorrow. Let’s start with the basics. Are you part of Krestel’s coven?”


    “That's quite an assumption. What makes you say that?”


    “Aside from the rampant rumors, you wouldn’t have let me step a foot into this house if it weren’t for the picture I showed you. They never found what caused that helicopter to go down, you know. Sounds like witches work to me.”


    The fire popped, spitting a red-hot ember onto the hardwood floor. Ms. Thorne narrowed her eyes and looked at Scar. “We all have our secrets, Scarlett.”


    “All secrets come to light, eventually. All secrets.”


    The librarian looked back to the fire.


    Enough of this bullshit. Scar scooted to the edge of her seat, her mind racing, as it did when she sat across from any victim or suspect in the interview room. Tonight she was sitting across from someone with a secret, someone who knew something about what happened to Fiona.


    Someone with a heart as cold as ice.


    But everyone had a weakness, and Scar’s specialty was finding it and exploiting it. She had an idea what Ms. Thorne’s weakness was, so as she was known to do, she skillfully switched tactics and twisted the conversation to get the answers she needed.


    She took one more glance at the picture on the bookshelf, then said, “No one knows Fiona’s missing… I can’t imagine the worry and fear a mother would go through if their daughter went missing. Would make her completely sick, I’d imagine.” She leaned forward. “You understand that, being a mother to an only child. A daughter.”


    Thorne's head lifted and met Scar’s gaze.


    Scar stood, walked to the bookshelf and mindlessly ran her fingers over the leather bindings. “I remember the look in your daughter’s eyes that day, five years ago—fear, sadness, and perhaps worst of all, hopelessness. Everything she knew had changed in an instant. A child’s only safe place, her home, her parents; it was all crumbling down on her. No matter how much you try to hide it, I know that had to be hard for you, too.” Pause. “How is your daughter, Ms. Thorne?”


    A few seconds slid by. Eventually, “Gone.”


    “Gone?”


    “Gone.” She lifted her tea and Scar noticed her hand trembling slightly. “Fourteen days now.”


    Scar’s eyebrows shot up. “Fourteen days?”


    A slow nod.

She repeated, “You said fourteen days?”

“Yes.”


    Scar's mouth dropped open while the story from the local news, from exactly two weeks ago, ran through her head.


    “…an eye witness confirms she saw a young woman being pulled into a van, after hearing several screams, behind the city park Wednesday evening. Although no one has been reported missing at this time, if anyone else saw the incident, please call local authorities. Again, the vehicle description is a white, four-door, older model van.”


    “Have you heard from her at all?”


    “No, nothing.” The librarian's tone had shifted now, from indifference to concern. “She left the house and hasn’t come home since. I’ve called her twenty-seven times. Voicemail. I haven’t heard from her at all. Nothing.”


    Scar blinked a few times, processing the information. “Do you know where she was going when she left?”


    “No.”


    “A friend’s house, maybe?”


    “You know…” she paused, fighting emotion from reflecting in her raspy voice. “Athena was a very shy kid. Didn’t talk a lot; really no friends. So, no, I have no clue.”


    “Boyfriends?”

Thorne's lips pressed together in a thin line. “I don't know if you could call it a boyfriend, but she's been hanging around a boy who'd recently graduated. He's older than her.” Her jaw twitched.

“What's the boy's name?”

“Matthew Miller. I've only met him once. He dropped her off while I was outside. Arrogant fella.”

“Describe him.”

“Normal-looking kid. Dark hair, dark eyes, lean build.”

Scar's back straightened. “Height?”

“Tall... definitely tall. Over six feet.”

A tingle ran up her arms. Dark hair, tall. “Do you know if they'd had any arguments lately?”

“No. Hell, she wouldn't tell me if they did. She doesn't talk to me like that.”

“What does he drive?”

“Brown truck. Old.”

“No white van?”

“Not that I'm aware.”


    “Ms. Thorne…” She cleared her throat. “Surely you know about the news story two weeks ago…”


    “Yes… that’s what bothers me.”


    Scar began pacing in front of the fireplace. “Where was her last known location? Has anyone seen her?” 


    “Someone said they saw her car parked by Hell’s Cove, a week or so ago.”

The same location the mystery runner took off toward. “Who saw her?”


    “A regular at the library. Mrs. Hammons. Has a boat; saw the car from the water.”


    “What does Athena drive?”


    “Blue Volkswagen hatchback.”


    “She’s been gone two weeks. Why haven’t you reported her missing?”


    Ms. Thorne sighed. “She’s run away before, many times, actually. But never this long. The longest was five days. She always comes back.”


    “Anything she might have mentioned lately that seemed odd? Out of place?”


    “No.” She sipped her tea again and stared at the fire. The fire hissed as Thorne gazed into it. A sudden wave of heat swept over Scar’s skin. She took a step back and glanced at the flames flicking and dancing up the chimney, which had intensified in the last few seconds, it seemed.


    Blue flames. All of a sudden—blue flames.


    She looked back at Thorne, who was staring at her with a look in her eyes that sent a wave of goosebumps over Scar's body.


    “I can find out where Fiona is… perhaps we can make a deal.”


    Scar’s eyebrows tipped up. “How the hell could you do that?”


    “You find Athena. I’ll get you Fiona’s location.”


    Scar stared back at her, her mind reeling. “Do you know where she is, right now? Do you know if she's okay?”

“No.”

Her heart started to race. “How can you find out where she is?”

“That's my secret.”

Scar clenched her fists and crossed the room in two swift steps. “Thorne, I swear to God, if you know where she is right now...”

Thorne's fiery gaze met hers. “I don't, Scarlett. But I can find out. What do you say? Do you think you can find Athena?”


    “I can find anyone, anytime. But the real question is, how can I trust you, Thorne?”


    The librarian looked out the window into the darkness. She squinted, as if contemplating her response. A heavy silence filled the room. Finally, she said, “I see things, Scarlett.”


    “See things?”


    “That’s right.”

“I think they call those delusions, Thorne.”

A subtle eye roll, then, “We all have our gifts. I happen to have more than others.”

Scar looked the woman up and down. “Clairvoyance, then... you're talking about clairvoyance.”

“You could call it that.”

She narrowed her eyes. Although Scar was open-minded to just about anything, she worked in black-and-white facts. Facts were solid. Reliable. Actionable. So typically, if someone told her they had the gift of clairvoyance, she'd be skeptical at best, but the last few weeks had taught her that anything was possible. Witches, magic... anything.

“If you see things, then why can't you see Fiona right now and at least tell me she's safe?”

“It's not that easy. There's things, steps, involved.”

“A spell.”

The librarian looked away.

“Wait a second... why can't you see where your daughter is?”

“The gift has limitations, as all gifts do. I can only see what people will allow. Athena doesn't want to be seen. She doesn't want to be found.” She looked down, shook her head. “Your friend does. Do we have a deal, or not.” 


    Scar glanced at the fire, her stomach twisting with nerves. Did she have another option?


    No. At that moment, no.


    “You’ve got a deal, Thorne. I’ll find your daughter, and you’ll tell me where Fiona is.” She turned toward the doorway but turned back. “And if one hair is touched on her head, I’ll put a bullet between your bloodshot eyes.”


    “You might want to rethink that.” Thorne smiled, enjoying the threatening tit-for-tat between the two. “You have twenty-four hours, Miss Knight.”


    Scar looked at her watch—9:17—and turned.


    “Scarlett? One more thing…”


    She stopped.


    “This is between you and me, only. I don’t need more attention brought to myself—


    “You mean, you don’t need people knowing you’re a witch. Isn’t that right? Imagine what Krestel would do to you if she found out the town knew you were part of her coven. She'd kill you on the spot. Another dead body in Devil's Den.”


    A pause, then, “Maybe not the only dead body...”

Her gut clenched.

“A secret, Miss Knight, between you and me.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    Adrenaline pumped through Scar's veins as she pushed out of the heavy, wooden door. She took a deep breath to clear the musty scent of the house from her nose, only to inhale a cloud of smoke from the chimney.


    She coughed, held her breath and stepped onto the driveway.


    Twenty-four hours.


    She glanced over her shoulder, expecting to see Ms. Thorne watching her from the window, casting a spell in her direction. Instead, three black cats eyed her from behind the curtain, which was almost as creepy.


    Twenty-four hours.


    She turned back and stopped cold.


    Shaded by shadows, Officer Luke West leaned against her Jeep, his foot propped up on her tire and his arms crossed over his chest.


    “What the hell are you doing here?” She squared her shoulders and walked over.


    “Same thing I was just about to ask you.”


    “That’s none of your business, really.” She reached for the door handle, only to be blocked by his massive body.


    “That’s where you’re wrong. This is my business. A historic landmark burned to the ground as a witness saw a man running from the scene. Screams arson to me. That’s the business of Devil’s Den PD.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Do what you need to do. But you won’t get a thing from Ms. Thorne’s tight, rotted lips. Now, if you’ll…” She reached for the handle, again.


    “And a missing teen? That’s also our business.”


    Her eyes rounded and she pulled her hand back. “How the hell…”


    He nodded toward the open window.


    She shook her head. “Son of a bitch.”


    “Well, that’s not very nice.” His lip curled to a smirk, which irritated her even more.


    She narrowed her eyes and took a step back. She needed to switch the subject and get rid of this annoying little gnat… give him a task, an order. Military men were born to take orders, right? “Have you organized a search party for Fiona yet? I think that’s the best decision right now. I can give you our office manager’s phone number. He can help get everything…”


    Luke clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Oh, no, no, no, Miss Knight. You’re not getting rid of me so easily.” He leaned in and whispered, “I can keep a secret.”


    Fire brewed inside her. Who did this guy think he was?


    Maybe not the only dead body. Thorne’s last words echoed in her head as she stared back at the officer, who apparently was not born to take orders. 


    Jaw clenched, she puffed out her chest and stepped up to him, inches away from his body. “Listen to me, Officer West. This isn’t some game. This is Fiona’s life on the line and if you heard every word that was said in there, then you know I’ve got twenty-four hours to find her. And if word gets out about the deal I made... I just can't risk it…” Her voice cracked, the emotion surprising her.


    He glanced at the house. “You really think you can trust ol’ Thorne? Seriously, Scarlett, come on.”


    “Scar. And,” she blew out a breath. “It’s all I have to go on right now, so…”

“You really think she can find Fiona? That she can see where she is?”

“Like I said, it's all I have to go on.”


    He looked thoughtfully at the house for a moment. “Evil Eye, then.”


    She cocked her head. “Evil Eye?”


    “Yeah, Evil Eye… the rumor…” He raised his eyebrows. “Wait, don’t tell me I know something that a Knight sister doesn’t.”


    “Go on…”


    “It’s the first rumor I heard when I came to town. Well, the second. The first was about the powerful witch that lives in the mountains. Anyway, the story goes that Krestel picks one witch from her coven to be her seeing eye in town. She gifts her with the power to see beyond what the naked eye sees—the future, things that aren’t in front of her, things like that. She knows everything. The gifted witch is known simply as Evil Eye.”


    Scar glanced at the black cats in the window. “Ms. Thorne.”


    He raised his eyebrows and shrugged.


    “Look, Officer West—


    “Luke.”


    “Luke. I know you and I didn’t get off to a great start five years ago, and you obviously still hold that against me, but I’m asking you to let this go. At least until I find Fi. Then do whatever the hell you want. Just stay out of my way until nine-seventeen tomorrow night, Luke. That’s all I need.”


    He narrowed his steely eyes, looking down at her, and she suddenly realized just how tall he really was.


    After a minute, he said simply, “No.”


    Her mouth gaped. She stepped back and began pacing. “You’re unbelievable…”


    “No, meaning, we do this together.”


    She stopped.

He continued, “It appears there's a missing teenager in Devil's Den—Athena Thorne. You want her found so you can get the location of your friend in return, and I want her found because that's my job. But here's the catch—I get every inch of credit finding Athena Thorne.”


    “No, Luke, I work alone. You’ll just…”


    “Be in the way?”


    “Exactly.”


    He shrugged, turned. “Then I guess the information I have about Walter Thorne would be of no interest to you…” He started to walk away.


    “Wait. What? Walter’s in jail.”


    He turned his face, the light of the moon outlining the strong jawline of his profile. “No, Scar, he got out exactly sixteen days ago.”


    **


    Luke looked over at her as they bounced down the dirt road. Her long hair blew in the wind. The moon twinkled in her eyes, which were laser-focused on the road ahead, her mind everywhere else. She gripped the steering wheel with both hands, her back as straight as a rod. And interestingly enough, it wasn’t panic or fear he saw in her, but sheer determination.


    Determination to find her friend.


    He’d left his truck parked in a small clearing at the end of the road and jumped in with her—to her dismay. But he knew she’d cave. The only thing the Knight sisters were known more for than being total badasses was their loyalty to each other. Scar would do anything to find Fiona—a thought that both impressed him and made him uneasy.


    “When did you hear about Walter?”


    “A few days ago. My buddy is his parole officer.”


    “I’m shocked I haven’t heard.”


    “Maybe it hasn’t reached the gossips yet.”


    “He served his whole sentence?”


    “Yep. Every second.”


    “Good. Bastard should've gotten more time if you ask me.”


    “Everyone should get more time.”

She glanced over at him. “Agreed. What else did your buddy say?”

“Just that he's out and living with a former inmate not far from the pen. Signed up for anger management classes; already got a job bagging groceries.”

“Where?”

“Tanksville, about six hours from here. He's not allowed to leave for awhile.”


    She chewed on her bottom lip. “I wonder why Thorne didn’t say anything about it.”


    “It’s a good possibility that she doesn’t know. They weren’t married, you know.”

“They weren't married?”

“No. You didn't know?”

“No, I guess I'd just assumed.”

“Nope. Thorne called him her husband, but they'd never officially married. Anyway, no obligation for him to communicate with her, or try to see her.”


    “Other than a daughter, of course.”


    “I might be going out on a limb here, but anyone who would beat the shit out of their daughter’s mother, in front of their daughter, probably doesn’t care to foster a relationship.”


    She sat silent for a moment. “Do you know if Thorne visited him while he was in? If so, how often? Or, if anyone did?”


    He shook his head, and she cut him a glance as if he should know. What the hell? Like he should have all that information at the tip of his fingertips? Like he should have been monitoring Walter Thorne? Like he didn’t have a million other things going on?


    He bit his tongue and looked straight ahead.

“Do you know Matthew Miller?”

“The kid Thorne's daughter was seeing?”

She shook her head and rolled her eyes, still obviously pissed about his eavesdropping.

He grinned. For whatever reason, he enjoyed pushing her buttons. Or maybe it was just the fact he could, which surprised him. Scar was known to not allow much to ruffle her feathers, but it was obvious he did. He wasn't sure why, but he got to her. “Sure do. Arrested him two months ago for public intox and disorderly conduct.”

Her eyes rounded. “Really?”

“Yep. Punk kid.”

“What happened?”

“Him and a bunch of his buddies started a bonfire on Hell's Cove. Got drunk and got into a fight. Matthew pushed a kid off the cliff into the lake.”

“No shit?”

“No shit. The kid didn't want to press charges, so I got him for disorderly. He's a cocky brat, that I can tell you.”

“Any other arrests?”

“Two speeding tickets.”

“Interesting... sounds like an aggressive troublemaker... a tall, lean, dark-haired troublemaker.”

“I was thinking the same thing. Sounds a lot like our library guy.”

She nodded. Under her breath, she muttered, “Dammit, I should've kept going. I should've kept running after him.”

“No. Being fearless isn't always a good thing, Scar. You have to be smart, too.”

She shot him a look that would have most men shaking in their boots. Good thing he wasn't most men. She didn’t like him and didn’t bother to hide it. But that was okay. He didn’t give a shit. Why? Redemption, that’s why. He’d redeem himself by finding the very teen that was at the source of his slipup five years earlier. The slipup that he still got heckled for today.


    He should have been gentler during the interview with Athena. Should’ve taken a different angle. He knew that now. But instead, he’d barged in and asked her black-and-white questions about the horrific beating and scared the shit out of the poor eleven-year-old girl. Later, someone had snidely told him he should have worn “kid gloves.” What the fuck were kid gloves? Anyway, Athena had closed up like a clam, only to open up in less than seven minutes to the woman sitting next to him.


    It still burned him. Not just because Scar solved the case in under ten minutes, but because of what the guys said after—well, one thing, particularly: “Ol’ West doesn’t even know how to talk to a woman.”


    It bothered him because they were right.


    Thanks to his ruggedly handsome good looks, Luke had always been popular in school, with his friends and the girls. But things slowly changed after his dad died and he spent every living second working his ass off to help his mom with the bills, which didn’t leave much time for socializing. Then, two days after graduation, he’d jumped head-first into the military and never looked back, which also didn't leave much time for socializing. He spent ninety-percent of his time around muscled-up, hot-tempered guys just like he was, and the other ten-percent with whatever naive, desperate-for-a-SEAL woman batted her fake eyelashes at him during his time-off. The type of women who hung out at every bar within ten miles of a military base. The type of woman that dreamed of being slung over a muscular shoulder, tossed on a bed, ravaged, all while listening to war stories about how he’d single-handedly eliminated ten terrorists with his bare hands—shirtless. He didn’t mind, though, he got want he wanted in the end. A hot, wild few hours with no strings attached. They all operated like that. Not a single guy in his squad was married—the job didn’t allow for it.


    Luke West had never had a long-term, serious relationship in his life. And suffice it to say, that took a toll on his communication skills with the opposite sex. Most of his communication with his comrades were grunts, curse words, and call signs. With women, it was grunts, dirty words, and fake phone numbers.


    No, he didn’t know how to talk to a woman. Women were a mystery, a riddle, an enigma that, quite frankly, were too much work.


    They were Pandora’s box.


    Pandora’s box of emotions.


    Just the thought made him itchy and want a shot of whiskey. Okay, three.


    But as he looked at Scar, under the pale light of the moon, she didn’t look like a naive, emotional, basket case. She looked totally in control, calm. Like she had a solid head on her shoulders. A solid, strikingly beautiful head.


    His gaze drifted from the loose braids in her hair, to her arms. The sister with the tattoos.


    Jesus Christ, tattoos drove him crazy.


    He tore his eyes away and shifted in his seat. He wasn’t thinking straight; he must be hungry or something. The Jeep hit a deep pothole, and he grabbed the grip handle. They were climbing now, on a dirt road that was barely a road. They were almost there.


    Hell’s Cove was a popular spot among local teenagers, so it wasn’t surprising that a missing or runaway teen’s vehicle had been spotted there. They’d agreed that their first stop to finding the missing teen should be her last known location. Hopefully, they’d get lucky, and Athena would be there.


    Branches swiped the side of her Jeep, squeaking against the metal, no doubt making hellacious scratches. He looked at her, shocked that she didn’t seem to care. He figured she’d have parked at the base of the mountain to avoid getting a speck of dirt on her brand-new rich-kid Jeep, and then made him carry her up the trail, so she didn’t scuff her eight-hundred-dollar fancy-pants boots. But she didn’t.


    Humph.


    The Jeep hit another dip, bottoming out this time, then lurched forward and—


    Pop!


    She slammed the brakes and looked at him with wide eyes.


    He grinned. “Hope you have a spare tire.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    A fucking flat tire. Dammit!


    She blew out a breath, shoved the Jeep into park, and leaned forward, peering over the steering wheel as if willing the Jeep to fix itself. Scar could hit a bullseye with any gun she was handed, with her eyes closed, had a black belt in Jiu-Jitsu, and could manipulate a serial killer into a confession without blinking an eye, but changing a tire? She had no freaking clue. Her dad taught her when she was ten—or was it sixteen?—but, by God’s good grace, she’d never had to do it in a real-life situation.


    Shit.


    Where the hell did she put the manual? Surely there’d be instructions in there. Console, maybe? Or was that one of the things she threw out after she’d left the top off during the last thunderstorm?


    Shit, shit, shit.


    She sat back and looked at Luke, who was pushing out of the passenger side door.


    She turned off the ignition, grabbed the flashlight from her bag and got out.


    Lug wrench in hand, Luke was already loosening the spare from the back.


    “Where’d you get that?”


    “Glove box.”


    “When did you…” She shone the light on the spare tire.


    “While you were gazing over the steering wheel trying to remember where you put the How-to-change-a-tire book for Dummies.”


    She snorted, then shifted her weight, a little embarrassed that he was right.


    With one swift move, the tire was off. She watched him, under the moonlight, in his tactical pants, and tight—not too tight—DDPD T-shirt. He worked in quick, smooth, efficient movements, with a relaxed, yet focused face.


    A handsome face, she had to admit.


    A very handsome face.


    He lifted the tire from the case, the T-shirt stretching across his muscular back.


    She remembered hearing that he’d been in the military, in some super-secret, super badass squad that hunted terrorists for a living, or something like that. And now, at that second, she could see it in his focus; the way he automatically took control of the situation; in his strength, his body. It was as if a trigger went off in him when there was a task at hand in time of duress—he immediately responded and got it done.


    He carried—not rolled—the spare to the front of the Jeep. She cocked her head and followed as a cat followed a string, suddenly interested in him for some reason. Here was the guy that she'd assumed hated her guts for the last five years. A guy that she'd written off and never spoke with again, even though they'd only said a handful of words to each other in the first place. She hadn't given him a second thought since that day. And here he was now, changing her tire and giving her more than just “asshole”. 


    He kneeled down and grabbed the jack that was at his feet.


    “Where did you get that?”


    “Tool bag next to the passenger seat.”


    “Oh.”


    “By the way, you’ve got three dog collars under your seat.” He slid onto his back and positioned the jack under the vehicle.


    Her gaze trailed down to the bulge… Dammit, Scar. She tore her eyes away and casually glanced up at the sky. If she were a cartoon character, she’d rock back and forth on her heels, whistling.

“They're extras, for my dogs.”

“Damn, I was thinking some sort of S&M menage a trois.”

She grinned. “Sorry to disappoint. No; one for each of my dogs, Fro-fro, Bill, and Gandy.”


    “Frodo, Bilbo, and Gandolf. Lord of the Rings.” The click, click, click, of the jack began to slowly raise the front of the Jeep.


    She cocked an eyebrow. “Good job. Best book on the planet.”


    “No argument there, but I was a Chronicles of Narnia kid.”


    Her eyebrows tipped up. “You read?”


    “Always have. Nice escape overseas.”


    Wow. Yet another surprise from the guy that she’d pegged as a dense, cold-hearted dick.


    He continued, “What kind of dogs?”


    “Chocolate Lab, two German Shepherds. Thinking about getting another.”


    “A dog lover, then.”


    “Yep; the only thing I love more than solving a good mystery.”


    The front of the Jeep lifted, and he positioned himself in front of the flat.


    She cleared her throat and stepped forward, “I think you need, a…uh…”


    “Wheel lock key.”


    “Yeah.” As the word came out of her mouth, he reached into his pocket and pulled it out. “Glove box?”


    A swift nod in response.


    Well, she was absolutely useless right now. Maybe she should… um…


    The tire came off, and the new one slid on.


    What seemed like under a minute later, the tire was secured, the Jeep was lowered, and Luke was loading the tools back into the Jeep.


    He dusted off his pants and turned to her. “Ready?”


    She realized she’d been staring at him. “Yeah… yes.” She shook her head and jumped into the Jeep.


    Under any other tire-changing situation, she’d be nervous to continue climbing up the steep mountain, but apparently, she was in very good hands.


    Efficient hands.


    Big hands.


    **


    Luke had to fight a smile as Scar turned the ignition and accelerated up the mountain.


    She was like a lost puppy while he changed the tire—had no clue what to do, which he had to admit, surprised the hell out of him. When he heard the tire pop, he’d assumed she was going to jump out of the Jeep, guns blazing, with a let-a-woman-handle-it attitude and push him aside.


    But, nope. One of the most sought-after private investigators in the country didn’t know how to change a damned tire.


    Yeah, he was shocked but glad it happened the way it did. For whatever reason, it seemed to deflate the tension between them. Or, hell, maybe he just needed to get a little grease on his hands. Regardless, he could no longer cut the tension between them with a knife. He appreciated that, because dealing with a woman who hated his guts wasn’t something he was accustomed to. Well, not until they’d discovered he’d slipped them a fake phone number, anyway.


    Although the tension was gone, there was a new question bugging him. Who had sent her the massive arrangement of flowers he’d noticed behind the passenger seat? A friend? A boyfriend?


    Did Scar have a boyfriend?


    He pondered that thought longer than expected until the Jeep burst out of the tree line and onto the cliff that marked Hell’s Cove. Not a single person was partying on the notorious rock. Considering the mild weather, that surprised him.


    Scar put the vehicle into park, grabbed her bag and they both got out.


    A warm breeze swept over his skin as he walked to the front of her Jeep and looked out at the view.


    It was picturesque.


    The cliff jetted out high above the cove and overlooked Devil’s Lake below. A bright, almost-full moon hung in the sky, surrounded by millions of twinkling stars, reflecting in the black water lapping against the rocks below. The sounds of nature filled his ears, and he took a deep breath. He loved being in the woods. It was his favorite place.


    Scar stepped ahead of him, also gazing out at the water below. She put her hands on her hips, the moonlight outlining her body. He stared. He’d heard she was into yoga and meditation, and now having met her, he could see the effects of both on her—the curvy, toned body and her calm, controlled demeanor. His gaze trailed down to her backside, and his thoughts began to wander…


    “I’m shocked no one’s out here.”


    He snapped back to reality as she turned and stomped up to him. There goes the split-second of femininity.


    “Me, too.”


    “Dammit. I was hoping there would be someone here we could talk to.” She muttered.

“It's usually packed. Have you been here before?”


    “Once.”


    “Just once? Really?”


    She pulled the flashlight from her bag and began scanning the ground, giving him only half her attention. “Yeah, really.”


    “Why?”


    She paused. “Work, I guess.”


    Yeah, right. Work. Vacations is what she probably meant.


    She continued, “I rarely leave the office.”


    “Hell of an office, by the way.”


    She glanced at him, then back down at the ground.


    He watched her closely.


    She shined the light into the trees. “I don’t see anything interesting, you?”


    He bent down, picked up a beer can and found himself disappointed that it wasn’t full. For whatever reason, he felt like he needed a drink. “No blue hatchback, that’s for sure.”


    She nodded, her shoulders slumping slightly.


    “There’s a few houses down the far side of the cliff here. Run-down shacks, more like it.”


    Her eyebrows tipped up. “Really? How far?”


    “Mid-way down the mountain.” He glanced back at the Jeep. “We’d have to go back down and circle around the base of the mountain, then back up.”


    “What about if we walk? How far?”


    “You mean hike down?”


    “Yeah.”


    He grinned and glanced at her boots. “Those really aren’t made for—

“Walkin'? Lay down; I'll show you how good these are for walking.” A slight smirk crossed her full, sexy lips.

He laughed. “Seriously... I mean, are those heels?”


    “How far on foot, Luke?”


    “Ten minutes, tops.”


    She looped her bag around her shoulder. “Let’s go.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    10:03 p.m.


    Okay, so he was right, her boots really weren’t made for walking, or hiking, really. She could already feel the beginning of a monster blister on the bottom of both feet. Of all the days to choose boots with a three-inch heel over her flip-flops. Why the hell did she let Roxy talk her into buying the damned things anyway? Maybe it had something to do with the three martini’s they’d had at lunch that day, or maybe it had to do with Roxy telling her she needed to wear something other than flip-flops every day. Sex it up a bit, she’d said. Regardless, the impending blister was the least of her worries. She hadn’t expected to pull up to Hell’s Cove to see Athena sitting there alone, begging to go home, but she was hoping to pick up a clue—anything at all.


    She pointed the flashlight to the ground, and with Luke at her side, they stepped off the cliff, into the woods. The underbrush was thick and rocky, and combining that with the darkness of night that surrounded them, it was going to be a hell of a hike.

And spooky.


    “Alright, let's break this thing down step-by-step.” Luke walked through the terrain like he'd been through it a hundred times. “You couldn’t get a hold of your friend, Fiona, so you go to the library to look for her, which happens to be burning down. You see a mysterious man running into the woods, who you decide to chase after…” He paused, slid her the side-eye, reminding her that he considered that decision to be very poor judgement, then continued, “And this is when you found Fiona’s… what do you call it?”


    She grinned. “Manolo Blahnik.”


    “Right. Her outrageously overpriced shoe that will be out of style in a week. So this leads us to believe that Fiona was not in the building when it crumbled and that she’s somewhere in the woods.”


    “Right.”


    “Okay, so the way I see it, with what we have right now, is that the mystery man who ran from you has got to be involved in this somehow.”

“Agreed—but not with Fiona. The timing doesn't add up. Thorne is sure Fiona wasn't in the building when she locked up, which means she left, or was taken, just before that. And the mystery man was spotted on the road headed toward the library at eight-fifteen, fifteen minutes after Thorne locked up.”

“Alright, so he might not have anything to do with Fiona, but, maybe with Athena because he just so happens to match the description of Athena's boyfriend—Matthew Miller.”

“And he disappeared in the woods, headed for Hell's Cove, Athena's last known location. Also, it's just too much a coincidence to ignore that whoever it was, was lurking around where Athena's mom works. My gut tells me there's a connection.”


“I agree. But why the hell burn down the library?”

“We don't know he did. We'll see what Chief Cage says the cause was.”

Luke nodded. “So step one is to locate Matthew, see what he knows, and what he's been up to since Athena's been missing.” He started to pull his phone from his pocket.

Scar put her hand on his arm. “I’m on it.”

“You’re on it? Already?”

“Yes.”

“Why am I not surprised?” He shook his head and slid his phone back into his pocket. “Ace?”

“Yes. I texted him while you were locking up your truck. He's the best; will have something for us within the hour.”

“Alrighty then.” Luke took a few steps, then frowned. “And Athena's been gone for two weeks now, coincidentally around the same time someone saw a girl get pulled into a van by the city park, right?”

“Right.”

They walked in silence for a moment.


    An owl hooted above them. Scar glanced up the tall Oak tree, spotting the bird, staring down at her, its golden eyes twinkling.

Another moment passed before Luke finally addressed the elephant in the room.


    “Let’s assume that Thorne really is Evil Eye, a witch in Krestel's coven, and can possibly see where Fiona is… you really think she’ll keep up her end of the deal? You believe her?”


    “Yes, I do. I saw the look in her eyes when I mentioned Athena. There’s a bond there. I saw it. She wants her daughter back. Or to know that she’s safe, at least.” She glanced over at him when he didn’t reply. “What?”


    “Just hard to believe, that’s all.”


    “What is?”


    “That she cares about her daughter.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    He looked at her with a confused expression. “Scar, she stayed with Walter. Stayed in an abusive relationship, despite her daughter. Despite her daughter’s safety.” His voice lowered. “You never saw the house after the last beating.”


    A knot formed in her throat.


    He continued, “I don’t claim to understand why people do what they do or make the decisions they do. Hell, that’s not my job. My job is to keep people safe and take care of them when they need it, more often than not, during the most horrible times in their lives. I’ve seen more child abuse incidents to last a lifetime and let me tell you, those parents don’t give a shit about their kids. I’m just saying she could be dangling a carrot in front of your face.”


    “You think it’s a trap? This is all a trap?”


    He shrugged. “I've heard the rumor that Krestel wants revenge, and that she’s cursed you and your sisters.”


    Nerves fluttered through her. She’d already considered that, but bottom line, Thorne’s promise was all she had to act on at that moment. And it made her nervous as hell.


    Her heel slid off a rock, knocking her off balance.


    Luke caught her arm, steadying her before she fell. Wide-eyed she looked at him.


    “You okay?”


    She looked at his hand gripping her arm, then back at him, into his deep brown eyes. Butterflies flittered in her stomach, the reaction shocking her. She cleared her throat. “Yeah. Thanks.”


    His gaze lingered a moment, then he smirked. “I told you…”


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. The boots.” Dammit.


    He chuckled.


    She smiled, rolled her eyes and focused on the dark forest ahead, pushing the odd emotion Luke had given her out of her head and concentrating on the task at hand. A minute ticked by as her thoughts raced, shifting to Fiona, trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together. Frustrated, she ran her fingers through her hair. “There has to be a Krestel connection somewhere, Luke… it’s her M.O.—Pyrokinesis. Fire. Think about it—first, black smoke from a mysterious fire almost killed Zander in the helicopter. Second, she blew up our kitchen, and now this; the library burns down.” She looked at him. “Fiona got herself into trouble somehow… she either ran into the witch or saw something that she wasn’t supposed to. And Krestel got her.”

“Well, we're doing our part to find her. We need to focus on finding Athena only. No more worrying about the evil witch of the Great Shadow Mountains. For now, anyway.”


    She glanced at him, trying to gauge if there was a hint of sarcasm in his voice.


    He must’ve caught it because he said, “Hey, no judgement or skepticism from me. Anymore, at least. The last few weeks have made me rethink every single time I’ve told the drunk old men at the Black Crow Tavern to head home after listening to them tell stories of Krestel for hours on end.”


    “Hours on end?” She cocked a brow. “Wow, your commitment to the job is impressive.”


    She felt a moment of relief, listening to him. She hadn’t wanted to spend the entire evening trying to convince him of Krestel. Maybe he wasn’t as narrow-minded as she assumed. Bull-headed, no doubt about that, but narrow-minded, not so much.


    He laughed. “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with blowing off steam after a long day’s work. Not that you would know too much about that.” He glanced at her, grinning.


    Her eyebrows shot up, along with a rush of defensiveness. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” She knew exactly what he’d meant because it was an assumption made by everyone in town, that she and her sisters had been fighting since they’d inherited their family’s enormous wealth. And it burned her up. “Listen, my parents worked their asses off their whole lives. My mom was an actress, and my dad was a highly-respected agent in the CIA. After he retired, he started Black Rose Investigations and worked day and night to make it a success.” She narrowed her eyes. “Just because my sisters and I inherited money and a company, you think we just sleep all day, only to take cases when we want, working whenever we want, while drinking thousand-dollar bottles of wine and wiping our butts with hundred-dollar bills? Just to pass the time when we aren’t out gallivanting around the globe on our yachts?”


    He cocked an eyebrow. “Hundred-dollar bills, huh? Can I get that on video?”


    She slapped his arm. “Seriously, Luke.” She took a deep breath. It bothered her that he thought that about her. Usually, she wouldn’t care, but for some reason, with him, she did.


    He watched her for a moment. “I don’t think that.”


    She rolled her eyes.


    “Okay, maybe I did, but having met you now… I don’t think it’s hundred-dollar bills, maybe fifty.” Smirking he reached over and flicked one of her braids. “I'm just joking.”


    It was a flirty move. Subtle, but flirty.


    She flashed another eye roll, but this time, couldn't hide a little smile. This guy could piss her off one minute, then have her giddy like a child the next. It was a roller coaster that was throwing her for one hell of a loop.


    They walked a few steps before he said, “Tell me about your tattoos.”


    She glanced down at her arms, uncomfortable for a moment. She’d gotten her first tattoo when she was twenty-two, and over the years, developed a love for the art. Each of the tattoos were deeply personal to her, and when she’d gotten them, she hadn’t realized how many times people would ask what they meant. It was part of it though, and she’d come to realize that.


    “Tell me about the flower on your forearm.”


    “She’s my newest. It’s a lotus flower.”


    “Rebirth and enlightenment.”


    Her eyes rounded in surprise. “You’re exactly right.”


    “Hey, my intelligence extends beyond guns and—


    “Tire changing.”


    He laughed.


    “Anyway, yes, you’re right. I visited Thailand years ago.” She slid him the side-eye, “Yes, on my 24-karat gold yacht.” She grinned and continued, “I studied yoga, meditation, and Buddhism.”


    “Buddhism, huh?”


    “Yes. I like learning about different religions. I think it’s important to understand where people are coming from, especially with something that drives so much passion. Buddhism is an extremely beautiful, peaceful religion, that teaches you, among many other things, to be mindfully aware. Which believe it or not, is more difficult than it sounds. It was a monumental few weeks of my life.” She looked down at the tattoo. “Anyway, it’s a daily reminder for me to be in the moment, and to meditate each morning when I wake. Rebirth, for the day, you could say.”


    “You meditate every morning?”


    “I do, and sometimes in the middle of the day.”


    “I think they call that a nap.”


    She laughed. “You should try it sometime. Might ease some of that raging testosterone coursing through your body.”


    “Not used to being with a man with a sufficient dose of testosterone?”


    She cocked an eyebrow.


    With a cocky smirk and twinkle in his eye, he said, “You should try it sometime.”


    She smirked and looked down—another subtle flirt… with sexual innuendo written all over it.


    “What about the cross on your wrist?”


    “That was my first tattoo, actually. It’s a replication of a cross necklace my mom gave me when I left for college.”


    “You still have the necklace?”


    “Locked in a vault.”


    He looked at her, his gaze serious. “I’m sorry about your folks. I’ve heard through the grapevine—a plane crash. Tragic.”


    “Thanks.”


    “I can’t imagine losing both at the same time…”


    “You’re close with yours?”


    “Very. Well, was. My father passed away when I was young.”


    She frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “Thanks. But my mama is still around and is my main lady.” He winked.


    She smiled—he was a mama’s boy. Another surprise. “Main lady, huh?”


    “The only one.”


    Only one. Was Luke single?


    “You keep in touch with her?”


    “Of course. I visit often, too. Need to interview the hundred men who try to woo her daily…” He looked at her and smirked. “I’m sure you know all about that.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Oh, come on. Surely you know what everyone says about you girls.”


    “Enlighten me.”


    He laughed at her choice of words. “You and your sisters are the Naked Ladies.”


    “What?”


    “Sticking with the theme of the conversation—It’s another name for the amaryllis flower.”


    She frowned.


    “It’s an extremely beautiful but poisonous flower. Draws you in and then kills you, so to speak.”


    A second slid by. She asked, “Is that what you think, Luke?”


    There was a momentarily break in his stride. Keeping his eyes straight ahead, he said, “Which part? Beautiful or poisonous?”


    Pause. “Both.”


    He looked at her, his eyes locking on hers. “I’m still trying to figure that out, Miss Knight.”


    Just then—pop, pop, pop!


    Before she could process what was happening, he threw his body over hers. The breath whooshed out of her lungs as they tumbled to the ground, her head cradled safely in one of his hands, his gun firm in the other.


    When the hell did he pull that out?


    Panic ripped through her.


    What. The. Fuck?!


    “Don’t move,” he whispered.


    She blinked and looked at him, his fierce gaze focused on a single spot on the ground as he listened to every sound and movement around them. His breath was still, his body motionless, as he laid on top of her. She followed suit, holding her breath.


    The wind rustled the leaves above.


    Silence.


    Finally, in a steely voice, “Are you okay?”


    “Yes,” she whispered. “What the—


    “Gunshots.”


    “Oh, my God.”


    “Stay down.”


    No problem.


    “And be quiet.” He lifted off her and squatted in a crouched position. Motionless, gun in hand, he listened. After a few seconds, he extended his arm. “Okay.”


    She clasped his hand, and he pulled her off the ground. “Where were the shots coming from? How close?”


    “Close. About thirty yards north.”


    “At us? Was someone shooting at us?” Her already racing heart began to pump faster at that thought.


    “No. I don’t think so.”


    Wide-eyed, she looked at the pitch-black woods ahead of them. “The houses?”


    He nodded. “Let’s go. Stay quiet.”


    He grabbed her hand—firmly—and with his gun in the other, he led her through the woods. They walked silently, with him squeezing her hand every time there was an obstacle to step over. He was fearless, strong and confident as he scanned the woods every few seconds, looking for any threats. Through the dim light of the moon, she stared at the outline of his face—his jaw clenched, his eyes narrowed in icy-focus.


    She should have been scared, but she felt safe—completely safe with him.


    She gripped his hand tighter as they neared the edge of the woods.


    Two, small, old cabins sat side by side, in a small clearing, just thirty feet ahead of them. A rusted red pickup truck sat in front of the first house.


    No cars outside of the second house. The windows and doors were boarded up, dead leaves covered the front stoop, and vines grew like a virus spreading over the outside. Definitely no one living there. Or hiding out, for that matter.


    He stopped and released her hand. She stepped at his side and looked around—no other cars, no lights on, no one standing outside with a gun. No one they could see, at least.


    “We need to check the house… make sure whoever’s there is okay.”


    “Yes, we do.” He turned, towering over her, and squared his shoulders. “I’m not leaving you here—I want you close to me. But, that’s it. Do you understand? You stay exactly where I put you while I look around. Got it?”


    Pause. “Yes.”


    “Good.” He looked back toward the house. “On my count, we’re going to sprint to the truck. Stay low and fast.”


    Her heart thrummed in her chest.


    He glanced up at the sky and a few seconds passed.


    “What are you waiting for?”


    “That cloud to cover the moon.”


    She raised her eyebrows. Smart.


    “Okay. One… two…”


    “Wait.” She grabbed his arm. “Wait.”


    He turned to her and, laced with impatience, he said, “What?”


    She pulled her Glock from her bag.


    He cocked an eyebrow. “What the hell are you doing with that?” He frowned, peering down at it. “Is that pink?”


    She smirked. “Company-issued. And don’t insult me by asking if I know how to handle it.”


    He grinned. “Tattoos, peace-signs, meditation, and guns.” He shook his head. “You’re a tough one to figure out.”


    “Don’t try.”


    “As long as you don’t combine the last two, I won’t.”


    She laughed.


    “Okay, you ready?”


    She gripped her gun. “Yes.”


    “One… two… three.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    Luke grabbed her hand, and together they sprinted across the clearing.


    She was faster than he’d expected, which was good because he really wasn’t in the mood to engage in a firefight tonight.


    Not with Scar Knight at his side, anyway.


    He let go of her hand as she crouched against the truck, chest heaving. He looked at her with a quick nod—a nonverbal “you okay?"


    She nodded.


    Good.


    He motioned her to stay down and slowly stood, peering into the truck. A few candy wrappers, a pack of gum, and tube of lipstick. A woman’s truck.


    He lowered. “Stay here. Right here. I’ll be right back. Don't move.”


    “Okay,” she whispered.


    “If you question it—shoot.”


    She slowly nodded.


    His feet felt like lead weights as he turned from her. He didn’t like leaving her, didn’t want to. Dammit—she was throwing him off. He didn’t want her anywhere within a hundred miles of gunshots. Normally, this little adventure would be a snoozefest compared to what he’d been through overseas. If it were him and his team, he’d be focused only on the job at hand. Laser focused. Not worrying about a sexy little private investigator that was making his damn head spin.


    He shook the thought from his head, and, gun raised, he edged around the back of the truck, keeping his head on a swivel.


    A gust of wind blew past him and the hair on the back of his neck prickled.


    Blood.


    Fresh blood.


    The air was rank with it.


    He slid his finger over the trigger and stepped around to the side of the truck, his gut telling him that whatever was bleeding out was within a few feet of him.

He froze—he was right.


    Face down in the dirt was a woman, lying in a growing puddle of blood. Blonde, curly hair spun out from a baseball cap, which had been knocked off when she'd hit the ground.


    Three bullet wounds speckled her back.


    Shit.


    He scanned the area as he quickly made his way to the woman, then squatted down and pressed two fingers to her throat.


    No pulse. And she was still warm.


    Fuck.


    He looked her over—focusing on the bullet wounds. Based on the puddle of blood around her, at least one had gone through.


    He stood and jogged around the truck. “Change of plans.” He pulled Scar to her feet. “Stay with me, right by my side. Oh, and uh, you might want to close your eyes.”

“What is it?”

“A body.”


    Her eyes rounded as he led her around the truck, and a small gasp sounded behind him.


    He gripped her hand tighter, stepped over the woman’s body and kicked open the front door of the house.


    Scar raised her gun, quickly scanning the house, and whispered, “What the hell are you doing? They could be in here!”


    “No. The shooter is in the woods, to our east. Or, was.”


    She lowered her gun. “How do you know?”


    “The location of the shots and angle of her body on the ground. She was walking out the front door and was immediately shot.”


    “Holy shit.” She looked at him. “It’s not Athena, Luke.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “One-hundred percent. Athena has long, black hair. Like her mom. That girl’s hair is blonde.”


    Luke pulled out his cell phone, dialed, and handed it to her. “Call dispatch, tell them to send all available units out here. I’m going to check the house.”


    She nodded as the call connected.


    Her calm, steady voice faded as he walked down the hall.


    The place was a fucking dump and smelled like burned cheese and cheap potpourri. Gun raised, he stepped into the first room on the right, the den, which appeared to be a makeshift bedroom with a sleeping bag next to the fireplace. A stained loveseat and old box television were the only other pieces of furniture in the room.


    He stepped across the hall, into the bedroom—a twin-sized bed, dresser, and multiple posters of the same pop band, that he didn’t recognize.


    Was he really that old?


    He stepped into the kitchen and stopped. “I told you to stay by the door.”


    Wearing latex gloves, Scar hovered over the trash and didn’t bother to look up. “You wouldn’t have left me if you thought someone was here.”


    Very true.


    He slid his gun into the holster. “You talk to dispatch?”


    “Yes. Someone’s on their way.”


    “Good.” He walked over, wrinkled his nose. “Damn, that hasn’t been taken out in a while.”


    She glanced up at him with excitement in her eyes. “I know.”


    “Stinky trash do it for ya?”


    “No. The trace evidence in stinky trash does it for me.” She carefully lifted a crumpled empty beer can that was on top. “This is fresh, possibly from tonight.” She held it in front of the flashlight, frowned, and peered closer. “There's two different shades of lipstick on here. Bright red and light pink.”


    Luke leaned forward. “You’re right. Good eye.”


    “Someone else was here tonight.”


    “Maybe whoever’s sleeping bag is in the den.”


    She nodded and slid the can into an evidence bag.


    He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, her neck snapped toward him. “Don’t even start about me taking evidence, Luke. I’ll take it to Graves Laboratory and will have it analyzed in a third of the time it would take you guys to get results back from the state crime lab. Besides, you’re here, aren’t you? It’s not like I’m doing it behind the PD’s back.”


    He closed his mouth. Damn, she was good at getting her way. He’d sure hate to get in an argument with her. He doubted she lost many.


    “Alright, well, I’m going to check out the other house. You stay here, okay?”


    “Oh, don’t worry. There’s plenty for me to sift through.”


    He nodded. “Where’s your gun?”


    “I put it back in my bag.”


    “Get it out. Keep it close.”


    She glanced up at him, a slight look of fear in her big, blue eyes. “Do you think the shooter’s still around?”


    “No, I don’t. She was shot from a distance—three quick shots to make sure the job was done and left to bleed out on the front step. I think whoever did this, didn't want to get close and is long gone. This wasn’t a highly emotional crime, revenge, or whatever. Whoever did this simply wanted that woman dead; that’s it.”


    Her gaze shifted to the window. “We didn’t see, or hear, any vehicles, right?”


    He shook his head. “No, we didn’t pass a single person on the way to the Cove, either. Keep your gun handy, okay? I'll be back in less than three minutes.”


    **


    She watched Luke jog down the short hallway and out the front door, their brief conversation hanging in the air.


    Left to bleed out on the doorstep.


    Bleed out.


    She slid the evidence baggie into her bag, slung it over her shoulder, grabbed her gun and walked out the front door.


    Clouds covered both ends of the moon, leaving a thin beam of light shining on the dead woman lying on the soggy ground.


    She shone the flashlight around the body, spotting only two sets of footprints—hers and Luke’s. Would’ve been nice if the shooter had been closer—the ground was ideal for casting footprints.


    She had to fight from covering her nose as she kneeled down next to the body. The strong metallic scent of blood was thick. The dark red puddle had doubled in the five minutes they’d been in the house. A sick feeling washed over her. They had only been yards away when she was shot—they’d heard the noise that was responsible for taking this woman’s life. She was very possibly still alive as they’d walked up to the clearing.


    Scar shook the thought from her head and looked down at the side of the woman’s face, awkwardly twisted toward her, her expression frozen in a grimace. She wasn’t pale like most of the bodies Scar had seen. No, she was still pink—almost flushed. With bright red lips—the same color on the beer can.


    She cocked her head. She didn’t recognize the woman, or girl, to be more precise. She guessed her age to be in the upper teens to lower twenties. Way too young to lose her life.


    She peered at the baseball cap that had been on the woman’s head—a blue and white Cowboy’s hat. Not hers, Scar guessed. A boyfriend, maybe? Her gaze shifted to the bullet holes in the girl’s back. Three shots. Three erratic shots. One hit her shoulder—didn’t kill her. The second, her ribcage—hurt, but assuming it didn’t hit any major organs, that wasn’t the shot that killed her. And the third, in her lower back, piercing the kidney—the kill shot.


    What order did the shots happen, she wondered?


    “Not a very good shot.”


    She jerked at the sound of Luke’s voice behind her. “No, that’s exactly what I was just thinking. Whoever did this isn’t an expert marksman.”


    “Agreed.”


    “Anything interesting in the other house?”


    He kneeled down next to her, looking the body over. “No. Boarded up tighter than a nun’s… well, you know.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Nice.”


    “There’s no way in, or out of that house, for that matter. Based on the growth around it, my guess is that things been boarded up for years.”


    Just then, sirens broke the silence of the night.


    Luke glanced over his shoulder where blue and red lights bounced off the trees in the distance. “Cavalry’s here.” He looked back at the house. “We’ll figure out who owns both houses and pay them a visit.”


    “I can get that info.”


    “Right now?”


    “Yes.” She pushed off the ground and started for the front door.


    “Where’re you going?”


    “My cell’s inside.” She stepped into the house as the sound of tires on gravel vibrated through the air. If she wanted to look at anything else, she’d better do it quick.


    She stopped. Living room, or bedroom? Her gut told her that whoever was dead at the front door stayed in the bedroom, so she stepped into the den where a single, navy blue sleeping bag lay on the floor. The front flap was pulled back as if someone had recently slept there. And didn’t plan on staying long.


    Who?


    She clicked on her flashlight and squatted down. A small lump pulled her attention to the bottom of the bag. Still wearing her gloves, she carefully lifted the foot of the bag, revealing a worn jean jacket. She pulled it out, turned it over in her hands and peered down at the ripped front pocket.


    Her stomach dropped.


    She grabbed the picture of Athena that she’d swiped from Ms. Thorne’s bookcase, and looked closely at the image.


    The young teen was wearing a worn jean jacket, with a rip in the front pocket.

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    10:55 p.m.


    Scar glanced out of the back of the Jeep just as Cora, the county medical examiner, was zipping up the body bag. She shivered. She wished she could go the rest of her life without seeing one of those bags again, but considering her choice in occupation, she knew that wasn’t in the cards.


    In the far distance, flashlights bounced off the trees where Officer Hunter was looking for tracks or footprints from the shooter. It was the general consensus that the girl was shot by someone stalking her from the woods.


    After Lieutenant Zander Stone had arrived, Luke had insisted that she stay with Zander while he went back to Hell’s Cove to get her Jeep. After three solid minutes of arguing, she let him go without her—through the woods, in the pitch-black, where it was a possibility the killer still lurked.


    She didn’t know how he did it, but he was back with her Jeep in under fifteen minutes. He must have sprinted through the woods using heightened senses excluding sight—another skill he’d picked up in the military, she assumed.


    Now, they were on their way to interview the landlord, who according to Ace’s research, owned both houses. Luke insisted on driving, in case they ran into trouble, he'd said. She conceded—a recurring thing between them it seemed, but this time she was glad. The last thing she wanted to do was focus on navigating the narrow, dark roads. Her thoughts were spinning as it were.


    She turned back, looked down at the picture, then at the jean jacket that lay across her lap.


    “You’re sure it’s hers?”


    She held up the front of the jacket. “Yes. Look at this tear in the pocket. It’s almost identical. It’s a size small, too. Same size Athena would wear.”


    Luke glanced over, nodded. “So Athena lives there, or is squatting for a while, at least.”


    “Appears that way. Her coat was tucked under the sleeping bag.”


    “It could be her lipstick on the beer can, then. Her's and the blonde's.” He paused, narrowing his eyes in deep thought. “I wonder if she owns a gun...”


    Her eyes widened. “You’re not saying…”


    “I’m considering every angle right now. If Athena is indeed the person sleeping on the floor, she isn’t there right now. Why couldn’t she be the one in the woods?”


    She hadn’t thought about that. “No, I don't think…”


    “The girl's had a shitty life, Scar. To say the least. That messes with people.”


    “Then we need to get the blonde’s identity ASAP and see what the connection is between her and Athena. Have they been friends for a long time, or did Athena just simply toss the blonde a few bucks to sleep on her floor? Have they recently had a falling out?” She looked ahead, at the long dirt road leading them further into the woods. “Hopefully Mr.…” She looked down at the note in her hand. “Clarence Holmes will have some information for us.”


    “Ace is sure he owns both houses?”


    “Ace is always sure.”


    “What else did he say about him?”


    “His wife died ten years ago, and he became a hermit. One kid in jail, the other living in Nebraska with her third baby’s daddy. That’s about it.”


    “Clarence Holmes… don’t know the name.”


    “Me, either.”


    “Well, at least he lives close.” Luke braked at a dented metal mailbox and glanced at the piece of paper in her lap. “Eight-thirty-eight, right?”


    “Yep.” She glanced at the clock. “Eleven o'clock is pretty late for an unannounced drop-in.”


    “If someone were murdered at one of my rent houses, I’d want to know immediately.”


    “Me, too. Let’s go.”


    As they bumped over the potholes in the short driveway, she peered at the trailer sitting on cinder blocks ahead of them, blanketed with green mold and mud. Empty bottles, cans, milk jugs and plastic containers littered the small yard. In front of the house was an older model dark green Chevy, and off to the side sat three, rusted, doorless, vehicles that she assumed hadn’t moved since the seventies.


    Suddenly, a black and brown ball of fur sprinted up from the side of the trailer, barking wildly. Its neck snapped back as it hit the end of its short metal chain. But that didn’t stop the animal—it leapt forward, fighting the chain that was cutting into its neck. The barking intensified as the Jeep rolled to a stop.


    A light flicked on inside the trailer.


    “Well, if he wasn’t up, he is now.”


    She stared at the hysterical animal as it snarled and barked, its hair standing on end. The beast looked like a Rottweiler mix. Maybe Rot and Pit—hell of a combination.


    “Hell of an alarm system.” Luke turned off the ignition and got out. “Hope that chain holds. Let’s go.”


    With her eyes locked on the animal, she slowly got out of the Jeep and stared at the dog, viciously biting the air not four feet in front of her.


    Luke grabbed her arm. “Hey. Stay back, seriously.”


    She shook out of his hold. “Go knock on the door. I’ll be right there.”


    He grabbed again, and this time pulled. “No, Scar. Seriously—


    The front door of the trailer swung open. Luke spun on his heel, but she kept her eyes on the dog. As Luke walked away to address the pissed off landlord, Scar slowly squatted down, her gaze locked the wild, black eyes.


    “Hey,” she whispered slowly, “it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”


    The frantic pitch lowered. The dog stomped its paws in the dirt, pacing back and forth at the end of the chain.


    “Shh, now. It's okay. It's okay.”


    The barking stopped and a low whine ensued. She smiled, stuck out her hand, and edged closer.


    He sniffed and whimpered some more.


    “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.” She crab-walked to the dog and planted her knees in the mud as the dog nuzzled against her. “You’re a boy, aren’t you? I can tell. Good boy.”

The dog's ears pushed back, submissive.


    “There you go, baby. It’s okay,” she whispered. She didn’t even hear the voices raising behind her.


    A wet tongue licked the side of her face as she ran her fingers through the short fur. Her stomach sank. She could feel the dog’s ribcage as if it were a skeleton. She slid her hands down its legs which were covered in mange. Her jaw clenched as she glanced around, finally spotting two dirt-covered dog bowls—no water, no food.


    She put her hands on the dog’s face and looked into its eyes. She fought the tears beginning to creep up. Nothing tore at her heartstrings more than a suffering animal—a vulnerable animal, fully dependent on someone else's care, only to be left to starve and wallow in misery. It was not okay. Animal neglect was never okay. Hot anger replaced the sadness and she kissed its nose and surged to her feet.


    Her blood boiled as she stomped across the yard. Clarence’s sunken-in face was beet red as he glowered at Luke, and she suddenly realized both men held guns at their side. Obviously, Mr. Holmes wasn’t too pleased to have visitors.

Well, she didn't give a shit.


    “Clarence Holmes?” She growled.


    Both men turned toward her. Luke cocked an eyebrow.


    “You Clarence Holmes?” She snapped.


    The old man’s face squeezed in disgust as he looked down at her from his raised trailer. “That’s none of your goddamned business, sweetheart.”


    She stepped in front of Luke, her cheeks as flushed as the old mans. “I’m going to make it my business, Clarence. Whether you like it or not. What’s your dog’s name?”


    “Snots.”


    She shook her head. “Do you realize Snots is extremely malnourished and covered in mange?”


    Clarence’s eyes slid behind her, glancing at the dog, then back to her. “Who gives a shit?”


    “I do, and every good-hearted person in the world does. Now, we’ve come here this evening to talk to you about your rent houses, but I’ve just added something else to the list. And if you don’t let us in and answer all of our questions, I’m going to call animal control and have that dog taken away from you within the hour.”


    He snorted. “Do it.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “I’ll also have you taken in and charged with animal cruelty.” She glanced at Luke who was hiding a smirk. Okay, so she came in guns blazing, but when it came to animals, all bets were off.


    Just then, she noticed someone else in the trailer behind Clarence. A boy, she guessed a teenager, wearing a black beanie with scraggly auburn hair sticking out from the sides, grey stained hoodie, and baggy jeans. He stepped gingerly past the old man. Surprised at the visitors, his eyes locked on Luke first, darted down to his badge, then cast a quick glance at Scar before muttering, “See ya, Mr. Holmes.”


    Scar watched the boy as he shoved his hands into his pockets and disappeared into the woods.


    Who the hell was that?


    She glanced at Luke, who looked at her, no doubt wondering the same thing.


    Luke slid his gun into its holster and flashed his badge. “As I was saying, Mr. Holmes, I’m Officer West with Devil’s Den PD. We’d like to ask you a few questions if you don’t mind.” He slid Scar the side-eye, and the message was clear—cool it.


    She shifted her weight and took a deep breath.


    With his disapproving, yellow-tinted eye, Clarence kept his gaze locked on her as he stepped back and opened the door. The man obviously wasn't a fan of outspoken women.


    Behind Luke, she stepped onto the cinder block that led through the front door. It smelled like fresh bleach, with the faintest scent of cigar smoke.


    She looked around.


    The inside of the trailer was a stark contrast to the littered yard outside. Surprisingly tidy and clean, the trailer had only the necessities and embraced Southern décor, with antlers, American flags, hunting pictures, and mounted guns on the walls. Aside from two large gun cabinets, Clarence had antique firearms on display around the small space. The man liked his guns, which wasn’t uncommon in the small, Southern town, but considering the evening’s events, it made her uneasy. All in all, a normal home, aside from the God-awful stained, yellow and brown wall paper peeling at the ceiling.


    Clarence crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the kitchen counter, directly in front of the door. He’d let them inside, but it was clear he didn’t want them taking a single step past the entryway—if you could call it that.


    He cast one more disgusted look at her, which she immediately returned, then turned to Luke. Clarence was dismissing her presence and wanted to make sure she knew.


    “Shoot your questions, then I want you off my damn property.”


    Looking particularly massive in the small trailer, Luke stood just a few inches ahead of Scar, his presence strong, alpha, and ready for whatever the man might do. It was a protective stance, and she noticed.


    “Mr. Holmes, can you confirm that you own the two properties just off Hell’s Cove, including eight-thirty-two?”


    “Yep. Rent houses.”


    “Both?”


    “Yes.”


    “Eight-thirty was boarded shut.”


    “Renovations.”


    Scar rolled her eyes.


    “Anyone living in that one?”


    “Not for years.”


    “The other?”


    “A blonde girl.”


    She watched him carefully as he spoke. He was irritated and angry, and faint warning bells went off in her head.


    “Name?”


    “Maddie Potter.”


    Maddie Potter. The bullet-hole ridden body had a name. Maddie Potter sounded like someone who was planning to be an art major, or music, perhaps. Someone who spent hours primping for a first date while dancing around to the latest pop music. Maddie Potter didn’t fit with the girl who’d bled out on the ground.


    “How long has she been renting from you?”


    “Just shy of three months.”


    “What do you know about her?”


    “She can pay the rent. That’s it.”


    “Do you have the renter’s agreement that I can look at?”


    Clarence snorted and flashed Luke a seriously? look. No, Clarence didn’t take the time to write up renter’s agreements. She assumed he had no problem renting his dump to desperate people just passing through town, or the type of people who didn’t want to stay too long in one place, for reasons that could land them in jail.


    Luke continued, “How did Maddie find your place? How did she contact you?”


    “My last renters moved out unexpectedly. I put an ad in the paper, and she called within a few hours of it being printed. Met her there, got the first month’s rent, and left her to move in. Only seen her once since then, to lay some mouse traps.”


    “How did she pay?”


    “Cash.”


    “Was anyone else with her?”


    “Nope.” He shifted his weight and looked out the window. “That’s about all I can tell ya about Maddie Potter. Now, y’all tell me what this is about so we can move along with our evening.”


    Scar stepped forward. “One more quick question. Is it possible that someone else is staying there? With her?”


    He cocked his head. “Don’t think so.”


    “Did you see a sleeping bag on the floor when you took care of the mice?”


    Pause. “Well, I guess I did. Didn’t think much of it at the time. But, makes sense, I guess.”


    “Makes sense?”


    “Yeah. She’s had someone else bringing over the rent, for her.”


    Scar glanced at Luke, then back at Clarence. “Who?”


    “Jax. The boy you just saw leaving.”


    “Jax?”


    “Yeah. He walks over. Don’t think he got no means of transportation.”


    “Last name?”


    “Nope. And to save you some time, now you know as much about him as I do—what he looks like and his first name. Now, what the hell is all this about?”


    In an emotionless tone, Luke responded, “Maddie was found shot to death in front of your rent house not an hour ago.”


    Something flickered in the old man’s eyes, but he stayed still as a statue. A minute, laced with tension, ticked by as she and Luke stared at the man while he said nothing.


    Not a word.


    Finally, “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “Did you hear the shots?”


    “No.”


    “Do you know anyone that might have done it?”


    “No.”


    “Any vehicles on the road this evening? Ones that you’d never seen before?”


    “No.”


    Scar glanced at Luke as he slid his hand into his pocket and handed Clarence his card. “If you think of anything…”


    Clarence took the card and tossed it on the counter.


    And as they turned to leave, Scar glanced down at the fresh mud caked on the old man’s boots.

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    11:13 p.m.


    “Come on, Scar.”


    Luke stood at the hood of the Jeep watching her stroke the animal that had almost snapped its chain trying to attack them minutes earlier. She leaned down, pressed her cheek to the mutt and whispered something in its mangy ear. The now calm, docile dog closed its eyes and pressed back, and Luke swore—swore—the dog actually smiled.


    He should have been impatient, but instead, he found himself completely captivated by her. By her soothing, almost hypnotic nature. And apparently, the dog did, too.


    Scar Knight could be fierce and threatening one minute, then calm and angelic the next.

She blew his mind.


    This woman had an incredible power over people, and dogs, for that matter. The more time he spent with her, the more her reputation seemed to make sense. She was known as the “hippie” sister. But it wasn’t because of the braids in her hair or the peace sign that hung from her rearview mirror. It was a certain light, an aura, that radiated from her, that seemed almost otherworldly. Something about her drew people in.


    And dammit if he wasn’t beginning to feel her pull.


    She stood, dusted off her jeans and after giving Snots one last pat on the head, she jumped into the passenger side of the Jeep. Apparently, he was driving again, which didn’t bother him one bit; he loved her Jeep.


    “You okay?” He slid behind the wheel.


    She nodded, watching the dog as he backed out of the driveway. The moment they hit the dirt road she turned to him. “Notice the mud?”


    “On the bottom of Clarence’s boots?” He nodded. “Before he even stepped out of his house.”


    “Fresh.”


    “Yep. The engine on his truck was cold, too.”


    “The green Chevy?”


    “Yep.”


    “Maybe our friend Mr. Holmes took a late-night walk through the woods... with one of his guns.”


    Luke nodded. “He had a pistol on him. A HK, VP9.”


    “A what?”


    “Heckler and Koch nine-millimeter. Heck of a gun.”


    “Could it be the same gun that killed Maddie?”


    “Could be—but impossible to tell until we send the slugs off to ballistics.”


    She chewed on her lower lip. “Who the hell was the kid? How totally random was that?”


    “That’s priority number one right now. We need to talk to him. He lived with Maddie; he’s got to know something.”


    “Agreed. Okay, so, priority one is to find Jax and talk to him. Two, I’ve got to get this jean jacket and beer can to Max, at Graves Laboratory. See what DNA he can pull from them—

“To confirm the jacket is Athena's, and that the second lipstick on the can is, too. Assuming one shade belongs to Maddie.”

“Right. The sleeping bag is either Jax's or Athena's. So three people in that house, potentially. One is dead, one is missing, and one just left Clarences.”

“Remember, we're only assuming that the second lipstick belongs to Athena. Could be someone else entirely. Maybe our killer.”

“Good point.” She held up the jacket. “Regardless, if we can confirm this jacket is Athena’s, then we know where she's been staying, and can interview this Jax kid. He has to know where she is.”

“And something about what happened to Maddie.”


    She nodded.

He watched her glance at the time and tense. She frowned and gazed out the windshield.


    He reached over and grabbed her hand. “We’ll find Fiona, Scar. We’ll get it done.” He squeezed her hand.


    “I just hate that I’m not out there searching the woods with them.”


    “Roxy’s got the whole team out there, right?”


    “Yes. Roxy, Dixie, Raven, and Harley are out. But what if this whole Athena thing doesn’t pan out? What if I don’t find Athena, or, if I do, Thorne gives me a fake location for Fiona?”


    “Look, I know I’ve given you a bit of a hard time, but if anyone can find her, it’s Black Rose. Your sisters are combing the woods, while we’re doing our part to find her. You haven’t told them about the deal you made with Thorne, have you?”


    “No. They’d get involved. I can’t risk that. I can’t risk them if things go sideways, and I can’t risk losing Fi if Thorne finds out I told anyone.” She looked at him. “Which is why you shouldn’t even be with me right now.”


    He shook his head. “No. If anyone tells Thorne we’re together, she’ll think it’s about the fire. Makes sense with me being an officer and all—you know, the person who should be doing the investigating.”


    A small smile crossed her lips.


    He smiled, acutely aware that they were still holding hands.


    She inhaled deeply, nodded, and to his surprise, squeezed his hand affectionately before letting go. 


    His phone jangled from the console. “West here.”


    “West, it’s Zander. Still no luck on finding prints or anything from our shooter in the woods so far.”


    “What about bullet casings?”


    “No, but there were two shells under the victim, one stuck inside. We’re sending them off to ballistics now.”


    “Good. That’s good; something, at least.”


    “How’d it go with the landlord?”


    “Typical grumpy old cowboy with a gun arsenal the size of Texas. Answered the door carrying a HK VP9. Claims he knows nothing. It’s a typical rent by the hour house; no contract, cash only.” He glanced at Scar who was texting away at rapid speed on her phone. “We’re digging into him; but I’m hoping you can pay him a little visit, too.”


    “Something in particular pique your interest in him?”


    “Aside from the gun he was carrying, he had fresh mud on his boots. Could be nothing, but I think it’s worth a shot for you to swing by on your way out.”


    “Will do.”


    “Also, I got a name—Maddie Potter.”


    “Yeah, that’s the main reason I was calling. She had her driver’s license and debit card in her pocket, so we’ve officially confirmed her identity.”

“Cell phone?”

“Not yet. Anyway, her mom, Clara Potter, divorcee and avid church-goer, lives in town… we need to make the visit.”


    His spine straightened like a rod, his body tensing from head to toe. He knew exactly where this was going.


    Zander continued, “So if you’re done with the landlord, can you swing over to the mom’s house? I’ll text you the address.”


    He glanced at Scar, who was staring at him intently, reading his body language.


    “Yeah, I’ll get it done. One more thing, though. I got Maddie's roommate's name—Jax. He was just leaving Clarence’s house when we got there; dropping off rent. He walked apparently, and I assume he was headed back to the house.” He heard Zander pull the phone away and bark orders to start looking for the kid.


    “You’re sure he walked? You think he’s coming back here?”


    “Don’t think he has a car, and, yeah, where the hell else would he be going at eleven o'clock at night through the woods?”


    “So he was over there, at the landlord’s, when his roommate got shot?”


    “There, or on the way, at least.”


    “Something smells fishy… did he have a gun on him?”


    “Not that I could tell.”


    “Hmm… well, if he does, we’ll run it. We’ll send it off with the slugs that were in Maddie’s body.”


    “Perfect. Call me as soon as you guys get him. I’m anxious as hell to know what he says.”


    “Will do. Good luck with the mom, man.”


    “Thanks.” He clicked off the phone and gripped the steering wheel.


    In a soft voice, Scar said, “You’ve got to tell the family, right?”


    He nodded.


    She shook her head muttering, “What a fucking night.” She turned to him. “Let me go.”


    “No, Scar, this is official—


    She cut him off. “You lead; drive the conversation, whatever. Let me be there to help.”


    He looked at her, her eyes pleading. She genuinely wanted to be there to help a woman who was about to receive the worst news of her life.


    He thought of how she was, five years ago, with eleven-year-old Athena Thorne, scared out of her mind. She was able to control the situation, and in the end, get what she needed.


    She put her hand on his arm. “Luke, let me help. This is what I do.”


    



    11:31 p.m.


    Ten minutes later, he pulled into a short rock driveway at the end of a cul-de-sac, in a neighborhood where each of the small, two-bedroom, two-bathroom houses looked exactly the same. It was the type of neighborhood that gave him the willies. Houses ten feet apart, each with postage-stamp-sized backyards and not a single tree around. No privacy, no place to sit and have a drink and listen to yourself think.


    He parked behind a small SUV with a cross sticker in the back window, turned off the engine and looked at Scar.


    “I know, I know. I’ll keep my mouth shut. You run the show.” Her eyes filled with sadness. “I’ll know when I can help.”


    “Have you ever done this before?”


    “Not this exactly, but I’ve been around families when they received the news that their loved one had passed.”


    “Murdered?”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay, then. Let’s go.”


    They walked up the small brick walkway lined with decorative stones, each with inspirational words—hope, love, peace, believe.


    Hope. His gut squeezed. God, he hated this.


    As they stepped onto the porch, a flutter of curtains in the front window caught his eye, just before the porch light clicked on.


    Ms. Potter was up.


    With Scar close on his heels, he rang the doorbell. He noticed a shadow over the peephole, but the door didn’t open.


    He pushed the button again.


    Nothing.


    He tried one more time, and this time, held his badge up to the peephole. “Ms. Potter? I’m Officer Luke West with Devil’s Den PD. I’d like to speak with you.”


    After a moment, multiple locks clicked, and the door creaked open, with the chain still intact. In a deep, raspy voice that told a story of two packs of cigarettes a day, she said, “Who’s the girl?”


    The abrupt question caught him off-guard. “This is Scarlett Knight with Black Rose Investigations. Do you mind if we come in for a moment?”


    A second passed. The chain was removed, the door slowly opened, and the scent of cigarette smoke permeated the air. He had to fight from wrinkling his nose as he stepped inside. Scar moved silently behind him.


    With greying hair pulled back in a tight bun, Clara Potter stood—five-feet at best—on the dust mat nervously twisting a pair of rosary beads in her fingers. Her skin was pale, almost grey, with deep-set wrinkles. Luke guessed she was around fifty-five years old, give or take a few years considering the amount this woman must smoke. She was fully dressed, in a navy-blue button up, pressed grey slacks and black boots. A table with a purse, decorative bowl for keys, and a framed picture of her daughter sat beside the front door.


    And a small suitcase tucked neatly beneath it.


    Her eyes darted from Luke to Scar, then back to Luke. A line of concern ran across her forehead as she bit—make that chewed—on her bottom lip.


    He paused, waiting for her to invite them to sit, which he’d learned was always a good idea for the person who was about to find out their loved one was dead. He’d caught one too many mothers in mid-faint.


    When she didn’t, he cut to the chase. “Ms. Potter, as I said, I’m Officer West with Devil’s Den PD.” He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to tell you that your daughter, Maddie, is deceased.”


    The panicky frown on Clara’s face slowly faded. Her fingers stopped twisting the beads in her hands. She froze.


    Phase one: Shock.


    “I’m sorry…”


    The blood drained from her face, making her even paler. A ghostly pale.


    “…for your loss.”


    Her veiny arms dropped to her side, and Luke quickly shifted his weight to his toes, ready to catch her if she passed out. Her eyes widened; her mouth dropped open as the news began to sink in. Scar stepped closer.


    “Is there anyone I can call for you, Ms. Potter?”


    She stared at him, her brain working madly to process the life-shattering information.


    A minute ticked by.


    “Ma’am is there anything I can do for you?”


    She blinked a few times, closed her mouth, then opened it again to say something but stopped. This woman was in total shock.


    “Are you sure you don’t want to sit down?” When she didn’t respond, he said, “Do you have any questions for us?”


    Silence.


    “Okay, then. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions, ma’am?”


    Finally, she spoke. “No.” Her voice cracked.


    “Okay.” He glanced over his shoulder at the living room. “Might if we sit down?”


    She nodded, took another look at Scar and walked briskly across the room to a rocking chair with a basket of yarn and a half-knitted blanket strewn across the armchair.


    She took a seat as Luke and Scar sat on the couch.


    He pulled a small notebook and pen from his pocket. “When was the last time you spoke with your daughter, Ms. Potter?”


    Sitting on the edge of the seat, Clara grabbed the ball of yarn and began pulling the string. “Sunday.”


    “A phone conversation, or face to face?”


    “Face to face. I picked her up and took her to church.”


    “What church?”


    “Den Cross Church.”


    “Where did you pick her up?”


    “Her house.”


    “Just past Hell’s Cove?”


    She nodded.


    “She’s renting, right?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Have you ever met her landlord?”


    “No.”


    “Was anyone else there when you picked her up?”


    She began pulling the string of yarn faster. “A guy.”


    “Do you know his name?”


    “Jax.”


    He glanced at Scar, then back to Clara. “Do you know the nature of their relationship?”


    The ball of yarn was beginning to unravel on her lap. “No… I… no.” Her eyes darted around the room, landing on a small chest in the corner, with a potted plant on top.


    “Boyfriend?”


    Something flickered in Ms. Potter's eyes. “No.” She was practically ripping the yarn from the ball at this point. He looked at Scar again, whose gaze was fixed on the woman’s suddenly bizarre behavior.


    “Did Maddie have a boyfriend? Or, dating perhaps?”


    “Not that I’m aware.”


    Scar cleared her throat, inserting herself into the conversation. “Was anyone else there?”


    “No.”


    “Maybe a young girl, sixteen, very dark, almost black hair? Wearing a jean jacket, maybe?”


    “No one else was there.”


    “Did Maddie ever mention someone by the name of Athena?”


    “No, I don’t think so.”


    Luke shifted impatiently. This woman was giving them nothing, and oddly enough, not asking a single question in return.


    He took back over the conversation. “Okay. You went to church, then what?”


    “Took her back to her house and came home.” Her dilated eyes skipped around the room, and again, landed on the chest.


    “And you haven’t spoken to her since?”


    “No.”


    “What about her father?”


    “He’s gone. Jersey. Doesn’t have any part of her life, or mine.”


    “Name?”


    “Chris Potter.”


    Luke scribbled in his notebook. “Is it possible he spoke with her recently?”


    “No.”


    The ball of yarn was now disintegrated to a pile on her lap. Wow. He’d seen a myriad of reactions to grief but unraveling a huge ball of yarn in under a minute was definitely new.


    “What did Maddie do for work?”


    Her hand stopped and pride shone from her eyes. “She was a musician.”


    “What instrument?”


    “Guitar.”

“Do you play?”


“No.” Her voice softened. “Not any more. That was a long time ago.” She looked down.



    Luke waited for a moment, hoping she would elaborate. Give him anything, any insight to their lives. She didn't. “Did your daughter play anywhere local?”


    “Off and on. No consistent cash-flow. I helped with rent a lot.”


    No co-workers to talk to, dammit. He scooted to the edge of his seat. “Ms. Potter, do you know anyone that would want to harm your daughter?”


    Her jaw twitched, and she began chewing her lip, again. “No.”


    He paused again, to see if she would say anything else. He glanced at Scar, whose gaze had shifted to the chest. She’d noticed it, too.


    “Well,” he stood and pulled out his card. “If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to call.”


    Clara abruptly stood and took the card from his hand. “I’ll walk you out.” She quickly led them to the front door, her short legs shuffling along the carpet.


    He stopped at the door. “I’ll be in touch again very soon. Is there anything I can do for you before we leave?”


    “No.” She opened the door.


    “Okay, ma’am, I’m sorry for your loss.”


    With that, the door shut behind them, with the sound of three locks clicking into place.

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    11:50 p.m.


    Luke slid behind the steering wheel as Scar got into the passenger seat—a comfortable rhythm they’d established over the course of the evening. She buckled her seat belt as he backed out of the driveway.


    “Do you realize that woman didn’t ask a single question about her daughter’s death?”


    “First, ever. First time I have ever done this where the next of kin didn’t ask a single question about the death.”


    Scar shook her head, still in disbelief of the last ten minutes. “Do you think she even realized her daughter was murdered?”


    “If not at first, she had to have figured it out when I asked if she knew anyone who would want to harm her daughter.”


    She shook her head, again. “That was so odd.”


    “Not nearly as odd as how often she kept looking at that old chest in the corner.”


    “Yeah. I noticed that, too. What do you think was in it?”


    “Not a clue.”


    “That woman just seemed off. What do you think about the story of the husband?”


    “That he’s long gone, never to be heard of?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Easy enough to verify.”


    She glanced at her watch, then back at the dirt road ahead. “I need to get this can and jacket to Graves to have it scanned for DNA immediately. Any news on Jax? Does Zander have him?”


    Luke looked at his phone. “No. I told him to call as soon as they got him.”


    “We need to talk to that damn kid.”


    He stopped at a stop sign spray painted with a pentagram. “Do you think anyone will be at Graves? We’re creeping up on midnight.”


    “It's the top forensic lab in the country. Someone’s always there. They work like we do—twenty-four-seven. Let’s head to the office, first, though. I’ve got a few things I need to check on.”


    “You got it.” He turned onto the road that snaked through the mountains. “You know, this Jeep is really rubbing off on me.”


    She looked at him sitting comfortably behind the steering wheel.


    Comfortably.


    Like he fit, perfectly. Like he was supposed to be there. And it was that moment, for the first time, that she was glad he was with her. She was glad she didn’t have to face the evening alone.


    And she didn’t want him to leave.


    He glanced over. “What?”


    She paused. “Thanks.”


    He flashed one of his oh-so-sexy smiles, with a nod in response, then turned back to the road.


    Dammit, was she getting a crush?


    **


    Ten minutes later, they drove down the long, dark driveway that led to Black Rose Investigations. The old castle-like estate was dimly lit in the distance by outside lights, the moon sitting just above the tallest peak. It looked like the intro to some 1950’s horror flick. Luke glanced up at the trees above, their branches weaving together above him, creating a tunnel-like effect above the driveway.


    Hell of a place.


    He pulled around back, parked, and they got out.


    Wearing a Black Rose T-shirt, baggy sweatpants and concerned expression, Ace met them at the back door. Luke had heard that Scar and her sisters aggressively recruited Ace and allowed him to live upstairs in the office, to be at their beck and call, he assumed. He’d never met Ace but had heard rumors that he was a bit of a ladies’ man, and also, a bit of a genius. Both of which he could respect, but it was the expensive imported beer in his hand that made him instantly like the guy.


    Ace straightened the moment he saw Luke and cast a what-the-hell look at Scar.


    She stepped up to the back door and mumbled, “Long story.”


    Ace nodded, stepped back and opened the door for them as they walked inside.


    “Holy shit.” Luke stopped at the threshold, awestruck at the demolished kitchen, still a mess from the explosion days earlier. He could tell that they’d begun cleaning up, but black smoke still stained the walls and ceiling, and plastic still covered the enormous windows. They had a ton of work yet to do. 


    Scar turned. “Oh. Yeah, Krestel’s a bitch.”


    Ace glanced at Luke and opened a cooler that sat on the ground. “Beer?”


    Hell, yeah. “Thanks.”


    Ace tossed one to him and one to Scar, without even asking. Luke immediately noticed a seamless working relationship between the two, and he assumed it was like that with every member of Black Rose. He’d heard they were like one big family, and the evening’s events proved that to be true.


    He admired it.


    He popped the top and glanced around, his eyes landing on a massive bouquet of red roses on the counter. He looked at Scar, who had just taken notice of them, as well.


    She looked at Ace.


    “To you.”


    She cocked an eyebrow.


    “Paul.”


    Paul? A spurt of jealousy shot through his system—surprising the shit out of him. Jealousy? Seriously, Luke?


    Now he knew who the bouquet in the backseat of her Jeep was from.


    Some dude named Paul.


    For whatever reason, he’d just assumed Scar was single. And really, he shouldn’t have—any woman that beautiful and intelligent probably had a hundred men knocking down her door. So was Paul a boyfriend? Or, perhaps, just a casual fling? How long?


    He tried to hide the unfamiliar emotion that had just hurled through him and looked at Scar, who was eyeing him. For a reaction, maybe?


    Fuck, what the hell was happening between them?


    Looking back and forth between the two, Ace grinned, picking up on the tension that had just weighed down the room.


    “Yep. From Paul. Delivered early this evening.”


    She plucked the card, read it and tossed it on the table. If Paul were a boyfriend, there were definitely some issues.


    She turned back toward Ace and promptly changed the subject. “Have you heard from the girls?”


    “Thirty minutes ago. They’re going to search for another hour or so and then set up camp. Dixie came by a bit ago, grabbed the tents and packed some bags.”


    Luke watched her take a deep breath. She hated not being with them, that much was evident.


    “How much ground have they covered today?” He asked.


    “Miles. Haven’t stopped.”


    Scar frowned. “No sign of her at all?”


    “Not yet.”


    “Not the other shoe, even?”


    “Nope.”

She blew out a breath. “Okay, what have you been able to find out about Matthew Miller?”

“Ah, the eighteen-year-old star football player with a penchant for the outdoors and Coors Light. Yeah, I found him—he's been backpacking through Europe for the last month.”

“Month? Are you sure?” She glanced at Luke and he saw the utter disappointment in her eyes. Matthew being out of town meant he had nothing to do with Athena's disappearance, which meant they had one less lead to follow-up on. A solid one... not like a damn jean jacket.

“Yep, according to his social media accounts, he's been galavanting all over the continent for weeks.”

Scar shook her head and muttered, “Dammit.” 


    Ace set down his beer. “But I do have some info on the mystery runner's baseball cap.” He grabbed his laptop from the counter. “The symbol you told me about—


    Luke’s gaze snapped toward Scar. “What symbol?”


    “On the guy’s baseball cap. Sorry.”


    He narrowed his eyes. She’d left that little nugget out.


    She flashed innocent eyes and shrugged. “Sorry. That was right after you’d pulled a gun on me.”


    Ace cocked an eyebrow. “If handcuffs are next, I don’t want to hear about it.”


    “What was the symbol?”


    “A red bullseye with two cursive words written underneath. Know it?”


    Luke shook his head. Didn’t even sound familiar.


    “Alright, well, Scar told me she thought the first word started with the letter O. Well, I spent over an hour researching that and got absolutely nothing. Nada. So what looks like the letter O? How about D? I spent another hour researching that and I got a hit.”


    Scar’s face lit up. “You did?”


    “Yep.” He clicked a few keys on his computer and turned it around. “Deadman’s Range, located in a small town six hours from here called Tanksville.”


    Scar peered at the symbol on the screen. “Deadman’s Range?”


    “A shooting range.”


    “Did you say Tanksville?” Luke asked.


    “Yep. Tiny town. Home of the state penitentiary.”


    Luke looked at Scar. “The exact same penitentiary that just released Walter Thorne.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    Scar’s mouth dropped open. “The hat on the man running from the library is from a shooting range where Walter Thorne was just released from prison. Holy shit.”


    Ace frowned. “Walter Thorne? The creepy librarian’s ex-husband?”


    Luke nodded. 


    Scar set down her beer, her mind racing. “Okay, now we know Walter’s definitely in town, then. It has to be him.” Her neck snapped toward Ace. “I need you to see if he recently purchased a white van. Older model.”


    “White van, older model. Got it. Wait… this wouldn’t have anything to do with the report on the news a few weeks ago, would it? Someone reported seeing a girl being pulled into a white van from the park. But no one had reported anyone missing.”


    Scar glanced at Luke, her eyes wide, pleading—don’t say a word, Luke. Remember we can’t tell anyone that we’re searching for Athena.


    A subtle nod in response.


    Phew.


    She looked at Ace. “Just please research it and let me know ASAP. And check his credit cards, too. See if he purchased any guns since he got out.”


    “Someone who’s been in jail for assault isn’t going to purchase a gun on a credit card right after they’ve been released, Scar. Or, be approved, for that matter.”


    “Shit, you’re right.” She began pacing. “But that doesn’t mean he couldn’t get his hands on one.”


    “Oh, of course not.”


    “Okay, well, regardless, look into his spending. See if you can pin his location. But first, I need you to do something for me.” She pulled the jean jacket and evidence baggie with the beer can from her purse. “I need you to take these to Graves and have them run DNA scans on them. Like, now.”


    Ace looked at the clock, then shrugged. “Been there later than this, I guess.” He narrowed his eyes and glanced from Scar to Luke, then back at Scar. “What’s going on here? Where did you get these? What does all this have to do with Fiona? Because I know you wouldn’t be spending your time doing anything other than looking for Fi right now… you’re up to something.”


    Her stomach twisted and she glanced down. She hated not being totally honest with Ace. He’d been invaluable to the team since his first day on the job, but more than that, everyone loved him. And she fell in love with him even more when he said—


    “But knowing you, Scar, I can only assume this has to do with Fiona. And knowing you, I know that it must be a pretty big fucking deal for you not to be transparent with me. So, okay, do what you gotta do, and know that I’m here for whatever you need. Whatever you need.”


    She took a deep breath and smiled. “Thank you, Ace.”


    He smiled. “No problem.” He downed the rest of his beer and grabbed the evidence baggie and jacket from the table. “I’ll take these to Graves now. Knowing Max, he’s probably still there… unless he has a hot date, of course.” He paused in front of Luke, puffed out his muscular chest and stuck out his hand. “Take care of her, okay?”


    They shook hands. “You don’t have to worry about that.”


    Ace winked. “Didn’t think I did.”


    The door shut as Scar began pacing, again. “Athena could be in trouble. Walter might have her. We know he's here, in town, now. And lurking around the library.”


    “Where her mother works, whom he tried to beat to death.”


    “And Athena’s statement is what got him locked up.” She paused. “Revenge, Luke.”

He pushed off the counter. “If Ace confirms that Walter purchased a white van after being released from jail, I can put out a BOLO for him, immediately.”


    “Good; that’s good. What about your buddy? Walter's parole officer? Can you call him right now?”

Luke glanced at his watch. “It's late. There's a good chance he won't answer, but I'll try.”

“Okay. Shit, Luke, what if he has her? What if that’s where she is?”



    “Then, we know she’s close.”


    She blew out a breath of frustration. She was tired and hungry, and that mixed with the clock ticking down was pushing her into panic mode.


    As if reading her thoughts, Luke said, “You need sleep, Scar. We have all day tomorrow, until tomorrow night, to nail this thing down. We will.” He stepped closer. “I promise. We’ll find Athena and Fiona.”


    “What the hell was Walter doing at a gun range?”


    Luke frowned. “That’s what worries me.”


    She gazed out the window thoughtfully. “Is it a coincidence that he was sharpening up his shooting skills just before someone shot Maddie Potter in the back?”


    “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”


    She looked up at him. “It’s all connected. Walter possibly kidnapped Athena, who we know was at Maddie’s house at some point, who was just murdered. Maybe Maddie was going to go to the cops about Walter and he found out, maybe...” She ran her fingers through her hair. “Has Zander found Jax?”


    “Not yet.” He pulled his phone from his pocket to make sure he hadn’t missed a call. “He’ll let me know as soon as he does.”


    “Okay.” She took a deep breath and looked down the dark hall that led out of the kitchen. “Well, I need to pack a bag, then.”


    “A bag?”


    She nodded. “I can’t just sit around and wait for my next clue. I’m going to join the search for Fi until we hear back from Ace, or Zander about Jax.”


    “Scar, you need to rest.”


    “I will. I’ll sleep for a bit in the tent.” She looked out the window. “Your truck is still out by Ms. Thorne's…” Her voice trailed off and she paused, hesitated. Why did she hesitate? Did she want him to say don’t worry about it, I’m going to stay with you all night? A lump caught in her throat. Yes, she did. She wanted him to stay with her—so she wouldn’t be alone. So she felt safe and protected. So she wouldn’t risk losing the crazy, weird attraction she’d so quickly developed for him.


    Her gaze shifted to his, which was locked on her. They stared at each other for a moment. Was he thinking the same thing?


    He tore his eyes away and pulled out his phone. “I’ll have Zander or Hunter swing by and pick me up. I don’t think they’ve left Maddie’s yet.”


    “No, don’t be silly. I’ll take you. Give me five minutes to get a bag packed.” She turned, and as she walked out of the kitchen, she felt his gaze on her back.


    She stepped into her office, took a deep breath and closed her eyes.


    Shit. She liked him. A lot. Everything about him—from the way he’d taken charge changing her tire, to his protective nature when he’d shielded her from gunshots, and perhaps most of all, the way he made her stomach dance every time he got close to her. Hell, she even liked how tough he was when he’d drawn his gun on her in the woods at the beginning of this whole mess. He wasn’t like other men. He didn’t fall all over himself for her or hang on her every word. The man who pointed the gun at her head hours earlier despised her. Or, held a hell of a grudge, at least.


    Did he still?


    She didn’t feel that he did. Over the course of the evening, she’d felt a shift in him. A gleam in his beautiful whiskey-brown eyes when he looked at her.


    Those eyes.


    Those lips.


    That body.


    Shit! She clenched her jaw and shook her head—she was losing it. She needed to focus. Maybe Luke was right; she needed sleep.


    She opened the closet, thankful that she kept spare workout clothes in her office for when she and her sisters decided to delay happy hour and sweat through the latest workout video on the balcony. She pulled off her jacket, shirt, and bra, kicked off her boots—which were officially ruined—slipped out of her pants and began yanking down her socks. She stumbled, bouncing to catch herself when—


    “Scar, your phone is—holy shit!”


    Boobs bouncing like a damn funhouse, she spun around, wide-eyed to see Luke standing in the doorway, gawking at her body.


    “Luke!” She dropped to the floor like dead weight, forming a ball that hid her bare breasts and more embarrassing areas.


    Bare breasts.


    The squeak of her voice shook him from his hypnotic daze. He squeezed his eyes shut, stumbled backward until his back bounced off the wall. “Dammit. Fuck. Sorry. Shit.” He covered his hand over his eyes. “Your phone was beeping. I didn’t realize you were changing…” Eyes still covered, he extended his arm, holding out the phone. “I thought it might be Ace. Fuck, man, I’m really sorry.”


    Heat flushed her face as she lunged forward, grabbed the phone and darted into the closet. “It’s okay.” Her voice cracked—dammit! She was a total mess! “I should’ve closed the door.”


    He cleared his throat. “Uh, well, uh, anyway, Hunter’s swinging by to pick me up. He’d already left Maddie’s and called to see what we were up to, so I told him to swing by. I think he’s here now.” He’d regained his composure, but there was still embarrassment in his voice.


    He was embarrassed?! She was one flopping around on one foot with both nipples out!


    She swallowed deeply. “Okay. Uh. We’ll talk soon, I guess.” She had no freaking idea what to say at that moment.


    “Okay.” Pause. “Bye.”


    She listened to his footsteps fade down the hall.


    Oh. My. God.


    She buried her head in her hands, took a deep breath.


    And another.


    Jesus Christ.


    What a fucking night.


    She slipped into her clothes, grabbed Ace’s tent from his utility closet upstairs and jumped in her Jeep.

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    12:30 a.m.


    Luke rolled down the window as he drove through the mountains. He took a deep breath, inhaling the cool night air.


    He was hot.


    He shifted in his seat and tried to blink away the image that had been flashing like a billboard in his head for the last thirty minutes—the image of Scarlett Knight’s curvy, voluptuous, sizzling hot body.


    Holy. Shit.


    He was proud to say he’d seen his fair share of beautiful bodies over the years, but none that made him want to absolutely fall to his knees like hers.


    Wow.


    Sweat began to bead under his T-shirt. He wiped his forehead and shook his head. He should be solely focused on finding Athena and solving the Maddie Potter murder—not Scar’s perfectly-sized breasts.


    After Hunter had picked him up from the gargoyle castle, he’d given him an update. No footprints, shells or any traceable sign of the shooter in the woods. They’d found Maddie’s cell phone under the truck, which she must’ve been carrying when she fell to the ground after being shot three times. It was locked with a security code, so they’d already dropped it off at the lab to be worked on first thing in the morning. No laptop in the house. And although rent houses and apartments were notorious for having a hundred different fingerprints, especially when a young person lived there, they’d dusted for prints away, hoping to get lucky. Hunter had swung by Ol’ Clarence Holmes’s trailer and had received the same warm welcome—curse words and a HK VP9. But before he’d knocked on the door, Hunter noticed fresh boot prints leading to the green Chevy and back—perhaps that was the fresh mud on the old man's boots? Probably locking up the truck for the evening. Another lead now useless. Hunter wasn’t able to pull anything new from the old man, either.


    But perhaps most perplexing of all—no Jax. Where the hell did that kid go? Maybe the police cars and chaos surrounding the house had scared the kid away?


    After making plans to start back from square one first thing in the morning, Hunter dropped Luke off at his truck.


    He’d just rolled into town—his head spinning in a hundred directions, including what it would feel like to run his fingers over Scar’s…


    Jesus Christ.


    He needed a drink. No, he needed food, first, then a drink.


    Just as the thought of a greasy burger made his mouth water, he passed Gollum’s Grill and hit the brakes—a light was on.


    No way. Could he be that lucky?


    He whipped it into the parking lot just as a pair of headlights lit up his rearview mirror. He frowned and instinctively checked for his gun. Being the tiny town that it was, Devil’s Den shut down at nine p.m.. He hadn’t passed a single vehicle on his way into town.


    A brand-new Lexus with blacked-out windows pulled up next to him.


    A minute ticked by. Finally, the window rolled down.


    “Is it open?”


    With his hand covering his gun, Luke squinted to see in the car but could only make out the outline of the man’s profile.


    “Don’t think so.”


    “Damn,” the man said. “Long day. Needed some food.”


    “I hear ya.”


    The man shrugged. “Life of an Assistant District Attorney, I guess.”


    The ADA? What the hell was the ADA doing driving around at one in the morning? Luke had met him a few times. He was new, filling the position after his buddy, Dennis, retired. What was the guy’s name again?


    “You’re Officer West, right?”


    “Right. I’m sorry…”


    “Paul.”


    Paul.


    “That’s right.”


    Paul shifted in his seat. “Well, I guess I’ll have to go dig something out of the freezer, then. Have a good night, Officer West.”


    Luke nodded. “You, too, Paul.”


    Paul… as in the same guy who’d just sent Scar flowers? Possessiveness gripped him... which only meant one thing—he was totally, one-hundred percent falling for Scarlett Knight.


    He stared in the rearview mirror and watched the shiny car’s taillights fade into the distance.


    **


    Scar parked in a tight spot between Dixie’s beat-up pickup and Roxy’s latest shiny import, in a small clearing surrounded by woods. Her sisters had searched the woods around the library, finding nothing, then moved further into the mountains. Her last communication with them was thirty minutes earlier when Roxy had informed her that they were setting up camp and going to get some sleep before starting the search again.


    She took a deep breath. She couldn’t tell them about the deal she’d made with Ms. Thorne, and she’d decided not to tell them about Maddie’s murder, either. It would open the door to too many questions, and she wanted them to focus solely on their search for Fiona.


    She turned off the engine.


    The sound of nature surrounded her—a million bugs chirping and screaming in the dark night, wind rustling through the trees. The scurrying of whatever nocturnal critters were watching her, interested in the uninvited visitor.


    She grabbed her backpack, bag, flashlight and cell phone and got out of the Jeep. According to Roxy, the girls were about a mile in, camping along a stream, close to Devil’s Lake. Should be an easy hike.


    She slung her bag over her shoulder, keeping easy access to her Glock in the front pocket. After clicking on her flashlight, she descended into the woods.


    The clouds from earlier had drifted away and an eerie silver glow illuminated the woods. Shadows swayed across the ground, slowly back and forth in the breeze.


    She zipped up her jacket.


    She loved nature, always had, and being smack-dab in the middle of the woods was her favorite place in the world. There was something so peaceful about being alone in nature. So stress-free. So still. It wasn’t uncommon for Scar to take off for an hour in the middle of the day for a quick visit to the trails. It cleared her mind.


    But not tonight.


    Tonight, the stillness made her uneasy. The silence put her on alert. The solitude made her feel unsafe.


    Just get to the campsite, Scar.


    She pressed on at a decent speed, keeping her light on the ground and her head on a swivel. Finally, voices carried through the wind, and just ahead she saw a twinkling light of a campfire through the trees.


    She didn’t make it two more steps when a chill shot up her spine. She stopped, slowly slid her hand into her bag and gripped her gun.


    She wasn’t alone.


    The faintest scent of beer tickled her nose, and she grinned. “It’s me, Dix. It’s Scar.”


    With a loud exhale, Dixie stepped out from behind a tree and lowered her gun. “You about lost one of those braids from your head, my dear.”


    Scar laughed, and they embraced.


    “You on watch?”


    “Yep, another thirty minutes.”


    “Watching for intruders, or watching the bottom of your beer disappear?”


    Dixie grinned. “Hey, it’s been a hell of a day. Half our luggage is booze.” She patted Scar’s back. “Come on; I’ll get you one.”


    “Sounds like heaven.”


    Dixie led Scar through the woods. The familiar voices brought a smile to her face. God, she loved them so much.


    “How’s Ace?”


    “Wanting to be here, but he’s proving to be valuable where he is. I’m having him run down some things for me.”


    Dixie glanced over her shoulder. “Anything I need to know about?”


    Scar swallowed. “No, nothing big.”


    Dixie broke her stride, turned and looked at Scar. She stared at her for a moment. “Okay. You let me know how I can help.”


    Scar smiled. Being the skilled private investigator she was, Dixie knew instantly that Scar wasn’t telling her something. And being the sister she was, she knew when to let it slide.


    They stepped out of the tree line, side by side.


    “Scar!” With her curly, chestnut brown hair knotted loosely on the top of her head, Harley jumped up, spilling half her beer. She glanced at the puddle on the ground, “Dammit,” then back to Scar. “How the hell are you? How’d the visit with Ms. Thorne go?”


    “Well, look what the cat dragged in.” Roxy turned from the raging fire, a tired smile on her face, a Styrofoam cup filled with wine in her hand.


    Raven tossed her a beer from the cooler, her long dark hair tied elegantly to one side, and smiled. “Good to see ya.”


    Scar caught the beer in mid-air. “Thanks.” She twisted the top and took a deep sip. She looked at Roxy’s ankle, which she had sprained days earlier, after falling into a secret tunnel hiding two skeletons under their house. True to form, not even excruciating pain could keep the badass, oldest sister from searching for Fiona. “How’s the ankle?”


    “Hurts like a bitch.” She raised her wine. “Currently medicating.” She motioned to a log next to the fire. “Sit. Take a load off.”


    Scar did just that and looked around the campsite. Logs, for seating, had been pulled around a fire, its flames flicking up to the dark sky. The moon sparkled off the creek, the sound of the water running over the rocks filling the air. Tents were constructed sporadically along the shoreline and in the woods—the ladies of Black Rose needed their privacy, of course.


    There were five tents—not six.


    She frowned, leaned forward. “Any sign of her?”


    Roxy shook her head. “No.”


    “Krestel?”


    “No.”


    Harley repeated her initial question. “Tell us about your conversation with Ms. Thorne. Did she see Fiona?”


    Scar took another sip, finding her words. “Yeah, right before closing. She saw her returning the books. Claims they never spoke.”


    Dixie shook her head. “Liar.”


    “Either way, we know Fi got out before the fire. Thorne promises she didn't see her in the building when she locked up, and, as you all know, I found her shoe in the woods. So we know she got out.”


    Roxy nodded. “She was either running from something, or someone took her. What else did Thorne say?”


    She glanced down for a moment. “Nothing, but the man I saw running into the woods… we think it could be Thorne’s ex-husband. Walter. Fresh out of jail.”


    “No shit?”


    “No shit.”


    “Did Thorne say anything about him? That she’d seen him?”


    “Just that she thinks she saw a man walking toward the library while she was driving home. Before the fire.”


    Roxy narrowed her eyes. “Who’s we? You said we think the mysterious runner could be Walter?”


    Scar took a quick sip. “Ace and I… and Officer West.”


    Dixie’s eyebrows shot up. “Officer West? The smoldering hot police officer that hates your guts?”


    Scar laughed, feeling her cheeks begin to heat. “Yeah. He’s the one who found me in the woods behind the library before you guys got there.”


    “Surprised he didn’t accidentally shoot you.” Harley waved air-quotes with her fingers. “Is he still holding a grudge over you closing that case for him? He should be thanking you; kissing your cute little ass.” Her voice trailed off, “Or mine, for that matter…”


    Raven laughed.


    Roxy glanced up, searching her memory. “That’s right… gosh, that was, what? Five years ago? What case was that again?”


    Shit. She needed to change the subject.


    Dixie spoke up. “Ace is looking into the Walter angle? Good.” She cut a glance toward Roxy. “And we’re pursuing the Krestel angle. If Krestel has her.”


    Scar’s gut twisted as she nodded. Even without the girls knowing about her secret deal with Thorne—Krestel’s Evil Eye—the coincidences were too great to ignore. It had been in the back of her mind since the moment she knew Fi was missing.


    They needed to destroy that damn evil witch ASAP. 


    She shifted in her seat. “Any progress on finding the Great Shadow Book of Secrets?”


    The group cast wary glances at each other, sending Scar’s back straightening. Finally, Roxy said, “We’ve got a theory… What if Fiona found the freaking book tonight? What if that's why she's gone?”


    A chill iced her veins—the book. The Great Shadow Book of Secrets, otherwise known as the only book that holds all of Krestel's curses, spells and evil magic, and the only book that contains a spell to destroy a witch. She hadn’t considered that maybe Fiona had found it. She’d only been concerned with finding Athena, which, in turn, would lead her to Fiona. She hadn’t even stopped to think about why Fiona went missing.


    Harley leaned forward, “Maybe this Walter guy knows something.”


    Scar stood, draining her beer. “Let me figure that out; I’m taking lead on that. You guys hit the sack. I’m going to set up camp on the cliff above Devil’s Lake.” Athena’s last known location, she thought.


    “Hell’s Cove, huh?”


    She nodded, grabbed her bag.


    Dixie stood and being her protective self, said, “Want me to come with you?”


    “No. You guys stay here. I could use a little solitude.”


    “You always did love being alone in the woods.”


    Nerves swept over her—alone. In the woods. Tonight might be the only time she truly didn’t want to be alone in the woods.


    She turned. “Get some sleep, girls.”


    “You, too, Scar. Breakfast at five a.m., and then we’ll head out.”


    “See you then.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    2 a.m.


    Scar folded her arms behind her head and gazed through the mesh cut-out of her tent at the stars twinkling in the sky. Her feet were sore, her body ached, and she had a gnarly headache pounding between her temples. Above all else, she was starving.


    She hadn’t had a thing to eat since lunchtime, and even then, it was a quinoa bowl and sliced apple.


    Hell of a day to try to eat healthy.


    She hadn’t even thought to grab something at the office on her way out—thank you very much, Luke. She’d been so flustered from him seeing her buck-naked, well, almost buck-naked. But, really, the teeny-tiny lace thong she had on didn’t leave much to the imagination. Hell, she might as well have been buck-naked.


    Oh, my God. She was still humiliated.


    She bit her lip, squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. He didn’t even give her the chance to suck in her stomach! Nope, he just came around the corner while she was jumping up and down, boobs jiggling like jello while trying to yank off her damn sock.


    Dammit.


    She was no prude, of course, but could a gal have a moment to prepare before the hottest man in town saw her naked?

She sighed.


    She had a decent body, though, right? Curvy hips and butt, like all the Knight sisters had. And a nice pair of C-cups. A good, solid, handful. Every man could appreciate that, right? But maybe he liked his women super skinny, though… or, hell, maybe super curvy. Big butts sure were on trend. Maybe she should eat more to round the thing out a bit more…


    Oh, my God, Scar. Stop!


    She rolled her eyes. Why was she questioning herself? Why was she being so insecure about what he’d seen? Who gave a shit?


    She blew out a breath—she did. She gave a shit.


    Because she liked him.


    Dammit, dammit, dammit.


    She took another deep breath and forced her eyes closed.


    Go to sleep, Scar. You need to have a clear, crisp mind for tomorrow. You’ll get her tomorrow.


    Just then—snick.


    A chill shot up her spine as her eyes darted open.


    Was someone…


    Another twig snapped.


    Shit.


    She reached under her pillow, grabbed her gun, and froze. The thin tent walls were practically see-through. Her eyes rounded as a dark shadow stretched across the cliff in front of her. Definitely too tall to be one of the girls. A man?


    Her pulse picked up. Could he see the outline of her body through the tent?


    One slow footstep closer, then another. Then, another.


    She slid her finger over the trigger, her heart pounding. A cold sweat broke out over her skin as the man silently stepped across the large rock, stopping in front of her tent door.


    She slowly lifted her head, aiming the gun at the door flap as the sound of the zipper ripped through the silence.


    She slowly squeezed the trigger…


    “Scar?” A deep voice whispered.


    Her mouth dropped open. “Oh. My. God, Luke!” She sat up and yanked back the flap.


    Luke sat in a squat, his back to the edge of the cliff, with the moonlight shining down on him. His brown eyes immediately locked on the gun in her hand. “I scared you…”


    She gave him an are-you-fucking-kidding-me look.


    His eyes widened. In embarrassment? Strike two, was he thinking?


    “I’m sorry. I thought you might be sleeping, so I tried to be quiet.” He flashed a forgive-me smile and raised a big brown bag. “I brought you food.”


    Grease stained the side of the bag and her mouth watered. “Is this I’m sorry for barging in on you naked, or I’m sorry for scaring the shit out of you?”


    “Both.” He held up a small cooler. “And just to seal the deal…”


    Her eyes lit up. Regardless of her humiliation earlier, this man had booze. “Welcome, then. Come on in.”


    He ducked inside and sat beside her. He’d changed clothes into a thin black T-shirt under a leather jacket, jeans, and combat boots. And based on the delightfully fresh scent that swept past her as he sat, he’d grabbed a shower, too.


    She clicked on a small lantern as Luke opened the bag and the heavenly smell of French fries perfumed the air. Unable to hide her excitement, she smiled from ear to ear.


    She was excited. Shockingly so. Not just because of the food, but because of him. He was there with her, on this crazy journey, again, and a weight lifted from her. She wasn't alone.


    He pulled out a large basket of fries, two bacon cheeseburgers—extra cheese—and two freshly baked brownies; the kind with the little crushed walnuts on top.


    She gaped at him as if he’d snuck contraband into prison. “It’s two in the morning, where did you get this?”


    He smiled at her, enjoying her happiness. “A buddy of mine is the cook at Gollum’s Grill—a name I figured you’d enjoy. Anyway, after Hunter dropped me off at my truck, I swung by. He always stays hours after closing.” He grinned. “He’s got a poker table in the back; invites his buddies. Illegal gambling.”


    “Good thing a cop doesn’t know about that.”


    He grinned, winked. “I haven’t paid for a single meal there in years.” He separated the food and opened the cooler. “Beer?”


    She gave him another are-you-kidding look. “Can you just inject it directly into my vein?”


    He laughed.


    She bit into her burger and closed her eyes. It was the best burger she’d ever had. “How did you know I was here?”


    “You said you were going to join the search and Hunter told me where your sisters set up camp. But, I knew you’d come here, hoping Athena might show up again.” He bit into his burger, taking a third of it in one bite.


    “Nice detective work.”


    He looked at her and winked. “I learn from the best.” He swallowed. “Have they found anything? Any sign of Fiona?”


    She popped a ketchup-covered fry into her mouth and shook her head.


    “Damn. Did you…”


    “No. I didn’t tell them anything. Not even about Maddie’s murder.”


    “Probably for the best.”


    She nodded. 


    He sipped his beer and stared thoughtfully at the ground before saying, “You really are good at what you do, Scar. And… I’m sorry about everything before.”


    She quickly swallowed the gulp of beer she’d just taken. “About what?”


    “Five years ago.” He looked at her, his face serious now.


    “Oh.” She looked down. “Thanks. I was just doing my job, you know.”


    “And you’re damn good at it.”


    Her eyebrows tipped up. “Thank you.”


    He nodded. “You’re welcome.” He ran his fingers through his hair, seemingly uncomfortable to be apologizing. Or was it just that he didn’t like talking about anything that involved emotions?


    He continued, “I was new here, you know, at that time. It was the first case I worked. I wanted to prove myself.” He paused. “I’d just left the military… I was kind of in a bad place.” He looked at her, and his voice lowered a bit. “And by left, I mean, I got kicked out.” He took a quick inhale, straightened, and in a much lighter tone said, “Anyway, I’m sorry for being an asshole to you, five years ago.”


    “You’re forgiven, Luke. Don’t worry about it.” She lightly put her hand on his arm. “What happened?”


    He took a long—long—drink of beer, then looked at her. “When?”


    “You know what I’m talking about. Why’d you get kicked out? I heard you were in some super-secret, elite group or something. I heard you were top dog, too.”


    He shifted, again, and took another sip. After a moment, he told her the story of his last mission where a split-second decision to prevent a kidnapped woman from being sexually assaulted cost him his career in the military. She listened intently, hanging on his every word.


    “I guess you could say I wasn’t in the best headspace when you waltzed in and solved my case for me.” He looked at her, smiled.


    “I’m so sorry about what happened.”


    He shrugged. “Don’t be. That’s life; that’s how it goes. Just have to accept it and move on. For reasons I haven’t figured out yet, I’m here in this small, hillbilly, creepy town of Devil’s Den. And that’s okay, really; it’s not so bad.”


    She nodded—she completely agreed with that way of thinking. She was a believer that everything happened for a reason, and it was up to the person to decide how to let each event impact their life. Luke had made a decision to keep a woman away from a life filled with pain and torment, and as a result, he made the decision to be honorably discharged from his dream job. Then, instead of pissing and moaning about it, he accepted the first law enforcement position he could, and started over.


    And he made the decision to come back to her, tonight.


    He fiddled with the lace on his boot, and she could tell he wanted to change the subject.


    “Thank you for the food.”


    “Not as good as a dozen roses.”


    Dozen roses—Paul’s roses.


    “Depends on who the roses are from, I guess.”


    “Who’s this Paul guy?”


    “A friend.”


    “Wouldn’t happen to be the assistant district attorney would it?” He sipped his beer.


    “How did you know that?”


    “Met him a few times, and I actually just randomly ran into him and put two-and-two together.”


    She frowned. “At one-thirty in the morning?”


    “Yep.”


    “That’s odd. I know he works late, though, frequently.”


    A second passed by. “So, just a friend, huh?”


    “Yes.”


    “A friend doesn’t send a dozen red roses, Scar.”


    “Okay, fine… a friend with a crush.”


    He looked at her, his gaze penetrating. “A mutual crush?”


    She cocked an eyebrow, leaned forward. “Jealous?”


    He leaned forward, inches from her face. His eyes locked on hers and in a low, deep voice, he said, “What if I was?”


    She felt her pulse pick up as she stared into his deep brown eyes. “Then you should show up with two dozen red roses next time, Officer West.”


    He grinned and leaned into her neck. His warm breath just below her ear sent goosebumps flying across her skin.


    He whispered, “I can do better than that.”


    Her heart skipped a beat. She froze, anticipating what would happen next. A fresh round of goosebumps tickled her as he softly kissed her neck. Her heart began to pound.


    He swept his hand through her hair, lightly gripping the back of her head and looked into her eyes, with an intensity, a passion, that had butterflies erupting in her stomach.


    And then, he kissed her.


    Softly at first, until their tongues met.


    Fireworks exploded as she tilted her head, melting into his kiss. He gripped her hair, sending prickles across her scalp.


    Oh, my God.


    It was the best kiss she’d ever had in her life. Not too much, not too little, but more than that, was the chemistry making her weak in the knees. This was the feeling of chemistry—true chemistry.


    She shifted, angling herself toward him, wanting more. He must’ve taken that as her approval of what was happening between them because he wrapped his other hand around the side of her face, kissing her passionately, his thumb lightly sweeping across her cheek.


    She’d never been kissed like that before—with a man’s strong hands on her face. It put him in control, and that was sexy as hell. She felt the heat rise through her, a flush below—her body’s reaction to fire igniting between them.


    Suddenly, he pulled back and looked at her, his chest rising and falling heavily. He felt it, too.


    Excitement mixed with the emotions hurling through her body, and as if a magnet pulled her, she crushed her lips into his.


    That was it.


    No more wondering if the feeling was mutual, no more thinking, no more “what if’s.” Together, they tore off each other’s clothes, littering the small tent. He lowered her onto the sleeping bag. The golden glow of the lantern illuminated his perfectly chiseled body. Her eyes swept over him, in awe. He had wide, round shoulders and a muscled chest that faded down to a six-pack that she thought only existed in movies. Her gaze followed the perfect V that trailed down to his erection... also looking enhanced for the movies.


    With a twinkle in his eye, he looked at her body and said, “I didn’t think it was real… when I saw you naked.” He leaned down, licked her erect nipple and took it into his mouth. “You have the sexiest damn body I’ve ever seen in my life, Scarlett.”


    Scarlett.


    Her stomach danced as he lowered down on top of her, his lips meeting hers. Melting underneath him, she spread her legs for him, ready and wet.


    His tip swept over her opening as he kissed her, toying with her. Her body vibrated with anticipation, with need. Hunger. She felt like her heart was going to beat out of her chest. Kissing him harder, she wrapped her arms around his back, running her fingers across his tanned skin, when, finally, he slid inside her.

Her breath was taken away in an instant.

She tipped her head back and groaned, closing tightly around him, feeling the sweet pain as he filled every inch of her. Slowly pressing deeper, deeper, as if savoring the sensation that was taking over his body. He was in no hurry. And neither was she.


    “Scar,” he whispered in her ear, as he settled into her.


    She squeezed around him, feeling a connection, a perfect fit, that she’d never felt before. They locked eyes and her heart skipped a beat. Whatever was happening now between them couldn’t be taken away. There was no going back.


    He kissed her, again, as he slowly slid out, then back in. They moved together, rhythmically, under the moonlight, every sensory in her body peaking. Somewhere in the movement, the lantern was knocked over and the tent went pitch-black. She gazed up at the stars twinkling above her, more beautiful, brighter than she’d ever seen.


    She was getting close, so close, when he pulled out and edged down her body.

She inhaled deeply, her head spinning.


    His hands gripped her thighs and pressed them open, exposing her to him.


    Her heart raced.


    He pushed them open wider.


    She ran her fingers through his dark hair and watched the outline of his head lower into her.


    She gripped the edges of the sleeping bag as his mouth closed over her.


    Oh, my…


    His tongue slid over her clit, lightly circling, and tingles spread over the delicate skin. She began to pulsate, getting hotter with each stroke of his tongue. She squirmed, pulled at the sleeping bag, arching her back, the sensation building and building.


    But that's not what she wanted. That wasn't how she wanted it. She wanted to feel him release with her.

“Luke,” she whispered. “Come here.”


    He lifted his head.

“Come here.”

Fire sparked in his eyes as he crawled on top of her, and this time, plunged into her.


    Aggressively.


    Yes.


    She dug her fingernails into his back and thrust her hips forward.


    In and out, harder, faster, faster, faster. Her clit tingled against the friction of his soft hair.


    Holding her breath, her muscles tensed and the orgasm exploded through her, the wetness sliding over him. He breathed, “Oh, my God,” as she felt the warmth of him release inside her.

“Scarlett,” he whispered in her ear, his voice weak with exhaustion. Still deep inside her, he looked into her eyes, stroking the top of her head. A knot caught in her throat as she gazed back—her body was overwhelmed with sensation, her heart, with emotion. He kissed her forehead, then settled next to her.


    Dazed and breathless, she stared at the stars above, inhaling, exhaling, trying to ease her racing heart.

He did the same.


    After a moment, she felt his stare, and looked over as he propped up on his elbow, gazing at her. He softly traced his thumb along her lower lip, leaned forward and kissed her lightly. His eyes filled with emotion as she stared back at him.


    He whispered, “I think I know why I’m here now.”


    The comment took her breath away.


    She smiled and kissed him.


     


    Yes, everything happens for a reason.

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    5:23 a.m.


    Beep, beep.


    Scar jerked awake at the sound of a new text message on her phone. Her eyes darted around the dark tent and landed on the hunk of man sleeping soundly next to her.


    Oh. My. God.


    For a moment, she stared at him as the events from just a few hours earlier replayed in her head. Heat began to rise, remembering how good—incredible—it’d felt to be with him. She watched him breathe as if making sure it wasn’t all a dream.


    Beep, beep.


    She sat up, quietly fumbled through her bag and pulled out her cell phone.


    One new text from Ace—


     


    Just confirmed: Walter Thorne purchased a white van at a used car lot just outside of Tanksville, two days after he was released. Will let you know as soon as I get more info.


     


    Her mouth dropped open. She felt movement beside her.


    “What is it?” Luke sat up. “Everything okay?”


    Wide-eyed, she turned to him. “Ace just verified that Walter bought a white van two days after he was released from prison.”


    Luke straightened. “The same day someone saw a girl get pulled into a white van at the park.” His voice instantly alert.


    “Oh, my God, Luke. It was her. He took her. He has Athena.”


    He pulled on his T-shirt. “This is plenty to issue a BOLO on him. I’ve got to get to the station.”


    Her mind reeling, she said, “Could he have shot Maddie, too?”


    “We know the guy was at a damn shooting range at some point after he got released.” He slid into his jacket and checked his phone. “Step one is to find the son of a bitch and bring him in for questioning.” He clicked off the phone and slid it into his pocket. “Are you going to meet up with the girls?”


    She bit her lower lip, ignoring the question. “Jax. He’s the damn missing link in all this. We’ve got to find him.” She grabbed her sweatshirt. “Anything from Zander?”


    “Not since late last night.”


    “Jax never showed up at Maddie’s house?”


    “Nope.”


    “I’ll look for him. You go get Walter.”


    He nodded, paused, and turned her chin to face him. He smiled and kissed her softly on the lips.


    Her heart skipped a beat—a common side-effect this man was having on her.


    He winked, then pulled on his boots. “Keep your phone on you. I’ll be in touch soon.” He stood, and pulled her up, too. His gaze trailed down to her bare legs. “Wanna go for round two?”


    She laughed and slapped his arm. “No. We’ve got to get moving.”


    He smiled. “Later, then.”


    She smiled and nodded. “Yes, definitely.”


    He kissed her forehead, flashed her one more smile, and ducked out of the tent.


     


    Thirty minutes later, Scar slid into her backpack, slung her bag over her shoulder and took one last glance around to make sure she didn’t leave anything behind. The dimmest glow of dawn was just beginning to light the woods, and a thin fog rested on Devil’s Lake below.


    She stepped into the woods just as her phone rang.


    “Scarlett.”


    “Scar, it’s Max.”


    “Hey, Max. Look at you, up before six. Did you get the can and jean jacket?”


    “I haven't been to sleep, yet. Yes, Ace dropped them off late last night saying it was for you, and that it needed to be scanned ASAP.”


    “Yes, that’s right.”


    “He also paid me double, but I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you that.”


    She smiled. “I’ll get the statement.”


    He laughed. “I figured. Anyway, thanks to the staff I’m paying overtime due to all the dead bodies that have been stacking up in Devil’s Den lately, I’ve already got your first round of results. Remember, this is just the basics; physical attributes. It will take some time to trace the actual DNA to get you a name.”


    She stopped in her tracks. “I understand. Okay, give me what you’ve got so far.”


    “First the can. There are two sets of DNA—


    Two different shades of lipsticks.


    “The first is female, estimated to be between sixteen and twenty-one years of age, blonde, with brown eyes.”


    Maddie Potter.


    He continued, “The second is female, black hair, blue eyes. Estimated to be between the same age range.”


    A zing of excitement shot through her—Athena Thorne.


    “That’s great, Max. Now the jean jacket…”


    “This one is interesting…”


    “Yeah?”


    “Yeah. I pulled a strand of long black hair from it and compared it to the DNA on the beer can, and not surprisingly, it matched.”


    “So the owner of the jacket is the same person who drank the beer.”


    “Right, but there’s more. I also pulled a short piece of auburn-colored hair off the jacket and scanned it as well.”


    Her pulse picked up.


    “And, I’ll be damned, it’s an exact match to the black-haired DNA.”


    She frowned. “Wait… so both the auburn hair and black hair matches the DNA on the can?”


    “Yes.”


    “Are you saying it’s the same person?”


    “Exactly.”


    She squeezed her face in confusion. What the hell?


    Max continued, “Best bet is that whoever it is, cut her hair and dyed it auburn at some point.”


    Her eyes widened, and her stomach dropped to her feet.


    Short, auburn hair.


    She gazed into the woods, remembering the last time she’d seen someone with short, auburn hair—the boy leaving Clarence Holmes’s trailer, dropping off Maddie’s rent.


     


    Jax was Athena.

  


  
    CHAPTER 18


    A rush of adrenaline surged through her as Scar pivoted and switched directions.


    Jax was Athena.


    But, why? Why did Athena change her identity? More importantly, where the hell was she now? She had so many questions, and she knew a good place to start. Clarence Holmes’s trailer was about two miles west of the cliff if she remembered correctly. About a mile from Maddie’s house.


    Was it possible he knew Jax was really Athena?


    Regardless, his trailer was the last place she’d seen Jax—aka Athena—so she figured that was a good place to start looking and asking more questions.


    She was so close—so damn close to bringing Athena home and getting Fiona’s location.


    Excitement bubbled inside her.


    She pulled out her phone to call Luke when she heard her sisters’ voices just ahead.


    Shit. They’d probably just finished breakfast and were coming to check on her.


    She hunkered down, switched directions and slid behind a tree, then darted to another, and another, until she no longer heard them.


    She stopped, looked around and realized she’d gotten turned around.


    An eerie silence closed in around her. The fog had lifted from the lake below, settling in the woods, weaving around the trees like a snake slithering through the air. And it was getting thicker by the minute.


    Just then, she heard the rustle of leaves behind her.


    A chill ran up her spine.


    She slowly crouched down, hiding in the haze and pulled her Glock from her purse. She clicked her phone on silent and slid it into her pocket. The fog moved around her. She could feel its dampness on her cheeks.


    More rustling, and this time, the sound of footsteps, closer.


    Her heart started to race as she slid her finger over the trigger and looked in the direction of the noise.


    Through the dense fog, she saw the outline of someone, stealthily stepping through the thick brush—holding a gun.


    The person stalked past her, unaware of her presence and after waiting a beat, she began following.


    The minutes ticked by and the fog grew thicker, hampering visibility. She glanced up at the thick, grey clouds in the sky absorbing the light of the rising sun. It was an abnormally dark morning—not exactly the ideal scenario for sneaking behind someone through the woods.


    She gritted her teeth and pressed on.


    Who the hell was it?


    Walter, maybe? Clarence?


    Where were they going?


    And perhaps most alarmingly—why did the person have a gun?


    Finally, up ahead, the shadow stopped at a clearing.


    Recognition sparked as she looked around. She knew where she was. She’d been led to Maddie’s house.


    Holy shit.


    She crept closer as the figure stood still, between the trees, staring at the house.


    Waiting for something…


    She crept even closer, her heart pounding with each step. As she neared the silhouette, her eyes narrowed. The person was short. Very short.


    Definitely not Walter, or Clarence.


    A woman?


    What the hell?


    Her foot slid off a slick rock, causing her to stumble.


    She jumped behind a tree, held her breath and waited a few beats. She slowly peered around the thick trunk—


    The person was gone.

  


  
    CHAPTER 19


    6:30 a.m.


    Luke tossed his phone into the console and gripped the steering wheel. He’d just updated Zander, who was already up and headed to the station himself. Zander promised he’d get the ball rolling on getting a bulletin out about Walter Thorne, immediately.


    He frowned as he entered the two-lane highway that ran through the middle of town.


    He could understand Walter’s desire for revenge against his daughter, who was responsible for providing the evidence to lock him away, and even revenge against his wife, Ms. Thorne for not preventing it from happening. Perhaps he burned down the library hoping she was inside.


    Hell, they all knew he had anger issues.


    But what he didn’t understand was, why kill Maddie? How did she fit into this?


    His thoughts trailed to his brief interview with her mother, Clara Potter, and the odd behavior she’d exhibited.


    Why didn’t she ask a single thing about her daughter’s death? It had bothered him since they'd left her house.

He chewed on his bottom lip in deep thought.


    Up ahead, he saw a sign that read Den Cross Church.


    He braked—wasn’t that the name of the church Clara said she’d taken Maddie?


    The side door of the church opened, and a woman carrying a stack of boxes walked out. He whipped his truck into the parking lot, parked, and got it.


    “Here, let me help you.”


    From behind red wide-rimmed frames, the woman looked up. “Oh, Officer West, good morning and thank you.” Her voice shook as she spoke.


    He didn’t recognize her, but apparently, she did him.


    He took the boxes from her hands. “They’ve put you to work, huh?”


    She slowly stepped off the sidewalk onto the parking lot. “It’s my honor. I volunteer here every day. We’re cooking breakfast for the homeless this morning.” She looked at him. “You don’t remember me, but you pulled me out of a ditch during the last snowstorm we had.”


    He searched his memory.


    “At four-thirty in the morning.”


    Ah, yes. He definitely remembered that little ice-cold adventure. She’d driven right off the road into a steep ravine. It was a miracle that the worst thing that had happened to her was a spilled coffee. Only lukewarm, thank God. They’d had to suspend the damn boat-sized sedan to pull it out. It’d taken all morning, and he swore he’d gotten a touch of frostbite on his toes. He still didn’t have feeling in the left big one.


    She continued, “I owe you for that. You’re such a wonderful boy.”


    He smiled—boy.


    “Mrs. Graham, if you don’t remember.”


    “Yes, I remember, Mrs. Graham.”


    She led him to the same car he’d pulled from the ravine and popped the trunk. He set the boxes inside.


    “Mrs. Graham, do you know Maddie Potter, by chance?”


    She cocked her head, searching her memory. A solid ten seconds slid by. “Yes, Clara Potter’s daughter. Why do you ask?”


    “Do you remember seeing them last Sunday?”


    “I do. Clara handed out the morning’s bulletin. She’s here every Sunday. She volunteers, too, you know.”


    “Does she? How often?”


    “Almost every day, like me.”


    “You know her, then?”


    “Well, she keeps to herself, mainly. To keep the devil away, she says. Odd one, she is. I guess that’s to be expected,” she leaned forward and whispered, “with her condition and all.”


    “Condition?”


    “Oh yes, dear, haven’t you heard? She’s got paranoid personality disorder. Or, so they say.”


    His radar went off like lightning through him. “Does she?”


    “Oh, yes. On lots of meds. But I think she might be forgetting to take them because she keeps talking about this boy that moved in with her daughter. Really weird kid, up to no good, she says.”


    Jax.


    His eyes scanned the parking lot. “Is Clara Potter here right now?”


    Mrs. Graham frowned and looked around. “She stopped by about thirty minutes ago and dropped off some biscuits. Said she had something to do real quick and she’d be back within the hour.”


    His pulse picked up. Something to do.


    She continued, “You know she lives just around the block over there. Maybe I should go check on her…”


    “No, I’ll do it.” He was already reaching for his keys. “Thank you, Mrs. Graham, and stay to the left of the shoulder, ya hear?”


    Her boisterous laugh faded as he jogged to his truck. He pulled out of the parking lot and passed the road that led to Clara’s house.


    No, she wouldn’t be at home. His gut told him exactly where she’d gone.


    He grabbed his cell phone and dialed Scar’s number—no answer. A ball formed in his stomach. Why wasn’t she answering her phone?


    He pressed the gas, driving dangerously fast through the windy, mountain roads. As he drew closer to the dirt road that led to Maddie’s house, a dense fog engulfed him.


    The hair on the back of his neck prickled.


    Something was wrong.


    Something was very wrong.

  


  
    CHAPTER 20


    Shit, shit, shit. Where the hell did she go?


    Scar scanned the foggy woods around her, searching for any movement and listening for any sounds—nothing. The world was silent, not even a bird chirping or a squirrel scurrying through the trees above. She squinted, trying to make out the blurry shapes around her, barely visible through the thick fog.


    With her gun gripped in her hand, she slowly stepped away from the tree and made her way to the edge of the clearing. No figure, no movement, no lights, nothing.


    She glanced over her shoulder, took a deep breath and stepped into the clearing—out in the open. She immediately felt vulnerable, exposed.


    She crouched, keeping her senses heightened. If she could make it to the truck, she’d have some cover, at least.


    Her heart thrummed in her chest. Okay, one, two, three…


    She straightened and took off in a sprint, when—


    Pop, pop, pop!


    A bullet whizzed past her, hitting the truck just a few feet in front of her. Glass shattered around her, exploding through the air.


    She lurched forward and dove to the ground, expecting to feel the heat of a bullet rip through her body. Her gun flew from her hand. Panic seized her. Had she been hit?!


    Just then, the front door of the house opened. She raised her head—


    “Athena, get down!”


    The young girl’s eyes rounded as she searched for the voice—


    Pop, pop!


    Scar watched Athena’s body fall to the ground.


    No!


    She pushed off the ground as movement beside her caught her eye. She whipped her head around just as Clara Potter burst from the woods.


    Clara Potter.


    She scrambled to the far side of the truck, desperately searching for her gun. Quick footsteps ascended on the truck.


    Oh, my God.


    She had nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. No gun. She looked around for any kind of weapon to defend herself, until she heard movement behind her—right behind her.

Fear ran like acid over her skin.


    Scar slowly turned to see Clara, trembling like a leaf, with a gun pointed directly in-between Scar's eyes.


    “Stop, Clara, don’t do it.”


    Tears poured from the woman’s eyes, black mascara streaks ran down her pale face. Her eyes were wild, feral. A look Scar had seen before—and it never ended well.


    Her heart skipped violently in her chest. Talk Scar, talk.


    “Clara. Don’t. This is enough. It’s over.”


    The look in Clara’s eyes had alarms exploding in Scar’s head—an instinct. This woman wasn’t right.


    She focused on the gun in her shaky hand as Clara gripped it harder. “Don't...”


    Clara’s finger began to squeeze the trigger.

“Clara, no!” She lunged for the gun when—


    Pop!


    The woman’s body flew backward like a rag doll and tumbled to the ground.


    “Scar!”


    She spun on her heel to see Luke, gun in hand, barreling across the yard.


    “Are you okay?” His eyes frantically scanned her body.


    Breathless, she said, “Yes, yes…” She looked toward the front door of the house. “Athena!” She jumped over Clara’s lifeless body, sprinted to the house and fell to her knees beside Athena.


    “Are you okay, Athena, are you okay?”


    Athena opened her eyes, tears falling down her cheeks, soaking her shaggy auburn hair. “I’m okay.”

Scar looked at the two bullet holes in the front door. Clara had missed Athena’s head by a half-inch.


    Relief flooded her as she grabbed the young girl’s hands. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


    Athena nodded, began sobbing, and fell into Scar’s arms.


    She looked up at Luke, tears welling in her eyes. “She’s okay,” she whispered. “She’s going to be okay.”


    He nodded, his eyes filled with emotion, and stroked the back of her hair as she held Athena. He leaned forward, kissed her head, lingering for a moment before pulling away. “I’ve got to make some calls. You’re okay, right? You promise me you’re okay?”


    She nodded. As he turned, she called his name. “Luke?”


    He turned back.


    She nodded toward Clara and the bullet Luke had put in her chest, saving Scar’s life by a split-second. “Thank you.” Her voice cracked. “You saved my life.”


    He nodded, his steely eyes staring at her with a look that had her stomach fluttering. He opened his mouth to say something but stopped. Instead, he nodded, turned and pressed his phone to his ear.


     


    Two hours later, Scar drove down the pothole-ridden driveway of Ms. Thorne’s house. The fog had lifted, but the heavy cloud cover remained, making a gloomy morning. Rain scented the air.


    She rolled to a stop and took a deep breath—one last thing to do and then this nightmare would be over.


    Not ten minutes after Luke had saved her life, the cavalry arrived, sirens blaring. She’d insisted on staying with Athena until the girl stopped crying and calmed. Over the course of the next hour, Athena told the story of Walter, her father, calling her repeatedly after being released from jail, trying to see her. After many denied requests, he became angry and began following her. Two weeks ago, she was walking home from school through the park, where he pulled her into his white van.


    Athena was the girl that was kidnapped that day.


    However, Athena’s God-given strength shined through and three stoplights down the road, she escaped from the van, ran to the nearest drug store, purchased a box of red hair dye and changed her identity. Afraid to go to the police, or to her house, where she assumed her father had gone, she’d slept in her car by Hell’s Cove for several days before meeting Maddie Potter, who offered her a place to stay for a while. She hid her car deep in the woods behind the house and assumed the identity of Jax Smith until she could figure out what the hell to do with her life.


    She believed that Walter was at the library that evening, looking for her. But Athena had her doubts that he'd started the fire, which was in line with what Chief Cage had discovered during his investigation—nothing. As of that moment, there was no official cause of the library fire. Another mysterious fire in Devil's Den.

After coming back from dropping off rent at Clarence's house, Athena saw the chaos from the woods and sneaked away, scared she'd be taken back to her mother and father. She stayed the night in the woods, where she found three bullet casings. After Luke compared the casings to the gun in Clara Potter's hands, he felt confident they were from the same gun. But one big question still remained—why did Clara kill her daughter? And why was Jax—Athena—next?


    An hour later, after being comforted by Scar, Athena bravely agreed to go with Luke to the station to tell her story on tape and ensure that Walter never saw the light of day again. Luke had Zander bring Scar's Jeep over from Hell’s Cove, and after making her promise she’d call him as soon as she met with Thorne, she left the scene, while Luke and Zander headed to Clara's house, hoping to find some answers.


    And after one super-quick—and covert—stop at Clarence Holmes's trailer on the way, she was finally at Ms. Thorne's house to deliver her end of the deal.


    She turned off the engine as the ball of fur next to her released an excited whine.


    She smiled, stroked the Rottweiler/Pit mix’s massive head. “I’ll be right back buddy, okay? Just a few more things to do before I show you your new digs. I’ve got a fenced-in backyard almost the size of your head.”


    The dog licked her face, his stubby tail wagging wildly.


    She smiled. “How do you feel about a name change, Snots?”


    Another lick.


    “Sunny. I like Sunny.” She grabbed her bag. “Be right back, Sunny.”


    Her hand slid over the Glock in her bag as she clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes. She stepped up to the old, wooden front door and knocked.


    Adrenaline had her pulse pounding, and she felt for her gun, again. What if Thorne didn’t keep up her end of the deal?


    Another knock.


    Finally, the door cracked open and the same evil, bloodshot eye from the night before peeked through.


    “Let me in, Thorne.”


    A hairy eyebrow raised, and the door opened.


    She stepped inside, pushing past the old woman. “Where’s Fiona?”


    Thorne narrowed her eyes, looking Scar up and down. “Where’s my daughter?”


    “At the police station downtown—safe. She has a hell of a story to tell you.”


    “Prove it.”


    “I thought you’d say that.” She pulled out her phone, and after a quick exchange with Luke, she switched to a live video mode that showed Athena devouring a hot breakfast, courtesy of Gollum’s Grill.


    For a moment—a split-second—Scar saw relief flash in the woman’s beady eyes. And in that split-second, Scar saw goodness in Ms. Thorne. It was there, buried deep, deep inside.


    “She changed her hair.”


    “Like I said, she’s got a hell of a story to tell you.” She slid the phone into her pocket. “Where’s Fiona?”


    Thorne cast a wary look out the front window. She grabbed Scar's arm and pulled her into the shadows.


    In a low, quick voice, she said, “There’s a deep ravine, five miles past Hell’s Cove. There’s an old hunter’s road, barely visible, that will take you there.”


    “She’s there? In the ravine?”


    Thorne’s eyes darted around from window to window. “Yes,” she whispered.

Scar's heart pounded. “Krestel took her, didn't she?”

The slightest nod in response.

“And set the library on fire to cover her tracks.”

Thorne's lips pressed together and she nodded, again. The woman was terrified. Terrified of Krestel.


    Scar stared at her for a moment, almost awestruck that the witch had kept up her end of the deal. “You can pick your daughter up in an hour. She’s scared, Thorne. She needs a safe place. She needs love.”


    Ms. Thorne looked down.


    She put her hand on the librarian’s shoulder. “It’s never too late to start over. To make things right.” Scar turned, and over her shoulder said, “Might be time to rethink being a member of an evil coven, Thorne.”


    A second passed. “Oh, honey, there’s nothing to rethink.” She looked up, her fear palpable. “None of us can escape.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 21


    With Sunny buckled-in at her side, and Luke on the phone, Scar barreled down the dirt road—if you could call it that—that led to the only deep ravine she knew of that was within five miles of Hell’s Cove.


    “We’re still combing Clara’s house, but really, we’ve got everything we need so far. Everything we needed was written in a diary she kept by the bed. And let me tell you… I felt like I needed to walk through a church and cleanse my soul after reading it. Creepy-ass shit.”


    Scar shook her head. “So let me get this straight—Clara, who has severe paranoid personality disorder, has spent her entire life thinking someone was out to kill her and her daughter, Maddie.”


    “Right. According to her medicine cabinet, she’s been medicated for decades, but doesn’t seem to take them regularly.”


    Scar nodded. “That’s not uncommon with mental illness. There’s triggers that make it worse, and in this case, it was Maddie moving out.”


    “Right. She totally lost it, worrying day and night that something was going to happen to her and her daughter. She even had packed a suitcase that she kept next to the front door to escape if needed.”


    “Wow.”


    “And when a stranger, Jax, aka Athena, moved in with her daughter, Clara now had a person to place all that paranoia on. So after a week of the worrying building, building, building, she takes a gun, with the intentions to kill the 'weird' boy that she was so sure was going to hurt her daughter. And as bad luck would have it, Maddie had tied her hair back and grabbed one of Athena’s, or Jax’s, baseball caps for a quick grocery run last night. The moment she stepped out the door, Clara shot her, thinking it was Jax.”


    “Oh, my God, Luke, I just can't believe it. She killed her daughter. That’s why she didn’t ask a single question about her daughter’s death when we visited—because she did it. Accidentally. She didn’t need to ask because she knew exactly what happened.”


    “Exactly. But she didn’t realize she’d killed the wrong person until we told her. That’s why she was so shocked at first. Then, she went back hours later to finish the job and kill Jax, or Athena, who she blamed for her mistake, of course.” 


    She felt sick. “You're still searching her house?”


    “Yes.”


    “What was in that chest that she kept eyeing?”


    “Ah, yes. I almost forgot to tell you—four pistols, loaded, and one empty handgun case that matches the gun that was in her hand when she almost shot you. And if I have to guess, the bullets pulled from Maddie’s body during the autopsy will also match that gun.”


    “Wow. This is just… what a horrible, horrible thing.” She paused, giving herself a second to allow everything to sink in. “What about Walter?”


    “Just rolled him up at a sleazy hotel on the outskirts of town. Hunter started calling the few hotels in the area asking if someone with a white van had checked in recently, and bingo, it was the third place he called.”


    “Thank God. How’s Athena?”


    “Surprisingly well. Seems to be relieved her dad will be locked away for life. Must’ve been a hell of a childhood for her. She’s a strong one.”


    “Is Ms. Thorne there?”


    “She just called; she’s on her way. Athena says she’s looking forward to seeing her mom, hoping that Walter being gone forever now will help their relationship. She wanted me to thank you, for everything… You’re an incredible woman, Scar.”


    She smiled.


    “And this whole thing is about to be over. How close are you to the ravine?”


    “Close. A few minutes.”


    “Good. I’ll be on standby, ready to get you whatever you need. She’ll be there, Scar. I know it. Everything’s going to be okay. By the way, what’s that random whining I keep hearing in the background?”


    She smirked and glanced at Sunny. “Uh…”


    “You stole Snots, didn't you?”


    “Well…”


    “You know that’s theft, right?”


    She cocked an eyebrow. “You gonna take me in, Officer West?”


    He laughed. “You bet, with handcuffs this time. And maybe my nightstick for good measure.”


    “Sounds kinky. I’m in.”


    He chuckled. “Hey, I know you’ll have your hands full today, but can I see you? Just for a bit? Maybe I can swing by the office.”


    She smiled. Regardless of what the day would bring, she wanted him by her side. He’d become like a security blanket. For a change, he soothed her. Like the little pink blanket her mom had knitted for her decades ago, she didn’t want to let him go.


    “Yes, I’d like to see you.”


    “Good.” She heard him take a breath. “Scar… I… fuck.” He paused and her heart started beating faster in anticipation for what he was about to say. “I almost said it when we were just at Maddie’s… but I didn’t. I know it’s crazy, Scar, but you’re the reason I’m here. I know it. All roads led me here, to Devil’s Den, to you. To be with you. I... want you to be mine. Not Paul's, not any other guy that's desperate to be with you. I'll give you all the red roses you want, hell, I'll plant miles and miles of rose bushes for you. I'm crazy about you, Scar. And I'm not letting that go.”


    She blinked the tears threatening to wet her eyes. “Miles of rose bushes, huh?”

“An entire freaking football field. And all the Gollum's Grill bacon cheeseburgers you can eat.”

She laughed and took a deep breath. “I haven't wanted you to leave my side since you pulled a gun on me in the woods... Luke, I want to be with you, too. I don't want to have whatever's happening between us slip away. I want to see where this thing goes. I'm feeling everything you are, Luke.”


    She heard him exhale. “I’m smiling, really big, in case you didn’t know.”


    She laughed. “Thanks for the play by play.”


    “Okay, now that’s out of the way, go get your girl. Call me as soon as you do.”


    “I will. Talk soon, okay?”

“Very soon.”

She tossed the phone in the console and exhaled loudly.


    She laughed and shook her head—what a night. It had been the craziest twenty-four hours of her life, starting out with panic thinking Fiona was burning to death in the library, to now, Officer Luke West telling her that he was crazy about her. And the kicker of it all? She was head-over-heels, weak-in-the-knees crazy for him, too.

Now, she just had to get Fiona.


    She looked up at the sky. The clouds had thickened during the short drive, promising rain. She’d almost missed the old hunter’s road, barely visible from the main road that led to the Cove. She had to use four-wheel drive just to get onto it.


    Her Jeep bounced over the ruts, the grass swishing below the bottom as she flew over it.


    Her thumbs pounded the steering wheel repetitively, a feeble attempt to release the adrenaline vibrating through her body.


    Her stomach was in knots.


    Would Fiona really be there? And if so, is she alive?


    She wouldn’t put a thing past Krestel, Thorne, or any witch for that matter.


    She took a deep breath. God, if she could just shut her eyes and zap herself there.


    Come on, come on.


    Sprinkles of rain dotted her windshield.


    Great.


    She took a sharp corner in the road and finally, the rocky cliff that marked the ravine came into view. She pressed the gas, flying over the thick brush, and slammed the brakes, skidding to a stop less than two feet from the drop-off.


    She pressed the emergency brake, unbuckled Sunny and jumped out. Rain wet her face as she jogged to the edge.


    “Fiona?”


    She looked down. Grey, jagged, pointy rocks speckled the ravine below her. A small stream ran through the middle. There was no grass, no trees, no Fiona.


    She grabbed her gun from the Jeep and began jogging along the edge, stopping and yelling for her Black Rose sister every few yards. Sunny ran ahead, sniffing wildly as if he knew they were on a life or death search for his new sister.


    The rain picked up, pelting her head and shoulders.


    Just then, up ahead, frantic barking.


    Her heart skipped a beat. She pushed into a sprint until the dog came into view.


    She slowed and looked down.


    “Fi?!”


    Suddenly, movement below caught her eye.


    “Fiona?!”


    … “Scar!”


    Relief exploded inside her. “Fiona!” She fell to her knees, peering over the side of the cliff. “Are you okay?”


    “… what the fuck do you think?!”


    She laughed maniacally.


    Holy shit. She was okay. Fi was okay. Or at least okay enough to deliver a smartass response. But knowing Fi, she could very possibly be missing an arm and have five broken bones for all Scar knew. Fiona was one tough woman.


    “Stay right there! I’m coming down!”


    She pushed off the rock, sprinted to her Jeep, grabbed a rope and ran back. After securing it to a tree, she began to descend.


    Rain poured down her face.


    Inch by inch she lowered. Her foot hit a rock jetting out from the side. She released her weight and glanced down.


    Twenty feet below stood Fiona, staring up at her, with scratches all over her face and deep circles under her eyes. Her hair was clumped in muddy knots. She was barefoot, covered head-to-toe in dirt, and what little clothes she had on were ripped to shreds.


    Rage flooded Scar’s veins. Fiona was alive, but she’d been through hell.


    She frowned as her gaze trailed down Fiona’s arm to her blood-covered hand—where secured in a death-grip was a faded, crumpled piece of paper.




With a pentagram inked in the corner.
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    If you enjoyed Evil Eye, please write a review!
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