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    CHAPTER 1


    Roxy squeezed her eyes shut as the ringing in her ears reached a fever pitch. A wave of nausea washed over her, and she suddenly became aware of the pain radiating through her body. An aching, throbbing pain, from her freshly-painted toenails to the headache pulsating in her temples.


    She blinked, trying to make sense of the world spinning around her.


    She was flat on her back, on the ground… in the grass. The grass?


    What the hell just happened?


    An explosion.


    She felt a trickle of blood run down her cheek as she rolled to her side, broken glass and twigs crunching underneath her.


    Her eyes shot open. Oh, my God—the girls. My sisters.


    Panic seized her, and she surged to her feet.


    Her gaze frantically darted around from the six bodies sprawled out on the lawn, surrounded by shattered glass, shards of wood, chairs, and papers. Papers from the meeting they had been in the middle of before their house exploded next to them.


    My sisters. Oh, God.


    She lunged forward, feeling a zing of pain shoot up her back. But she didn’t care. Hell, she barely even noticed. At that second, nothing else around her mattered. Not the flames, the scorching heat, the house.


    The image of her mother—their mother—flashed in her head as she sprinted toward her sisters. The image of the last time she’d embraced her parents, right before she’d turned to her sobbing sisters, and promised that she would take care of them while mommy and daddy were on vacation. Little did she know that was the last time she would ever see them.


    Little did she know that the promise she’d made to her sisters that day would last a lifetime.


    “Scar, Dixie, are you okay?” Her pulse pounded as she looked them over.


    Dixie groaned and rolled over as Scar sat up and gaped at the flames flicking through the windows of what used to be the kitchen. Black smoke barreled out of the old stone mansion—the home of their company, Black Rose Investigations.


    She fell to her knees.


    “Are you guys okay?”


    Dixie gritted her teeth and nodded. “Yeah. Son of a bitch.”


    Scar wiped the blood from her cheek. “Well, I’m bleeding, I guess.” She said it calmly, as if a casual, informative statement, rather than a cause for concern, which was true to form from the hippie, free-spirited sister.


    Relief overcame her, and a smirk almost crossed her lips—almost. That was one thing about the Knight sisters—each were exceptionally strong, tough women, who had taken their fair share of cuts and bruises over the years. They were no babies, no whiners, no wimps, which was perhaps why they’d turned Black Rose into one of the most prestigious private investigation companies in the country.


    Her relief was only temporary. Seeing her sisters bloody, bruised, and in pain made her blood boil.


    She took a deep inhale. Not right now, Roxy. Assess, then act. She leaned in, looking closely at Scar. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


    “Yeah, nothing that a few shots of whiskey can’t fix. You okay? You’ve got a cut on your cheek.”


    She took a quick mental inventory of herself—legs, check, arms, check, head, check. Yep, she was good. Other than the lightning shooting through her lower back.


    “Yes, I’m good.” She lightly trailed her finger along the nasty cut above her youngest sister’s eye. “It’s not deep. Probably from a piece of glass.” She turned to Dixie and grimaced at the knot already beginning to form under her right eye. Something had nailed her—nailed her hard. She’d have a black-eye for days, weeks, maybe. But they were okay. They were still in one piece. They were still alive.


    What about everyone else? Her sisters weren’t the only members of the Black Rose team that flew off the patio—there were four others that she loved just as much.


    She took one last look at Scar and Dixie, then turned to see her assistant, Fiona, stumbling across the grass in her one-remaining six-inch heel, her long honey-colored hair sticking out wildly from all sides of her head.


    “You okay?”


    “Yeah.” She gripped her chest, which had been blessed with a natural D-cup. “Yep, Tanya and Tucker are still here. Hell, I’ve taken harder hits than that at the academy. Now… I just need to find my other Louboutin.”


    Roxy snorted a laugh. Born and raised in Italy, Fiona moved to the States with her father at the age of fourteen, with a single suitcase and a dream to be in the FBI, which she achieved until Black Rose Investigations came knocking on her door. She was tough, witty, and freakishly strong for her tiny frame. Her biggest asset—aside from her chest, of course—and her biggest weakness were one in the same, she was completely and utterly fearless.


    Fiona spotted her shoe in a nearby bush. “There it is. Okay, I’m good.” She blew out a breath and put her hands on her curvy hips. “What. The. Fuck.”


    “Well, Fiona, that’s what you call a massive explosion.” Ace Zedler, the office manager, super-genius, and super-smartass stepped over with Harley, Scar’s assistant, whose hair was speckled with sticks and shattered glass.


    Fiona turned and looked at Ace, who looked abnormally put-together considering they’d just been blown ten feet into the air. “Do you have to be a smartass every second of your damn life, Ace? Jesus, we just about got blown to pieces.”


    Ignoring the impending sparring match, Roxy looked Ace and Harley over. “You both okay?”


    Harley nodded and gave Ace the side-eye.


    He raised his eyebrows. “What? No thank you? No thanks for saving my life?”


    Harley rolled her eyes. “Please. You threw yourself on top of me.”


    “Exactly! And saved your life!”


    “About ten seconds after the explosion, Ace.”


    He grinned and squared his muscular shoulders. “Just covering all the bases.”


    “Yeah, second base.” She shook her curly brown hair. “I don’t even want to know how many women you’ve thrown yourself on top of,” she wagged air-quotes with her fingers, “to save their life.”


    Raven limped up and quipped, “How many women are in Devil’s Den?”


    “That’s enough, guys.”


    The team turned to see Roxy, staring at the blazing fire ahead of her—a fire almost as intense as the one raging in her eyes. Her jaw was set, her fists clenched, her body tensed from head to toe.


    The team followed her gaze, turned, and stood in a straight line, silently staring at the burning mansion.


    The creeping fig vines that climbed the grey stones withered against the blistering heat. The gargoyles perched on the corners of the castle-like estate looked down onto the flames, their angry faces seeming to grimace more than usual.


    The realization of what had just happened began to sink in, leaving them awestruck.


    Black Rose Investigations was burning.


    Ace stepped away. “I’ll call the police.”


    Roxy nodded, her eyes remaining locked on the house.


    Finally, Scar whispered, “Did you see it?”


    Roxy narrowed her eyes, feeling the hot tingle of anger rush through her system. “Yes. I saw it.” She tilted her head up to the bright blue sky where just seconds after the explosion, the letter K had formed in the black, swirling smoke.


    Krestel.


    Krestel. The infamous witch of the Great Shadow Mountains.


    “They’re on their way.” Ace slid his phone into his pocket and turned to Roxy, with a hint of fear reflecting in his usually confident, brown eyes. “I told you guys… she’s cursed us. We’re cursed.”


    Roxy inhaled, trying to ease the fury burning inside her. Although she didn’t respond, her expression said it all.


    Nobody fucks with the sisters of Black Rose Investigations.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    Sirens screamed through the air as Roxy picked up a shard of glass from the ground. A fire truck, followed by two police cars sped down the long, rock driveway and around to the back of the house.


    She took a deep breath, straightened her back and began walking across the yard.


    Police Lieutenant Zander Stone, a close family friend, jumped out of the first squad car and jogged across the lawn. His eyes immediately locked on Raven in the distance, whose heart he’d won after saving her life while working a particularly gruesome case days earlier.


    His gaze shifted to Roxy. “She okay?”


    Roxy nodded. “Yes, we’re all fine,” she said just as an ambulance parked behind the fire truck.


    Raven ran over, and a split-second of jealousy surprised Roxy as she watched Raven and Zander embrace and kiss, soaking in the comfort that only true love could provide.


    Zander pulled away. “Tell me everything.”


    As Raven rambled out the story of what happened, Roxy watched the scene unfold around her.


    It was chaos—people shouting and scattering like ants across the yard, vehicles unloading equipment, medics rushing toward them. Total chaos.


    For a moment, it was as if she'd stepped outside her body.

A warm breeze carrying the sharp scent of smoke swept through her long, black hair, sending blades of grass tumbling to the ground.


    Green grass. Spring was coming. A time of new life, renewal. Not a time of destruction and loss.


    Her gaze shifted to a man—he had to be at least six-foot-three—jumping out of the fire truck as the other firemen scrambled to pull the hose to the house. He shouted orders at the men, his low, deep voice oozing with authority. He wore a grey DDFD T-shirt, which pulled tightly across his muscular chest and shoulders, khaki tactical pants, and scuffed boots.


    He turned and looked at the Black Rose team.


    “Everyone back, now.” He spread his arms and motioned the team to move farther away from the house and come together in a group on the hill. His gaze landed on Roxy, and he began to make his way up the hillside.


    Their eyes locked and she watched him closely—he walked briskly, in strong, confident movements with his shoulders back and an intensity in his face that most might call intimidating. He was a massive, beast of a man.


    In all her years of being one of the top private investigators in the country, Roxy relied on her uncanny ability to correctly read people within seconds of meeting them. And walking her way was a secure, competent man. A man that didn’t take a lot of bullshit.


    It must be Chief Cage.


    Roxy had never met him, but had heard that he was new to Devil’s Den, moving to town just a year earlier to fill the chief position at the fire department. Although, that wasn’t the only thing she’d heard about him—according to every warm-blooded female in the small, country town, Weston Cage was the hottest thing to hit the South since Aqua Net.


    As he drew closer, his intense expression faded into concern and his steps quickened. He walked past Zander and Raven, straight to Roxy and frowned. “Miss Knight?”


    “Yes. Roxy. Chief Cage?”


    “Weston. Are you okay?”


    The blood—her cheek. Did it look that bad? Shit, was she okay?


    She swiped her cheek with the back of her hand. “I’m fine.”


    “Sure?”


    “Yes.”


    “Can you confirm that no one else is in the house?” He spoke quickly, with a sense of urgency in his voice, yet a tone that told her he was in control. He leaned in closer, just inches from her face, looking closely at the cut.


    “Yes, that’s right.” She could feel his breath on her cheek—apparently, this guy had no personal space issues. She did, so she looked down. “We were all outside having a team meeting.”


    He reached into his pocket and ripped the top off a small package. He raised his hand to her face, and she quickly took a step back.


    “Relax. It’s antiseptic. I’m going to get the dirt and debris off the cut.”


    “I’m not the one needing assistance. You need to—


    “Your friends are being taken care of, ma’am.” He lightly dabbed around her wound and took a quick glance at the broken beer bottles scattered across the lawn. “Must’ve been a long meeting.”


    She cocked her eyebrow. Fire chief… and chief smartass. She cleared her throat. “We were celebrating a case win.” Not that it was any of his business.


    The loud blast of water from the hose had her looking behind him.


    “The man who called said no one was injured, correct?” He softly wiped her face, then stepped back.


    She glanced over her shoulder at the medic who was tending to her team. She turned back. “Cuts and bruises, but everyone’s okay. We’re a tough bunch.”


    He stuffed the antiseptic wipe into a baggie and put it into his pocket. “I’ve heard. Any animals in the house?”


    She thought of the multiple dead black cats that Krestel had been leaving on their doorstep over the last few weeks. She wanted to say ‘none that are alive’, but decided against it. “No, no animals.”


    “When did the fire start?”


    “Less than ten minutes ago. Explosion, really.”


    “You’re lucky. The thick stone walls in this place will keep the fire from spreading. My boys will get it contained before you know it.” He glanced at the house where the flames were already beginning to die down. “What room is that?”


    “The kitchen.”


    “That’s where the fire started?”


    “Explosion, and, yes.”


    He sighed and nodded, as if to say ‘shocker’, and she felt an immediate rush of defensiveness. Before she could catch herself, she said, “And, no, we didn’t leave the oven on, or the stove, or a silk scarf too close to a fancy candle.”


    “I didn’t say that you did, Miss Knight.”


    “Roxy.”


    He stared at her for a moment with an expression she couldn’t quite read. “Any idea what could have caused it, then?”


    She took a deep breath and looked down.


    “Ma’am?”


    Her eyes met his. “Do you believe in witches, Weston?”


    He squeezed his eyebrows together, gawking at her as if she had three heads.


    Great—this should be interesting. If she knew anything about headstrong alpha males, which she’d already pegged him to be, it was that narrow-mindedness went hand in hand with their bulging biceps.


    As he opened his mouth to respond, two firemen jogged up. The young one turned to her, his flushed face almost as red as his hair, as the other gave the chief an update. “Miss Knight, I’m Jimmy Campbell. We’ve closed off the rest of the house, and should have the fire out in no time.”


    She exhaled. “Thank you. Once the fire is out, how long until we can go into the house?”


    Weston cut in. “We need to make sure it’s safe first, above all else. Then we’ll determine the extent of the damage, and the cause.” He paused and started to say something, but stopped.


    A snide witch comment, perhaps?


    Most definitely.


    He turned to the firemen. “Thanks, guys. I’ll be down there in a sec.” He looked at her. “Do you own the house?”


    “Yes. My sisters and me.”


    “Black Rose Investigations, right?”


    “That’s right.” The hose turned off, and her gaze shifted from the chaos around her house, to the sun beginning to set above the Great Shadow Mountains.


    As if reading her mind, he said, “It’s closing in on six o’clock, ma’am.”


    She shook her head and muttered, “I can’t believe this.” She shifted her weight, and pain like fire shot through her back—like a damn machete slicing her in half. Before she could hide it, she winced and folded forward.


    Weston quickly stepped forward and grabbed her arm. “You okay?”


    She put her hand on his arm and straightened, trying to hide the now excruciating pain hurling through her. “Yes, I’m fine. It’s just my back…”


    “You don’t look fine. Show me where it hurts.”


    She laughed a humorless laugh. “Everywhere.” She reached back. “But mainly this area.”


    “Can you rotate side to side? Keeping your hips facing forward?”


    She did—no pain.


    “Any tingling, hot sensation?”


    “No.”


    “Lean forward.”


    She did and winced.


    He nodded. “You pulled, or possibly tore your extensor muscle. Ice your back every two to three hours for a few days, then start heat treatment. Take ibuprofen for swelling, and if it’s not better in four or five days, go to the chiropractor. Dr. McNeal on the square is the best around.”


    “Thanks.” She realized she was still holding onto his arm. She dropped her hand and squared her shoulders. “I’ll be alright.”


    He seemed reluctant to let her go and before she could convince him that she didn’t need any help whatsoever, he’d already motioned the medic over to take a look at her.


    Just then, from a distance, “Chief Cage, can we see you for a moment?”


    He glanced over his shoulder, then looked back at Roxy as the medic walked up. “Who’s my main contact here?”


    “I am.”


    “Okay. I’ll let you know when you can go back into the house.” He pulled a small spiral notebook from his pocket and jotted down her number.


    As the medic began asking her questions, Weston locked eyes with her, lingering a moment before turning and jogging down the hill.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    After convincing everyone to go home and get some rest—and then waiting until they actually did—Roxy shivered as she walked across the driveway. The mild spring-like day had faded into a cool, crisp evening which would be the norm over the next few weeks until the season officially changed. Although, Devil's Den never seemed to stick to a traditional weather schedule.


    Nestled deep in the mountains, the small town was made up of steep cliffs, deep valleys, and soaring peaks. On one side of a mountain, the bright sunshine would warm the vast forest below, and the other side would be shaded, breezy, and cool. Unpredictable weather was part of living in the Great Shadow Mountains.


    Unpredictable weather and evil spirits.


    She slid into her car, snagging her new Louis Vuitton purse on the door as she sat.


    Dammit. She shook her head and laughed—what a way to cap off the damn evening. Not that it mattered. Her jeans were torn and covered in dirt. Her paisley silk blouse, stained beyond repair. Her shoes… her brand-new leather boots were scuffed to hell. Her long, black hair wobbled in a bun on top of her head after she’d hastily tied it up with a bread tie she'd found in the rubble. And her face, swollen, scratched and bruised. But that was nothing compared to the kitchen.


    Everything had been destroyed. Every single thing.


    It could have been worse, though. Much worse.


    She inserted the key into the ignition and paused, staring up at the house. Twilight sat on the horizon, with just enough light left to cast a dim blue glow across the mountains.


    Black smoke stained the grey stone walls around the kitchen windows, which had been covered haphazardly with plastic until they could order new ones. Tire tracks and ruts ran through the backyard where puddles of mud remained from the hoses. Debris covered the hillside.


    What a mess.


    The house was dark, thanks to the electricity that had been turned off, with only the light of a few lanterns that Weston, Jimmy Campbell, and Zander had while they did one last walkthrough before calling it an evening. Everyone had left except for them. And although she’d argued her ass off, Zander convinced her to leave, telling her that no good would come from her just sitting on the ground, in the dark, waiting for Chief Cage and his team to finish their work. She needed food and rest—that’s what he'd said, anyway. And after he promised that they would be back at first light to finish the job, she finally conceded.


    She took a deep breath, sank heavier into the seat, and closed her eyes.


    Another deep breath.


    She was beyond exhausted, and her body felt… well, like it had just been through an explosion.


    She started the engine, backed up, and slowly drove down the driveway of Black Rose Investigations. She glanced up at the oak trees that grew like a tunnel over the driveway, their leafless branches intertwining above her, looking even creepier than usual against the dim light.


    It would be dark soon.


    She paused at the end of the mailbox, hesitant to leave. She hated leaving the house the way it was. She wanted to fix it all, right that minute. Fix it so her sisters didn’t have to. Fix it so the team could focus on solving the dozens of cases they were working on, instead of worrying about explosions and witches.


    She pulled onto the road, and as she drove through the mountains, her worry and pain faded into anger.


    Krestel. The legendary witch of the Great Shadow Mountains. The witch that Dixie had stumbled upon, exposing her true identity. The witch that had escaped jail, almost killed Zander, and now, almost killed everyone she loved most in her life.


    She gripped the steering wheel as the rage began to take hold, feeling like a vibration through her body.


    Shaking from the inside out, she sped up—home, just get home. You’ll fix this like you always do.


    Growing up, Roxy was labeled the overachiever of the family. For better or worse, she pushed herself to be the best at everything, and luckily for her, the best came easily to her. She carried straight A’s in school and was the star player at every sport she attempted. She was highly respected by her friends and family, even at a young age. Roxy had a maturity well beyond her years, which oddly enough, made her feel like an outcast—until her father, former CIA agent turned private investigator, allowed her to work with him on one of his cases.


    She fell in love instantly.


    She was a born PI, through and through. Roxy had inherited her enchanting beauty from her mother and her deeply analytical mind from her father. She was able to put random pieces of a puzzle together that no one else could, which had served her very well in her career.


    Roxy was a ‘yes’ woman—yes, I can do that, yes, I’ll handle it, yes, give it to me, I’ll take care of it. Perhaps it was because she was the oldest, but she always felt the responsibility to take on more, to set an example for her sisters.


    You put way too much pressure on yourself, Roxy dear, her mom would say.


    Failure was not an option to Roxy. Any task that she was given, she completed in half the required time and excelled at the outcome. It wasn’t long before her sisters began to look up to her, admire her, and count on her.


    After their mother and father died in a tragic plane accident a decade earlier, Roxy seamlessly stepped into the role of "mother". And it was that day that Roxy hardened, so to speak. She took it upon herself to take care of everything, from the funeral, the multi-million-dollar estate, to the business, to her younger sisters.


    Always be in control. Never let them see you off your game. Never let them see you cry.


    She was, without question, the glue that held the Knight sisters together.


    And she was damn proud to do it.


    And now, an evil, cunning witch was trying to take it all from her.


    She felt her pulse spike and she gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. She pressed the gas—faster and faster.


    Her heart pounded.


    As she took a tight corner, the car fish-tailed and the steering wheel slid out of her hands.


    Her heart jumped into her throat. She slammed the brakes, slid to a stop and swallowed deeply.


    Holy. Shit.


    She looked at the steep cliff that hedged the right side of the road, then at the hundred-foot drop-off just feet from the shoulder, on the other side.


    Calm down, Roxy. Calm down.


    Air. She needed air.


    She rolled down the window and took a deep breath, then slowly accelerated.


    Get home, Roxy, just get home.


     


    Less than five minutes later, she rolled to a stop under the port cochere in front of her house. She smiled at the black Chevy parked alongside the trees in the distance. She grabbed her bag and grunted in pain as she got out of the car.


    Damn witch.


    Not surprisingly, the medic had strongly advised Roxy to go straight to the emergency room for an X-ray, but of course, she opted against it.


    Nothing that a stiff drink and a few ibuprofen couldn’t fix.


    She closed the car door and listened to the sounds of nature that surrounded her home—thousands of bugs chirping and buzzing, the rustle of leaves from the critters just beginning to make their nightly rounds, and in the distance, the sound of the lake lapping against the dock.


    She inhaled the musty scent of lakeshore as she walked up the stone steps. She pushed through the heavy front door and was welcomed by a much different smell—sizzling bacon.


    “Roxy?” Fiona poked her head out of the kitchen wearing an apron with the words sexy bitch in the kitch knitted across it. She’d cleaned up, pulled her hair into a loose ponytail, and was barefoot, a habit of hers when she needed to relax. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here… I’ve got dinner…” Her voice faded as she disappeared back into the kitchen.


    Roxy flung her bag on the shiny marble floor, and deciding to give in to the pain, limped across the expansive foyer. She smiled as she rounded the corner into the kitchen. “Man, there is nothing better than coming home to the smell of frying bacon.”


    Fiona grinned and unveiled a bottle of Champagne from behind her back. “Oh, yes there is.”


    “Oh, my God, I love you.” She eased herself up to the bar.


    “You okay? How’s your back?”


    “Been better. You?”


    “Your cut looks better, too. I’m sore but good. Wasn’t as lucky to get blood like the rest of you.”


    Roxy snorted and felt a tiny bit of tension release from her shoulders. Being like one big family, the members of Black Rose kept a key to each other’s houses, and as her assistant, Fiona popped in more than most. And tonight—right now—she was sure happy to see Fiona’s beautiful face.


    “I didn’t expect to see you here.”


    Fiona poured Roxy a glass of Champagne, took a swig from the bottle, and went back to the stove. She took a deep breath as she turned over the bacon in the pan. “I knew there was no way in hell I was going to be able to sleep, and besides, I was hungry.”


    “And everyone knows what you become when you’re hungry.”


    “That’s right. The devil herself. And I’d never pass up an excuse to cook in this amazing kitchen.” She turned and winked.


    Roxy smiled and took a second to look around her house—her house. The house she’d had built from scratch, and was involved in every single detail, every step of the way. It was a sprawling two-story rock lake house in the middle of twenty acres, just yards from Devil’s Lake. Sure it was a little on the luxurious side, but Roxy liked nice things, and didn’t apologize for it.


    The Knight sisters had inherited millions of dollars when their parents passed, and each dealt with the influx of money differently. Dixie, the youngest sister, was the most humble and frugal of the sisters, living in a small cabin and driving a beat-up truck. Scar indulged more than Dixie but invested a good chunk of it, and stashed the rest in multiple savings accounts around the world. Roxy, on the other hand, wasn’t afraid to spend her hard-earned money. She had no doubt that a psychologist would tell her that the material things she purchased were an emotional replacement for the friends and men she never allowed into her life—never let see behind the thick wall she’d built around herself.


    Whatever. Those brand-new boots that just walked off the runway made her happier than any man ever had.


    Ever.


    She gazed out the floor-to-ceiling windows in the great room that looked out to the lake. The moon cast a silver beam across the black water, rippling in the breeze. A thousand stars twinkled in the dark sky, an eerie beauty in an evening filled with chaos. It didn’t fit.


    Fiona glanced over her shoulder. “Also, I kind of wanted to check on you.”


    Roxy took a sip of Champagne and closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the tingle on her tongue. “You know I don’t need checking on, Fi.”


    “Oh I know, I know. The stone-cold, emotionless Knight sister who never needs help. I know.” She grinned as she popped two slices of bread in the toaster and grabbed a tomato from the fridge.


    “BLT’s?”


    “Best late-night snack on the planet.”


    “Amen to that, sister.” She started to stand. “You need help?”


    “No, you sit, I got it. Cooking eases me, you know that.” She grabbed a bottle of ibuprofen from the counter and tossed it to Roxy before pulling the bacon from the pan. Then, she grabbed a plate filled with lettuce, sliced tomatoes, and a smear of mayo, and sat down at the bar. “Chief Cage say anything else before you left? Anything new?”


    “No. I only spoke with him right when he got there. He was in the house the whole time after that.” She began building her sandwich.


    With a mouthful of food, Fiona said, “Pretty damn hot, ain’t he?”


    Roxy cocked an eyebrow and lied. “Hadn’t noticed.”


    “Oh, please, just because you haven’t had a boyfriend in a decade doesn’t mean you don’t have eyes, or needs for that matter.”


    “Are you here to talk about the fire or my love life?”


    “You mean lack of love life. Seriously, Roxy, you and your sisters are legendary for two things—your superb sleuthing skills, and your mesmerizing beauty.”


    “Give me a break.” She shrugged and bit into her sandwich. “He seems like quite the cocky smartass, to be honest. Anyway, when the sun went down he let everyone go and said he and his team would be back first thing in the morning to search more and determine the cause of the fire. He, a kid named Jimmy, and Zander were packing up when I left.”


    Fiona swallowed a bite of bacon and looked at Roxy. “Rox, seriously? Determine the cause? Did you tell him?”


    Roxy laughed. “Yeah. And let me tell you, I don’t think this is the type of guy to believe in witches.”


    A moment ticked by, and then in a soft voice, Fiona said, “We do believe now, right? Krestel’s real. And she’s cursed us.”


    Roxy’s stomach rolled and she set down her sandwich. “Look, Fi, us private investigators operate in black and white. In facts. We use facts and our God-given intuition to solve cases and more often than not, murders.” She paused. “And although I haven’t been a true believer… Fi, I saw that goddamned smoke swirl into the letter K, just like you did. Just like we all did.”


    Fiona picked up her drink and took a deep gulp. “So what now?”


    Roxy’s bright blue eyes narrowed. “We find the book, Fi.”


    “The Great Shadow Book of Secrets?”


    “Yep.” She sipped.


    Fiona nodded. “Yes… the book that contains all of Krestel’s curses, black magic, and practices.”


    “Exactly.” She paused. “No one’s immortal. There’s got to be a way to kill a witch, and I guarantee you it’s in that damn book.”


    A wicked smile crossed Fiona’s pink lips. She raised her glass.


    Roxy clenched her jaw, raised her glass.


    They clinked the crystal and together, they said, “To kill a witch.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    Shadows from the moon danced like ghosts across the yard as Roxy drove down the driveway to Black Rose Investigations.


    She glanced at the clock—10:33.


    She hadn’t received a call from Chief Cage informing her that it was safe to go back into the house, but she didn’t care. After Fiona had left, she was anxious, edgy, and unable to sleep. She felt like she was wasting time just sitting in her house, doing nothing. So after not much convincing and a quick change of clothes, she grabbed her bag and decided to go take another look at the damage inside their office.


    She pulled around to the back of the building, relieved that no one was there. Although she’d told the team to stay away until the building was cleared, not a single member of Black Rose was good at following orders—which was one of the things she loved most about them. She glanced up at the second floor where Ace lived, free of rent in return for keeping an eye on the place while they weren’t there.


    Not a light on.


    Good—even he had followed orders and was probably staying at one of his many girlfriends’ house.


    She grabbed her bag and got out of the car.


    The cool wind whistled through the trees as she walked to the back door—then stopped in her tracks.


    The door was unlatched.


    What the hell?


    Surely Zander had remembered to lock up?


    Her stomach tickled with nerves, and she reached into her bag and pulled out her gun—the same gun that every member of the Black Rose team carried—a Glock 19 with a hot pink handle and the letters BRI etched down the side. Except Ace’s, his was blue.


    She slowly pushed the door open and stepped inside.


    The smell of smoke and char singed her nose as she stepped into the darkness. The light from the moon spilled in through the plastic-covered windows. Everything was black—the floor, the walls, the ceiling. The appliances were toppled over, some thrown across the room from where they belonged. Shattered dishes, pictures, pots, and pans were everywhere.


    She started to reach for the light but remembered the electricity was off. She raised her gun and scanned the room.


    The air was still. Quiet.


    With the gun firmly in her hand, she tiptoed across the kitchen. As she neared the dining room, she noticed a light shining from the hallway.


    Her pulse picked up—someone was definitely inside.


    She slid her finger over the trigger and quickly padded across the dining room, flattened her back against the wall, and listened.


    Nothing.


    She edged to the end of the room.


    Creak.


    Her heart stopped. She held her breath and pressed harder against the wall, hoping to fade into the darkness.


    Creak.


    The sound was closer now, almost inches from her.


    And then nothing.


    She waited, holding her breath.


    A minute ticked by.


    What the hell?


    She took a deep breath, raised her gun and in her head, counted—


    One, two, three!


    She jumped into the hall, only to find herself face-to-face with the barrel of a gun. Before she could catch herself, she released a squeal that sounded something like a cross between a parakeet and a newborn piglet.


    She wasn’t sure if she was more surprised by the gun in her face or the sound that came out of her.


    Her hand shook as she aimed at the dark figure in front of her.


    “Drop the gun.”


    Her eyes rounded. “Chief Cage?”


    The gun that was pointed directly in-between her eyes quickly lowered. Still pointing hers, her mouth gaped open. “You scared the shit out of me!”


    He slowly reached forward, gripped her gun and pushed it down. “I’m sorry, what? My ears are still ringing from that noise you squawked out.”


    A wave of embarrassment mixed with the fear and adrenaline that was coursing through her veins.


    “What the hell are you doing here?" Her voice raised. "Jesus, I could have shot you!”


    A pained look crossed his face. She took a quick inhale to ease the pitch in her voice, which apparently, he didn’t appreciate.


    She clicked her tongue, irritably. “It’s ten-thirty at night." She waved the gun in the air. "I thought you were an intruder.”


    He reached for her gun. “Here… why don’t you just give me that?”


    She cocked her head and shoved the gun into the back of her pants. “What? Afraid of a girl with a gun?”


    “Your reputation precedes you, Miss Knight.”


    She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but she had more important questions to ask this massive man standing in her hallway.


    “I repeat, it’s ten-thirty at night…”


    “I’m here doing exactly what I told you I’d be doing. I told you I’d call you when we were done investigating.”


    “But you guys were packing up when I left. Didn’t you call off the investigation for the night? And where the hell is your car? I might have been a bit more prepared if I’d seen a damn vehicle when I pulled up.”


    “I came back. Had a buddy drop me off. How’s your back?”


    “Fine. So, what? You’re just going to call a cab or something to get back home? I don’t know where you’re from, but there’s no cabs in Devil’s Den.”


    “I come from a town smaller than this, sweetheart.”


    Her eyebrows tipped up.


    “I’m going to walk home.”


    “Walk?”


    “There is walking in Devil’s Den, right?”


    She narrowed her eyes. “Look, as much as I’m enjoying this little tit-for-tat, you can go home if you want.” She turned and began walking through the dining room. “By the way,” sarcasm dripped from her voice. “You find the cause of the fire, yet?”


    He followed her into the kitchen. “That’s why I’m still here.”


    She stopped and turned. “Nothing, huh?”


    He crossed his arms over his thick chest. “Not yet.”


    “Your investigation’s pointless, Chief Cage.”


    “Weston.”


    “Seriously.” Annoyed now, she looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. “It was obvious by your expression earlier that you don’t believe my theory.”


    “Your theory that a witch blew up your kitchen.”


    She put her hands on her hips. “That’s right.”


    “I don’t not believe it. I’ve heard the rumors about this town... even before I moved here.”


    “Like I said, you’re wasting your time.”


    “With all due respect, ma’am, I’ll determine the cause of the fire as I see fit. Witch or no witch.”


    She sighed. “Alright, that’s your decision, then. I’ll stay out of your way until you officially determine that you cannot determine the official cause of the fire.” She bent down and picked up a broken dish, with bright flowers and gold stems decorating the cracked rim. “Oh, my God.” She shook her head and under her breath whispered, “My mom’s china.” Tears threatened to sting her eyes, and she quickly cleared her throat and turned around, focusing on the plastic rippling in the cool evening breeze.


    Get ahold of yourself, Roxy. She took a deep breath, feeling his stare on her back.


    A moment passed, and she heard his footsteps, then felt his presence directly behind her.


    “I’m sorry for scaring you.” His voice was low, sincere.


    She nodded, still gazing at the windows. “It’s okay. I’m jumpy… not myself tonight.”


    “I understand.” He paused as if searching for the right words. “I’ll head out to give you some time in here… but before I leave, I’ve got a quick question if you don’t mind.”


    She turned.


    “Do you have the key to the basement door? I’d like to take a look around down there tomorrow morning.”


    “We don’t have a basement.”


    He squeezed his eyebrows together and nodded to the corner of the room. “What’s that, then?”


    Roxy followed his gaze where just beyond the crumbled bricks that used to be the pizza oven was a small, silver trap door.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    Weston watched her as she stepped over the mounds of debris, quickly making her way to, what apparently was a secret door in the floor of her kitchen.


    The moonlight outlined her curvy body as she put her hands on her hips and gazed down.


    He took a second to soak up the view and felt a flush of heat rise through his body. She was, without question, the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen in his damn life. And apparently, one of the richest, too.


    He looked her up and down.


    She wore tight-fitted, faded blue jeans tucked into black leather boots… except the jeans weren’t faded naturally, more like perfectly scuffed and buffed to appear worn. If he had to guess, somewhere on them were those shiny little jewels that decorated expensive jeans these days. And her black leather boots weren’t boots really, more like something a sexy vixen would wear, with those three-inch heels and all. And to top it off, was a sweater made of what looked like the softest material, like a cloud or something, hugging her curves. Definitely not good ol’ cotton. Cashmere, maybe?


    Her long, black hair was knotted on the top of her head, disheveled in the most perfect way, like she’d just spent the entire evening having sex. And those big, almond-shaped eyes framed a beautiful porcelain face with the sexiest, full, pink lips he’d ever seen.


    Yes, Roxy’s reputation preceded her, along with the rumors of her beauty.


    She wasn’t the girl-next-door beautiful. No, Roxy was an exotic beauty. Timeless.


    Exquisite.


    The type of beauty that made him want to throw her over his shoulder and show her a thing or two about getting dirty.


    She turned, looked at him, her eyes wide with shock. “What the fuck?”


    An exotic, timeless, exquisite beauty with a mouth of a sailor.


    He made his way across the kitchen. “I found it earlier today. Got a hell of a lock on it.”


    “Yeah, I can see that.” She started to squat down and winced.


    He grabbed her arm. “Whoa, seriously, are you okay?”


    “Dammit,” she muttered under her breath. “Yes, just… sore.”


    He eased her down and joined her, holding the lantern above the door.


    “It’s a combination lock.” She leaned forward, and he caught a light floral scent on her skin. Probably a five-hundred dollar bottle of perfume from Italy, that she'd grow tired of in a week. Not like the bottle of Old Spice he'd had in his cabinet since the nineties.


    He nodded. “Yep, and an old one at that.”


    “Did you try to open it?”


    “No. How the hell would I know the combination?”


    She shot him a look, then sat back on her heels and looked around the kitchen. “Hang on. I’ll be right back.” She pushed off the ground and disappeared out of the room. A minute later she returned with a gigantic sledgehammer.


    He stood, raised his eyebrows. “That’s quite a tool, young lady.”


    She grinned. “Thanks. Scared?”


    “I’m scared of you holding it.”


    She handed it to him. “Here you go.”


    He took it from her hands and cocked an eyebrow. “You want me to bust open that lock?”


    “Yep.”


    “Right now?”


    “Don’t think you can do it?”


    He gripped the thick wooden handle, tossed it in his hands to gauge the weight. The thing could plow through a brick wall. “Alright.” He turned his back to her. “Get back.” When she didn’t, he looked over his shoulder, “Seriously, Roxy, get back.”


    He waited until she was safely across the kitchen, until taking a deep breath, raising the hammer and—


    Whack!


    The lock cracked in half.


    Roxy briskly crossed the room, a sense of urgency in her face, as if she knew something big was going to come from this discovery.


    He squatted down, cleared off the broken pieces of metal, and looked up at her, noticing her chest rising and falling heavily. “You alright?”


    She feverishly nodded. “Yeah, yeah. I’m just… I never knew this was here.” She then narrowed her eyes at him. “And if you ask me if I’m alright one more time I’m going to send that sledgehammer right between your legs."


    Yep, she was alright.


    She looked back at the lock, her mind racing. “I don’t… I mean, what could it be?”


    He gripped the handle. “Let’s find out, shall we?”


    A second passed, and finally, she nodded.


    He reached back into his belt and grabbed his gun. “Better safe than sorry.”


    She grabbed hers, too. “Agreed.”


    The heavy trap door squeaked as he heaved it open. The smell of wet, moldy earth wafted up from the ink-black hole. Together they leaned forward and peered down.


    “Stinks.”


    “Yeah, it’s a hole in the ground.”


    “Do you always have to be such a damn smartass?”


    He grinned. Roxy Knight was feisty—and feisty was good. “There’s just something about finding a secret room that does it for me.”


    “Well, keep it in your pants, will you? And shine that damn light down there.”


    His grin widened and he reached back, and held it above the hole, illuminating a rickety staircase with cracked, rotted wood that led down to a dirt floor. He guessed the ladder was about ten feet long.


    “Creepy.”


    “Stinky and creepy. You’re quite the poet.”


    Ignoring him, she inhaled deeply, shoved her gun in her belt and gripped the sides of the three-by-three hole.


    Weston blocked her with his arm. “Oh no, no, no, dear.”


    “No, what?”


    “Haven’t you ever watched a horror movie?”


    “Oh, so you think I can’t handle whatever’s down there because I’m a girl?”


    “No, having met you now, I have absolutely no doubt you could handle whatever’s down there. But my mama would have my hide if I let you down into a dark, ominous hole in the earth first.”


    “Your mama?”


    “That’s right. Always honor your mama.”


    The corner of her lip curled up, and he realized it was the first time she’d sincerely smiled. Well, almost smiled.


    “Get back. I’ll go down first and holler up when you can come down.”


    “Alright, dear, I’ll wait up here, with bated breath, for you to invite me down to a room in my own house.”


    He smiled. “Perfect. See? That wasn’t too difficult, was it?”


    She rolled her eyes, and he chuckled as he turned, angling his body above the hole. “Here we go.”


    With his gun in one hand, he gripped the side of the door with the other and carefully—very carefully—placed his size fourteen foot on the first rotted step. He held his breath as he released his weight.


    It held.


    Phew.


    He descended onto the next step, and the next, and the next. “Okay, hand me the lantern.”


    She lowered the light to him, and he held it up and looked around. The gold orb of light only illuminated about a five-foot radius around him, which was all dirt—dirt floor and dirt walls with stained wood beams supporting the walls and ceiling. He shook his head—talk about a structural hazard. It was amazing that the kitchen floor above hadn’t caved in.


    “What do you see?”


    “Dirt. A shit-load of it.”


    “Anything else?”


    “You mean, ghosts, zombies, witches?” He could practically feel her eye roll. “No, just dirt.”


    “Let me down.”


    “Hang on, let me get all the way down first.”


    “Hurry.”


    He glanced up at her hovering over the hole and caught a glimpse of her cleavage. Oh, dear God. He cleared his throat—stay on task, Weston—and descended down the staircase. He set down the lantern and positioned himself beside the ladder. “Okay, come on. Nice and easy.”


    After a second of shuffling, she began stepping down the ladder. He was momentarily paralyzed by watching her curvy, perfect little ass swaying from side to side above him.


    Dammit, get ahold of yourself, Weston!


    He lightly grabbed her arm and guided her down the remaining steps.


    She stepped onto the ground and looked around. “Oh, my God.”


    “Yep.”


    Her mouth gaped open. “Looks big.”


    “Only one way to find out.”


    He handed her the lantern, and with a firm grip on his gun, said, “Stay right beside me. It’s not structurally sound, to say the least.”


    With wide, doe-like eyes, she nodded.


    She was so damn cute.


    Focus, Weston.


    They started walking across the dark, dirt space, although, as he looked around, it appeared to be more like a tunnel, really—about six feet in width, and no end in sight.


    “Any idea why there’s a tunnel under your house?”


    “No.” Her voice cracked.


    He grinned and looked over at her. “You scared? Or just hit puberty?”


    “Give me a break, okay? I just found a freaking tunnel under our office not five hours after a witch tried to blow up my sisters.”


    “Alright, alright. I’ll even admit… this is creepy as hell. Makes me think we should have grabbed a garlic necklace before we came down… or… what’s that green stuff they used in Ghostbusters?”


    “Ectoplasm.”


    His eyes rounded as he looked at her. “Oh, dear. You better watch yourself, Miss Knight.”


    “Why’s that?”


    “Nothing brings me to my knees faster than a woman who knows her cheesy eighties movies.”


    “I have a feeling it doesn’t take much to be brought to your knees, Mr. Cage.”


    “That’s Chief Cage to you, darling, and what the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


    She slid him the side-eye. “Nothing. It’s just not a stretch to imagine you having a lot of women in your life.”


    “Oh yeah? Elaborate.”


    “Oh, come on. You’re what? Six-foot-three with massive muscles and an all-star quarterback face, and have dedicated your life to saving other people’s lives. I’m pretty sure that’s most women’s aphrodisiac.”


    “Is it yours, Roxy?”


    She raised her eyebrows and started to deliver a smartass response, but stopped. He grinned. He was throwing her off her game—her pedestal. Good.


    Just then, she stopped cold. “What the hell is that?” She raised the lantern. The light reflected off a tiny stone room, ten feet ahead.


    He adjusted the grip on his gun. “Looks like the end of the tunnel.”


    “Looks like a freaking tomb.”


    He looked over his shoulder where the tunnel faded into total darkness. “Okay, now I want you to get behind me, and stay behind me, you understand?”


    “For the sake of saving an argument, yes, okay.”


    “Hold the light up. Get close. Let’s go.”


    She stepped behind him.


    “Closer.”


    He waited until he could feel her almost touching him, then raised his gun and pressed forward.


    His stomach tickled.


    Something was in that room, every instinct in his body told him so. His pulse started to pump faster as he walked to the edge of the stone doorway.


    Together, they stepped inside and Roxy gasped as the lantern fell from her hands.


     


    Not three feet in front of them lay the corpses of two human skeletons.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    “Oh, my GOD.” Roxy covered her mouth and repeated, “Oh, my God.”


    Weston lowered his gun. “Holy shit.”


    Before she could catch herself, she stepped closely to him and grabbed his T-shirt. Her heart pounded in her chest. “I can’t believe it… who could this be?”


    “Whoever they are—were—they’ve been down here a long-ass time.”


    “It takes, what? Decades for a body to fully skeletonize, right?”


    “Definitely a decade, for sure. I wouldn’t say multiple decades in their case because they aren’t in a coffin. They’ve been exposed to the elements.”


    She frowned, shook her head. “My parents bought this house just before we were born—so, thirty-three years ago. They must’ve been here before then. Otherwise, my parents would have found them.”


    “Who owned the house before they bought it?”


    She released the death-grip she had on his T-shirt and blew out a breath. “I have no idea. I know that it sat vacant for a while before they purchased it. It was in pretty bad shape, which is why they did a full remodel.”


    “A remodel? Well, they didn’t rip up the kitchen floor.”


    “Apparently not.”


    Her mind reeling, she slowly stepped up to the skeletons, stopping at the feet. “They’re definitely adults, or, not kids, at least. The one on the left is significantly taller than the one on the right.”


    “Adult and teenager, maybe?”


    “Or, man and woman.” She cocked her head, already switching to detective mode. "Hand me that lantern."


    “What do you see?” He handed her the light.


    Carefully, she stepped over the legs, edged up the dirt wall and kneeled down at the torso of the taller skeleton. She held the light over the body. “The ribs are broken. Look.”


    Weston walked to the edge of the body and leaned forward. “Damn, you’re right. Good eye, PI.”


    She held the light over the skull. “And, holy shit, the skull is cracked. Bad.”


    “Someone beat the shit out of the guy.”


    “Assuming it’s a guy…yeah, I’d say so.” She stepped over to the other skeleton, squatted down and scanned it from head to toe. “I don’t see anything obvious, like cracks or fractures on this one. But…” She looked up at him as a feeling of doom washed over her. “There’s no question about it—the taller one was murdered.”


    “And if one was murdered, there’s a pretty good chance both—


    Suddenly—WHAM!


    She surged to her feet and spun around. Like a flash of lightning, Weston drew his gun and pointed it to the dark tunnel.


    Fear ran like tingles over her skin. She whispered, “What was that?”


    His steely eyes remained forward, laser-focused on the tunnel. The echo from the loud bang stopped, and everything went silent. Eerily silent.


    After a moment, he said, “The trap door.”


    “The trap door closing?”


    He nodded. “Slamming shut.”


    “Oh, my God, Weston. Do you think someone…”


    “Maybe, or the wind, or maybe just the weight of it.” He looked at her. “No one came down. It’s okay.”


    “Is it?” Panic began to bubble up. Her nerves were shot. Fried. She couldn’t handle any more drama tonight.


    “I want you to stay here. I’m going to check it out.”


    “Stay here with the skeletons?”


    “Just pretend they’re dolls or something.”


    She wrinkled her nose, and still whispering, said, “What the hell, Weston? What kind of freaky-ass dolls were in your house?”


    He grinned, eyes still on the tunnel. “I’ll be right back. Take a few deep breaths. Everything’s going to be okay. Okay?”


    Right. Everything’s going to be okay. She was just standing in a secret tomb under her office next to two skeletons, one of which had been brutally murdered. Yep, everything was just fine and dandy.


    When she didn’t answer, he glanced at her. “Okay? Stay here. Get your gun out.”


    Her gun. She completely forgot she’d carried it down with her. She pulled it from her belt and exhaled, feeling a bit of relief.


    “Okay.” She paused. “Be careful.” She watched him walk out of the room. “Wait, Weston! The lantern!”


    Through the darkness, in a voice that was calm and steady, he said, “You need it more than I do right now.”


    “No. Please, take it.”


    After a minute of no response, she assumed he went on without it. She slapped her hand over her face and shook her head. What an ass she was being. What a scaredy-cat baby. What a wuss. She needed to get ahold of herself, immediately.


    She needed to get away from the damn skeletons.


    She walked to the far end of the small room, giving her some space between the corpses, closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


    And another.


    What the hell was wrong with her?


    This was not like her. No matter what the situation—no matter what—she was always the one who was in control. Emotionless. Never shaken.


    She took another deep breath but felt her chest squeezing. She took a quick breath, and another, feeling like all the oxygen had been sucked from the room.


    Was she having a panic attack?


    A fucking panic attack?


    “Okay, Roxy. Okay, you’re okay.” She whispered to herself while gasping for air. “Okay, you’re okay. You’re okay.”


    She slid down the wall, closed her eyes and breathed.


    Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale.


    Inhale. Hold. Exhale.


    As her pulse started to slow, the reason for her erratic behavior hit her like a ton of bricks.


    She’d almost lost her sisters today.


    Her only family.


    Ten years ago, she’d made a promise to them. She would take care of them. She would make sure nothing bad ever happened to them. She would keep them safe.


    And not five hours ago, she’d almost lost them.


    She’d almost let them down.


    Tears threatened to sting her eyes as emotions flooded her.


    She’d almost lost her sisters at the hand of someone else.


    She clenched her jaw, opened her eyes and stared at the bones in front of her, imagining that she was looking at the dead body of Krestel, the witch that had almost taken her sisters from her.


    Her everything.


    She pushed off the floor, her mind racing. They had to find her. Find the book, and find her—a task that had proven to be very difficult thus far.


    And then they had to kill her.


    She inhaled deeply, just as a dark figure emerged at the doorway.


    “We’re locked in.” Weston stepped inside.


    “What?”


    “We’re locked in.”


    “You’re joking.”


    “Believe me, I wish I were.”


    “Did you push hard? Hit at it?”


    “Seriously?”


    Okay, stupid question.


    He continued, “It feels like something fell on top of the door. Like it’s blocked. Maybe bricks from the pizza oven or something.”


    “Do you have your cell phone?”


    “Nope, upstairs.”


    “Mine, too. In my bag… dammit!” She began pacing. “What the hell are we going to do?”


    He stared at her for a moment and then said, “Hunker down. It’s going to be a long night.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    “Hunker down?”


    “Got a better idea?”


    She laughed—a cackle, really—then shook her head. “Unbelievable. This is unbelievable.” She glanced at the lantern on the ground. Her eyes grew to the size of golf balls as she looked up at him. “Please tell me you recently put new batteries in that thing.”


    “Okay. I recently put new batteries in that thing.”


    Her jaw dropped. “Weston. Seriously, please tell me you did.”


    He scratched his head. “Yeah… maybe a week… or a few weeks ago.”


    “A few weeks ago.” She laughed again, almost deliriously this time.


    Okay, he needed to ease her. He sure as hell couldn’t stay down in a dark-ass tunnel all night with a woman acting like a crazed, caged animal.


    He shifted his weight, considering his best approach. He wasn’t the best at calming, consoling, or hell, anything to do with a woman’s emotions for that matter. He was a black-and-white kind of guy and emotions were all sorts of different shades of grey.


    Maybe he just needed to remind her that the situation was only temporary. Maybe a long temporary, but still temporary.


    “I’m assuming your sisters, or assistants, will be here first thing in the morning, right?”


    Her shoulders slumped. “I’m sure… I mean I think so. Not to work of course, but to check things out.”


    He flashed his best light-hearted smile. “Well, we'll be out of here in no time, then. Nothing to worry about.” He glanced at his watch. “Just eight or nine hours until then.”


    She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. He watched her closely, trying to gauge her emotional status.


    From the moment he’d met her hours ago—and combined with everything he’d heard about her—he’d pegged her as one tough woman. High-maintenance, maybe, but tough nonetheless. But not right now. Not since he’d scared her half to death in the hallway. No, he was looking at a woman with the weight of the world on her shoulders, about to snap.


    And dammit if something in him didn’t want to take some of that weight off. Along with her pants, of course.


    He took a step toward her. “Let’s take a break from this room for a minute.”


    She looked away, and he swore he saw the glint of a tear in her eye. He lightly grabbed her hand.


    “Let me just take one more look at them, okay?”


    “Roxy, you need to sit down and relax for a minute.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Not next to two corpses.”


    “I know. You’re right. Just one more look.”


    Damn, this girl was stubborn. “Quickly.”


    He watched her pick up the lantern and carefully step around the bones until she was looking straight down at the bodies. Her gaze intensified and he knew she was already beginning to put together clues to solve the mystery of the murdered duo. She was a born investigator, it was written all over her.


    She frowned, zeroing in on the pelvic region of the tall skeleton, then squatted down.


    “What do you see?”


    She yanked up her sleeves. “Dammit, I wish I had my gloves.” She hesitated for a minute, then shrugged, and very slowly slid her hand between the skeleton’s bones.


    “It’s like the board game Operation.”


    Without breaking her concentration, she said, “So you obviously grew up in the eighties.”


    He grinned and made the loud, obnoxious buzzing sound as if she'd touched a bone.


    She nearly jumped off the ground. “Stop that!”


    He laughed. “Seriously, what do you see?”


    She didn’t answer, just carefully lifted a tiny glass container from underneath the skeleton.


    “What is it?”


    She held up a small vial. “This was directly underneath it.” She stood, grunting softly in pain.


    He helped her step over the bones. “You need to take the weight off your back for a while.”


    “I will.”


    “Sure you will.” He took the vial from her and turned it over in his hands. “There’s a piece of paper in it. Let’s open it.”


    “This really should be done in a sterile environment.” Frustrated, she looked down the dark tunnel as if willing the trap door to swing open.


    “We’re assuming these bodies have been down here since before your parents purchased the house, right?”


    “Right.”


    “Considering the environment, I think it’s safe to assume that any trace evidence is long gone.”


    She took the vial back. “You’d be surprised.” And cocked her head. “What do you know about trace evidence, anyway?”


    “True-crime shows have come a long way the last few years.”


    She grinned, and stared down at the small glass bottle in her hand, weighing her options. “Okay, let’s do it. Let’s open it.”


    “Not here. In the tunnel.”


    She nodded, and as he followed her out of the room, he glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t go anywhere, you guys.”


    She chuckled. Good—progress.


    “Here, let me help you down.”


    Her cheeks reddened as he lowered her into a seated position on the dirt. She was embarrassed that she was hurt, which confirmed what he already assumed—this was a strong woman who didn’t like to show weakness. And that was a quality he could relate to.


    He sat next to her—not too close, not too far away.


    “It’s a screw top.” She took a deep breath and flexed her fingers.


    “Roxy, you’re not doing brain surgery. Just open the damn thing.”


    After setting the lantern in front of them, she unscrewed the lid and tapped the bottle on the palm of her hand until a faded, yellow-tinted piece of paper slid out. She carefully unfolded it.

They both leaned forward.


    Written in black ink were multiple letters, numbers, and lines, making a honeycomb-type pattern across the paper. He raised his eyebrows. “It’s a chemical compound.”


    “A compound? For what?”


    “A drug.”


    “Like a prescription drug?”


    He nodded and took the paper from her, studying it closely. “Prescription, or illegal, of course.”


    “How do you know it’s for a drug?”


    “I recognize most of the compounds—they’re very commonly used in drugs.”

"How do you know that?"

He paused, cleared his throat. “I went to medical school.”


    “What? You did?”


    He smirked and slid her the side-eye. “I’m not sure if I should be insulted by your surprise.”


    “Oh. Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”


    “It’s okay. Anyway,” He quickly changed the subject. “Yeah, I’m positive this is the compound for a drug. Think of it like a recipe—a formula to make a drug.”


    She chewed on her bottom lip. “Why would a formula for a drug be down in a tomb?”


    “Pretty damn good hiding place.”


    “Hiding place. Maybe they were keeping it from someone, or something. Hiding it with their bodies? No that doesn’t make sense.”


    “It was under his bones, right?”


    “Right.”


    “Not buried?”


    “No.”


    “It’s scribbled, like it was written fast or something.” He glanced toward the tomb, in deep thought. “And you think they were murdered, right?”


    “Definitely the tall one.” Her eyes widened, realizing where he was going with these questions. “And I found this bottle right below what would have been his stomach.”


    “He swallowed it.”


    “Possibly, yes.” She sat up with renewed energy and a twinkle in her eye. Yes, this woman loved a good mystery.


    She continued, “And based on the location, he had to have swallowed it right before he was killed. Otherwise, it would have been further down in his bowels.”


    “So he swallowed the vial to hide the formula from whoever the hell was about to beat him to death for it.”


    “Exactly.”


    They both leaned forward, staring at the black writing.


    She looked up at him and in almost a whisper said, “What drug would be worth dying for?”


    Just then—blackness. A darkness as black as tar surrounded them.


    A second passed before she said, “Soooooo, how many weeks ago did you put new batteries in the light?”


    “Try months, sweetheart.”


    She groaned.


    “Hey, I didn’t exactly expect to get trapped down in a secret tunnel, okay?” He blinked while his eyes adjusted to the blackout, hoping he would be able to see a tiny bit—at least enough to make out shapes and outlines of objects. Nope. He couldn’t see his hand a half-inch in front of his damn face.


    Dammit.


    She shifted her weight. “Well.”


    “Any chance your buddies might swing by the house tonight?”


    “Not a shot in hell. I told them to stay away until the morning.”


    Pause. “The morning.”


    Pause. “Yep.”


    He felt her shiver next to him. He hadn’t noticed, but it was chilly against the dirt—and only going to get colder, which meant they’d need to huddle up. And huddling up with this woman without making a move was going to be the biggest test of his life.


    He hesitated, knowing that he needed to tackle the subject lightly considering accepting help was not something Roxy was inclined to do.


    “I think it’s supposed to dip into the thirties tonight.”


    No response.


    He leaned over and extended his arm. “Come here.”


    Nothing.


    He sighed. “Look, we’ve got at least eight hours down here, under ground. It’s going to get cold, and this is not the time to go all feminist on me. Take the help, Roxy.”


    After a moment, she scooted closer and nestled against his side as he wrapped his arm around her. She released a barely audible sigh.


    “There. Was that so hard?”


    “Sorry.” She took a deep breath. “It’s been a hell of a day, and I’m not myself… and I can’t stand that.”


    “It’s okay not to be perfect all the time.” He paused. “Everyone has bad days, and everyone has their breaking point. Trust me.”


    She said nothing, but pressed a little harder into him. He wrapped his arm tighter around her and squeezed her shoulder. He felt a rush of sexual awareness and was shocked at the flutter of excitement in his stomach. Like a schoolboy making his first physical contact with the captain of the cheerleading squad that he’d been pining over for years.


    Whoa. He hadn’t felt that in a long time. A very long time.


    She rested her head on his chest.


    A solid minute of silence slid by.


    Finally, she said, “Thank you.”


    His heart skipped a beat, and a smile crossed his face. He leaned down and kissed her softly on the top of the head.


    “Go to sleep, Roxy.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    A loud bang shook her from a deep sleep.


    She opened her eyes to total darkness and panic shot through her.


    Where the hell was she?


    She felt movement beside her.


    “Good morning.”


    His low, deep voice sounded softly from the darkness that surrounded her, and the events of the evening before began to unjumble in her head.


    She was in a secret tunnel under her office, which she had found just hours after the kitchen exploded—she was in a secret tunnel with the incredibly sexy Weston Cage.


    Oh, my God.


    She sat up, instantly aware that she was practically on top of him.


    Again, oh, my God.


    He shifted his weight. “I think someone’s here.”


    Above them, she heard a muffled voice call out, “Roxy?”


    “Scar.”


    She scrambled up, her back feeling like it was tied in knots.


    He wrapped his hand around her arm. “You okay?”


    “Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here.”


    “My pleasure.”


    He took her hand and slowly led her down the pitch-black tunnel.


    When they reached the staircase, he guided her hand, wrapping it around a step. “Hold onto this. Stay here. I’ll climb up.”


    She nodded, forgetting that he couldn’t see her. The steps creaked and groaned as he climbed up and then—


    Bang, bang, bang! His heavy fist pounded the door.


    The footsteps above them stopped.


    He banged again, and the steps pivoted and jogged to the trap door.


    “Hello?”


    “Scar! Let us out!”


    “Roxy?!”


    After a few thuds, the trap door swung open.


    The light stung her eyes as she looked up from the bottom of the hole.


    Weston climbed down the staircase. “Head on up first. I’ll come up after you.”


    To catch her if she fell, she assumed.


    “Roxy! What the hell... what is this? Why are you... are you okay?”


    Ignoring the flood of questions being hurled down at her, she made her way up the staircase, shockingly self-conscious of her ass hovering above the man’s face she’d snuggled with the night before.


    Fresh-faced with braids in her long, silky black hair, and wearing her signature flared jeans, flip flops, and trendy peace-sign T-shirt that showed off her new lotus blossom tattoo, Scar looked as though she’d gotten twelve hours of sleep. But Roxy knew better. When the ladies of Black Rose took a licking, they kept on ticking—always on their A-game, always put together, always ready to take on the next challenge.


    Scar reached down, pulled her through the hole and in a calm, but urgent voice, said, “Have you been down there all night?” True to form, Scar's calm, steady voice had an instant soothing effect on Roxy. The same effect it had on criminals when Scar was brought in to question suspects, more often than not, pulling a confession that the investigators had tried days to obtain. Maybe it was the combination of her stunning beauty, her calm demeanor, or her uncanny ability to twist a conversation to her benefit, but Scar was untouchable when it came to sweating out a suspect.


    The sour scent of burned rubble welcomed her as she stepped off the last step. Her stomach sank as she looked around the charred remains of their kitchen, which looked even worse in the morning light. She glanced out a window where the plastic had come loose sometime during the night. Ominous grey clouds blanketed the rising sun, making for a particularly bleak morning.


    “What time is it?”


    “Seven.” Scar’s gaze shifted to the massive man climbing up the steps behind Roxy. “Uh…”


    Weston pulled himself through the hole, looking shockingly alert. “Morning.” He smiled as if he hadn’t just spent the evening underground.


    Wide-eyed, Scar looked back and forth between Roxy and Weston and grinned. Roxy elbowed her in the ribs as she stepped away from the trap door.


    “Seriously, someone please tell me what the hell is going on here…”


    “That’s going to need a pot of coffee, Scar.”


    “The electricity’s still off.” Scar looked at Weston, who hadn’t officially deemed the house safe.


    Weston closed the trap door and said, “Keep the kitchen breaker off, and you should be okay to turn on the electricity. I inspected the house last night. All of the damage was contained in the kitchen.”


    Roxy exhaled, relieved to be discussing the steps she could take to begin to dig her way out of this mess. She turned to her sister. “Okay, so let’s call the utility companies ASAP and get them out here. Is everyone okay?”


    “Yes. Sore; cuts and bruises, but fine. Eager to get back to work. I sent a group text around this morning. Heard from everyone but you. They should be here soon to look around.”


    “I don’t want anyone going down there, okay?” She nodded toward the tunnel.


    Scar put her hands on her hips. “Roxy, I need to know what's going on.”


    A phone lit up on the counter. “That’s mine.” Weston walked over, picked up it and scrolled through his text messages. “I’ve got to head out.” He looked at Roxy, stared at her for a moment.


    Butterflies fluttered in her stomach.


    “Rest, Roxy. Ice your back and take some medicine. Take a day to relax. I’ll be in touch.” With his eyes locked on hers, the corner of his lip curled up, and with that small—super sexy—smile, he turned and walked out the door.


    ***


    Roxy rested her hands on the marble vanity and looked at herself in the mirror.


    Shit—she looked like total shit.


    The small cut on her cheek had grossly scabbed over sometime during the night. Her mascara had smudged under her eyes, emphasizing the blue-black circles—a nasty little side effect from stress and exhaustion. And to top it off, she was covered head-to-toe in dirt.


    She sighed and shook her head. After giving Scar the run-down on the previous evening’s events, and then listening to her go on and on about how attractive Chief Cage was, Scar suggested—forced—Roxy to take a few hours to go home, shower, eat and relax. And as much as she hated to admit it, Scar was right. She needed a break.


    Shower, she would definitely do. Eat and relax… probably not.


    Now, it was just after nine o’clock in the morning, and she already felt like she’d had a full day.


    She reached into the medicine cabinet, downed a few ibuprofen, kicked off her boots and slid out of her clothes.


    Her back felt twisted like a pretzel, squeezed too tight.


    She reached into the two-person shower, turned the knob and waited for it to steam up.


    Two-person shower. As long as she’d lived in her house, she’d never had the opportunity to indulge in the two-person feature of her shower. Not that she hadn’t had the opportunity, it was just that when that time of evening came, she was more focused on ending whatever boring date she was on so she could get a solid night’s sleep and be alert and ready for work the next day.


    Every day, seven days a week.


    She stepped into the shower and inhaled deeply, allowing the warm steam to fill her lungs, and the hot water to pound on her back. She closed her eyes.


    Weston.


    Weston Cage.


    He’d kissed her. Well, he’d kissed the top of her head.


    She thought about the instant comfort he’d given her when he’d wrapped his big, muscular arm around her—the butterflies when she laid her head on his chest.


    The rush of excitement when he’d kissed the top of her head.


    And then, to her total shock, she’d fallen asleep in his arms and slept like a rock. For whatever reason, she’d slept soundly on the dirt floor of a secret tunnel, ten feet from two corpses.


    Why?


    Her stomach sank, and she dipped her head under the shower head. She knew why.


    Something about Weston Cage was able to comfort her, make her feel safe and protected.


    Like no one else before.


    And she’d let it happen.


    She’d let her guard down, if only for a bit.


     


    Two hours later, Roxy turned onto the driveway that led to Black Rose Investigations. She glanced up at the sky as she drove under the tall trees. The nasty-looking clouds from the morning remained, setting the stage for another creepy, dramatic day filled with confusion, questions, and chaos.


    She drove around to the back of the house. Multiple utility vans and trucks she didn’t recognize scattered the back lawn. Scar must’ve pulled some strings, or offered double-pay for prompt service.


    Probably the latter.


    She smiled, relieved that progress was being made, if even a little bit. And there was more to come. After her shower, she’d called the insurance company, a local restoration company, and the sanitation department to bring over a dumpster.


    The Black Rose team had a shit-load of work ahead of them.


    Luckily, the medicine she’d taken for her back had kicked in, and she was happy to notice that the more she moved around, the less sore it became. Weston was right. It was just a pulled muscle.


    She parked her car, grabbed her bag and got out. A cool breeze blew through her hair.


    She took a deep breath. The house was a buzz of activity. Here we go.


    “Yo, Rox!”


    Ace walked down the hill, arms full of debris from the explosion.


    “Hey, Ace. How you doing? Okay?”


    A devilish grin crossed his handsome face. “No Roxy, the question is, how you doing?”


    She narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on? What’re you talking about?”


    He nonchalantly raised his eyebrows and looked her up and down. “Let’s see… cheeks flushed, a twinkle in your eye, a little pep in your step… okay, more like a limp but whatever.”


    “What the hell are you talking about, Ace?”


    “Oh you know, a little birdie told me you spent the night with a certain muscled-up fireman.”


    She clicked her tongue, rolled her eyes and walked past him.


    “Hey, it’s a good thing, Roxy.” He turned and followed her. “You need a little heat in your life. Get it? A little flame, fire, spark. Get it?”


    “Yes, Ace. I get it. He’s a fireman. Yes, you’re funny. Ha. Ha.” She reached the back door and held it open for a utility worker making his way outside. Ace pushed passed her, still grinning. “Thanks.”


    She sighed. “He is hot, isn’t he?”


    “According to every woman in Devil’s Den, he’s the second hottest guy in town. The second.”


    “Right, no one can hold a candle to you, my friend.”


    “Damn straight.”


    She walked into the kitchen where her sisters were already hard at work tackling the mountainous task of cleaning up. She set her bag on the counter and watched them work for a minute, her heart swelling with pride. Not even twenty-four hours after getting blown up, there they were—working their asses off, not bitching, taking care of business. Doing what needed to be done.


    She loved them so damn much.


    On her hands and knees, Fiona looked up. “Roxy!” She jumped to her feet. “How you doing? Scar told us everything.” She leaned forward and whispered, “We pulled the stove in front of the trap door so no one would see it. And Scar told us you didn’t want us to go down yet, but we’re dying to, Rox. I mean, two full skeletons? Really?”


    Dixie walked up, wiping a smudge of soot off her face with her Lynyrd Skynyrd T-shirt. And in her straight-to-the-point way, she looked Roxy up and down and said, “You okay? Cause if not I’m hog-tying you and taking you to bed, where I’ll strap you down until your back’s better.”


    Ignoring the threat, Roxy frowned, leaned closer to her. “Hell of a black eye, Dix.”


    “Not my first. Besides, Liam put some ointment or something on it. The swelling’s already going down.”


    “If anyone knows how to deal with injuries, it’s a former Marine.”


    “That's right. Okay, when can we go down in that damn hole?”


    “Right after Max gets here. I called him to come excavate the bodies. Should be here any second.”


    As if on cue, the former forensic medical examiner turned director of Graves Laboratory—a world-renowned, full-service forensics lab—walked through the door. Looking as impeccably dressed as always, Max Blackwood wore a dark grey designer suit and gold tie that matched the specks in his eyes. As always, he looked like he’d just stepped out of GQ magazine.


    Being one of the first investors in the private forensics lab, Roxy’s father had set the stage for a solid relationship between the Knight sisters and Graves’s staff. They were on a first-name basis and the sisters used Graves exclusively for all of their cases. It was a relationship that the sisters coveted, as did Max, especially when he sent them their invoices.


    Following closely behind Max was a tall, older man—Roxy guessed mid-seventies—in khakis and a blue button-up that fit snuggly around his broad shoulders.


    “Roxy, dear.” Max rushed across the kitchen. “Are you all okay?”


    “Hi, Max. Thank you so much for coming over. And yeah, we’re fine.”


    He looked around the kitchen. “This is just awful. I’m so sorry. I’d ask if you need anything, but of course, the answer is yes, so just let me know how I can help.”


    “Thanks, Max. As always.”


    “Of course. This is Benedict Prescott, one of our best forensic anthropologists.”


    Roxy extended her hand. “Roxy Knight. Pleasure to meet you. Thanks for coming on such short notice.”


    They shook hands. “My pleasure. I happened to be in town, so it worked out perfectly.”


    Max nodded. “Benedict works out of our Northeast office.”


    “I hope you don’t have plans to leave soon.” She stepped over to the trap door and pulled it open. Her eyes darkened, and she said, “Because we’ve got two murder victims down here.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    Roxy pulled herself through the trap door and answered the phone.


    “Roxy Knight.”


    “Rox, it’s Zander.”


    “Oh good, thanks for calling me back.” She stepped into the kitchen.


    “Of course. So what’s this I hear about skeletons in your closet?”


    “Wow, everyone’s a real comedian today. Believe me, I wish it were a closet.”


    He laughed. “It never stops with you guys, and yeah, Dix called me earlier about something unrelated and told me about it. Pretty damn creepy.”


    “That’s the understatement of the century. But that’s why I called. I’m hoping you might possibly know something about it? The bodies? Or could ask around?”


    “Already done. Chief Moretti’s been working law enforcement here in Devil’s Den for thirty-plus years, and I gotta tell ya, he about came out of his chair when I brought it up.”


    She began pacing. “Please tell me he knows something.”


    “Oh yeah. A husband and wife owned the house before your folks purchased it…”


    “Thirty-three years ago…”


    “Right. So the couple pretty much dropped off the face of the earth five years before that.”


    “What do you mean dropped off the face of the earth?”


    “I mean disappeared. Vanished. No one reported them missing or anything. They just quit paying their bills and eventually the bank took back the house after many failed attempts to find them.”


    “What? Why weren't they reported missing?”


    “No kids. Both parents deceased.”


    “Still. Wouldn’t someone have noticed they were gone and got worried?”


    “Apparently not. There’s an estranged brother, who recently died of a heart attack. They never spoke.”


    “What about co-workers?”


    “They were both retired.”


    Dixie frowned, gazed out the windows. “No one knows what happened to them?”


    “Nope.”


    “So it’s a cold case?”


    “No, Rox, you don’t understand. A case was never even opened. A rumor went around that they just picked up and moved away. They didn’t want to be found. Which isn’t illegal. And then your parents came along and bought the house and the whispers about them just kind of faded away, according to Moretti.”


    “Do you have names?”


    “Leland and Cecilia Richmond. Leland was a doctor. The wife stayed at home.”


    Her eyebrows tipped up. “Did you say doctor?”


    “Yep. Pharmacology scientist.”


    Her eyes rounded as her hand slid to the glass vial in her pocket. “Someone who invents drugs?”


    “Right.”


    A tingle of excitement shot up her spine. “Anything else?”


    “Nope, that’s all I could dig up. What you got so far?”


    “Oh, I’ve definitely got something. Max and a forensic anthropologist are down there right now, and the general consensus is that Leland and Cecilia were murdered.”


    “Murdered?”


    “Yep, based on several different bone fractures that are visible.”


    “Beaten to death, ouch.”


    “Exactly. Max is going to excavate the bones to Graves, and hopefully, the anthropologist will be able to reconstruct what happened at the time of death and build a biological profile. Hopefully, we’ll learn a lot more about the murder.”


    “Damn Roxy. Sounds like a hell of a case.”


    A case. Yep, she’d just officially added another case to her already over-flowing caseload.


    “Any idea why this doctor would have a secret tunnel under his house?”


    “Dude, parts of that castle of yours was built a thousand years ago, Roxy. Underground tunnels weren’t that uncommon back then. Does it look old? Or newly constructed?”


    She thought of the rotted, stained beams that ran along the sides. “Definitely old.”


    “There you go, then.”


    She nodded. “Hey, I know you’ve got some loudmouths over at the police station, so keep this thing quiet, okay? Just you and Moretti, alright?”


    “Of course.” He paused. “How you doing?”


    She glanced around the demolished, soot-covered kitchen. “Been better, I guess.”


    Pause. “I’m doing everything I can to find her, you know.”


    “I know.” Pause. “So you believe now? In Krestel?”


    A long pause. “Yeah, Rox. I do.”


    “Good.”


    “Leave it to us, okay?”


    “Zander, I’m not even going to insult you by saying okay. The bitch tried to kill my sisters. My family. You, even—everything that’s important to me.”


    “I assumed that would be your stance. We’ll work it from both ends, then. Keep me updated, and vice-versa. Got it?”


    “Got it.”


    “Alright, I’ve gotta go; just got a call from dispatch that Brandy’s Boots and More was broken into.”


    Roxy laughed. “Oh to be a small-town police lieutenant.”


    “Roxy, be safe, okay?”


    “You, too.”


    Click.


    She shoved her phone into her pocket just as Fiona popped up from the tunnel.


    “Holy shit. I’m going to have nightmares for months.”


    Roxy helped her up.


    “Can you believe they’ve been down there the whole time we’ve been here? I mean, we’ve just been walking all over their bodies, so to speak.”


    She shook her head. “No, I can’t believe it. Is everyone on their way up?”


    “Yes.”


    Just then, the team filed out, one by one. Roxy shook Dr. Prescott's hand.


    “Thank you, again, for coming.”


    “Not a problem. Looks like an interesting find, for sure.”


    “Agreed. When should you have something for us? Anything?”


    “These things take time, but thanks to Max’s state-of-the-art facility, I’d say within forty-eight hours.”


    She nodded. “Please call me immediately.”


    “Will do.”


    Max stepped forward. “We’ll pull the van around back, and I’ll have a few folks taking the bones out over the next few hours, if that’s alright.”


    “Of course. Take as long as you need.”


    After walking the men to the door, and thanking them one last time, Roxy turned to her sisters.


    “We need to have a team meeting, right now.”


    They nodded.


    Ace glanced toward the dining room, which they’d turned into the main conference room. “There’s too much foot traffic for the meeting room.”


    She nodded. “Agreed. The library. Ten minutes.”


     


    Five minutes later, Roxy stepped into the expansive library enclosed with stone walls that shelved thousands and thousands of books. She walked to the windows and yanked the tassels that pulled back the heavy velvet tapestry, but frowned when the dreary day outside only partially illuminated the room. She grabbed an armful of candles, walked to the seating area and arranged them on a coffee table that sat on a vintage china rug surrounded by brown leather couches and lounge chairs, in the center of the room. She set her notebook on the table and sank into one of the plush chairs.


    Damn, she needed a coffee.


    Or hell, a drink.


    She glanced around the room, focusing on the dark shadows from the candles dancing on the walls. It was as if ghosts were following her everywhere she went lately. She looked at the antique clock on the wall—almost one in the afternoon. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and thought about all she needed to get done.


    As she opened her eyes, Ace, followed by Dixie, Raven, Scar, Fiona, and Harley walked into the room. She straightened, smiled.


    Time to be cool, calm and in control.


    Ace looked around the dark room and shook his head. “If you were going for ‘horror movie’, you nailed it.”


    She smirked. “I thought I’d stick with the theme of the last few days.”


    Harley dropped her weight into the couch. “What? You mean evil witches, secret tombs, and skeletons? Too bad it’s not Halloween.”


    Ace sat next to her. “It’s always Halloween around here.”


    Scar and Dixie sat on either side of Roxy, Fiona across, and the meeting began.


    “Okay, guys, first and foremost, I want to make it clear that if anyone needs time off, or just need to get away from everything for a bit, I completely understand. Go somewhere. Unplug, clear your head. Drink your ass off. Whatever you need to do. Charge it to the company, no questions asked.” She looked around the room.


    Fiona leaned forward. “I’m here. Not going anywhere.”


    Ace nodded. “Me, too.”


    In perfect unison, Harley and Raven said, “Here.”


    Scar looked at her and smiled. “We’re all-in, boss.”


    Dixie kicked her ankle over her knee. “Assuming we get the damn electricity back on, I’m here.”


    Roxy smiled and nodded, feeling like a proud mama. The members of Black Rose would rather spend their time solving mysteries than doing anything else in the world. Just like her. She glanced at the doorway to make sure no one was lingering, then leaned forward.


    “Alright, guys, each of you have now seen the tomb downstairs and heard what Max and Dr. Prescott had to say. We’re working on the assumption that a doctor by the name of Leland Richmond and his wife, Cecilia were murdered around forty years ago.” She updated them on the call with Zander, then turned to Ace. “I need you to dig up absolutely everything you can on Leland and Cecilia. Look at family members, even distant. Work associates. I want to know everything about these people.”


    “No problem.”


    “Perfect.” She grabbed the vial from her pocket and pulled out the paper. “I also need you to figure out what the hell this is.”


    He plucked it from her hand, and everyone leaned in. “This was found in the vial?”


    “Yes. Maybe a formula for a drug or something.”


    “Looks like it.”


    Scar looked at Roxy. “Why didn’t you tell Max or Dr. Prescott about it?”


    The candles popped and hissed in front of them.


    “The vial is irrelevant to them at this point. They just need to tell me the story of the bones. We’ll figure out the mystery of the vial… which reminds me, I think it’s best to keep this a secret for now—the vial.”


    Scar nodded.


    Ace took out his cell phone, snapped a picture of the paper and handed it back to her. “I’ll research it.”


    “Get it done quick. If it gets out that we’ve been operating over a tomb, the gossip is going to go crazy. We don’t need that, for ourselves or our business.”


    Raven leaned back. “We’re already catching enough crap for finding Krestel.”


    Harley nodded. “Some are saying the town is cursed and it’s our fault. Saying we should’ve just left her alone.”


    Dixie blew out a breath. “I didn’t mean to find Krestel. She fell into my damn lap.”


    Roxy looked at her. “Yeah, and freed Krestel’s sister who had been held captive for forty years. This is not your fault, Dix.” She turned to the group. “That brings us to the second thing we need to discuss—Krestel.”


    Just then, a swift breeze blew out the candles.


    “Oh you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Ace pushed off the couch, grabbed the lighter and lit them again. “Krestel’s theatrics are starting to grind on my damn nerves.”


    Fiona glanced around. “Every door in the house is open. Let’s not assume every creepy thing that happens is Krestel.”


    “Hey, assuming that she doesn’t exist is what got us into this damn mess in the first place.”


    “Okay guys, that’s enough. Focus. We’re operating now as if she absolutely does exist. Does anyone feel differently?” She looked around the room as everyone shook their heads. “Okay, and at this point…” She felt her pulse pick up. “It’s safe to assume that she does, indeed, have her sights set on us.”


    “To destroy us.”


    She felt a flush of anger rise up her neck. Cool it, Roxy. She paused. “So what do we do, guys?”


    “Destroy her first.”


    She nodded. “And how do we do that?”


    Fiona scooted to the edge of her seat, rested her elbows on her knees, and Roxy saw the fire of strength and determination in her green eyes. “We find the Great Shadow Book of Secrets.”


    “Exactly. Does everyone agree here?”


    Nods around the room.


    Scar began picking her nails, a habit of hers when she was in deep thought. “We have to find her, first.”


    “Once we find the book, we find her.”


    Dixie tapped her foot on the floor, no doubt trying to release the adrenaline she was feeling—they all were feeling—from talking about the witch. “Right. Either the book will lead us to her, or once she knows we have it, she’ll come after us to get it back.”


    “Exactly.”


    A wicked smile crossed Ace’s face. “Hell of a plan.” He started to stand.


    “One last thing.” Roxy narrowed her eyes, set her jaw. “I will take lead on this, on finding the book. I don’t want anyone else working on this.” She looked at Fiona. “As my assistant, Fiona will help as needed, and Ace will provide information as needed. But that’s it.”


    Scar frowned. “No Roxy—


    “I’m not asking, Scar.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    Sprinkles dotted her windshield as Roxy shoved her car into park. The grey morning had faded into an even gloomier afternoon, and now, the rain that had been promised by the weatherman was kicking off the evening.


    It had been a hell of a day between dealing with the house and catching up on the hundred other cases she had going. Weston had sent his team to finish their investigation, and not to anyone’s surprise, they were unable to determine what had caused the fire.


    Shocker.


    Now it was almost seven o’clock in the evening, and instead of heading home, Roxy made a detour to Graves Laboratory to see if there were any developments on the “creepy corpse case,” as the Black Rose team had lovingly named it.


    She slid into her leather jacket, grabbed her bag and got out of the car. Wind spun her long, black hair across her face as she shut the door. Spring was definitely in the air, well, spring storms were, at least. After spitting the hair out of her mouth, she started up the stone steps that led to the sprawling glass building ahead of her.


    Not only was Graves one of the most prestigious forensics labs in the world, but it was also a marvel to look at, with its sleek, modern design, marble floors, and state-of-the-art equipment.


    She pushed through the tall glass doors.


    “Good evening, Miss Knight.” The security guard tipped his hat.


    “Evening, Thomas. How’s the wife?”


    “Doing better. Should be back on her feet next week. Back surgery is no fun.”


    She thought of the persistent ache in her back. “No, I can’t imagine. You let me know if you need anything.”


    He smiled. “Thank you.”


    “Roxy! What brings you here this late?”


    Roxy turned to see April, the busty, red-headed receptionist smiling from behind the computer screen across the lobby.


    She made her way past the sparkling fountain to the front desk. “Hey, April. What are you still doing here?”


    April glanced at the clock. “Max has me running around like a crazy woman today. ‘Bout to close up.” She grinned. “I’ve got a hot date tonight.”


    “Yeah? Who’s the lucky man?”


    April cocked an eyebrow and grinned. “A fireman.”


    Her stomach fell to her feet, followed by total shock at her immediate reaction to the possibility that April was talking about Weston Cage. Why the hell did she care? She cleared her throat and shifted her weight. “A fireman, huh? What’s his name?”


    “Jimmy Campbell.”


    Her heart started beating again. She smiled, bigger than she probably should have. “That’s exciting. I hope it goes well.”


    “Me, too. I hear firemen make incredible lovers.”


    “Well, then, maybe he’s met his match.” She winked.


    “Damn straight.” April smirked, then her face dropped. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. I forgot for a moment. Your house—I was so sorry to hear about what happened yesterday. Is everything okay? Gosh, how selfish of me… I go off about a stupid date.”


    So the news was definitely out—great. Not that she was surprised. Devil’s Den was a small town where gossip and hearsay was part of daily conversation. “We’re all okay. Thanks for asking.”


    “What caused it? Do they know?”


    “Ah,” she paused, buying some time while she came up with something other than ‘a witch’. “I think a gas leak in the kitchen, maybe.” Time to change the subject. “Anyway, I’m here to see if Max, or Dr. Prescott is still here?”


    “Oh. Um, let me check. Hang on.”


    As April typed away on her computer, Roxy looked around her messy desk. Two empty Starbucks cups sat next to a Kit-Kat wrapper. Pens, notebooks, sticky-notes… a blueprint? Her eyes widened as she peered down at the paper.


    “Yep. Looks like they’re still here. Down in the lab, turn left off the elevator. Might want to grab one of the courtesy coats. It’s as cold as ice down there.”


    Roxy tore her eyes away from the desk and stared at her for a moment and then said, “Thanks, April.” She narrowed her eyes. “As always, it was a pleasure.”


    “Hopefully I’ll hear those words from fireman Campbell later, too.” She chuckled and pressed a button on the desk. “Door’s unlocked.”


    “Thanks.”


    She took one last glance at the blueprint, then pushed through the heavy door. She yanked out her cell phone and opened a new text.


     


    Ace, do you know April, the receptionist at Graves?


    A few seconds passed. Yep, had a memorable night with her a few years back.


    You’re such a horn-dog. I need you to look into her.


    Already did, like I said. A few years ago.


    You’re sick. No, I need you to do a write-up on her. Her interests, family, social media, things like that.


    Typical write-up, got it. Why?


    Because I need to know why the hell she has a blueprint of the layout of our office on her desk.


    What the fuck?


    Exactly. Get on it. Call our architect and see if anyone asked for it. And give me an update on the corpse case in an hour.


    You got it, boss.


    Thanks.


    Hey—don’t shoot me but you need some rest.


    Bullet’s on its way.


    Love ya.


    Love ya.


     


    She slid the phone into her pocket and stepped inside the elevator.


    She frowned, staring at her reflection in the shiny doors.


    Why the hell would the receptionist at Graves Laboratory have a blueprint of their office? It made no sense. She couldn’t think of a single reason why April would need that information. She was the front lobby receptionist for a forensics lab—where did she even get it?


    Her stomach clenched with nerves—an instinct that something was up.


    The doors slid open, and a rush of ice-cold air perfumed with chemicals slapped her in the face. She zipped up her coat and stepped out of the elevator. The hallway was dark, with only the dim glow of the after hours lights running along the floor.


    She turned left and began making her way down the long hallway.


    It was dead silent, which seemed fitting considering she was walking past dozens of frozen dead bodies. She glanced in the window of each lab room as she passed—silver tables, computers, knives, tools, weird machines that looked like robots.


    It was creepy as hell.


    She rounded a corner and a pool of light spilled onto the hallway from the last laboratory on the left. That must be them.


    She briskly walked to the window and glanced in. Dressed in white lab coats, Max and Dr. Prescott hovered over a silver table topped with a skeleton.


    She rapped on the door before pushing it open.


    Max turned. “Hey, Roxy. Come on in.” With a gloved hand, Max motioned her inside.


    “Getting your hands a little dirty, Max?”


    He smiled. “It’s not very often I get to look at two full skeletons. I mean, we’ve got every single bone here. Very cool.”


    Dr. Prescott set down a small pair of tweezers, looked over his shoulder and smiled, emphasizing the tiny, yet charming lines around his brown eyes. “Miss Knight, good to see you. Find more bodies in another tunnel or something?”


    She laughed. “No. Two is about all I can take right now. Which one are you working on?”


    “The male.”


    “The tall one is definitely a male?”


    “Yes, you can tell by the pelvic bone,” he pointed to the area. “The tall one is male, and the shorter one is female.”


    She glanced at the second skeleton on the next table.


    Dr. Leland Richmond and his wife, Cecilia.


    Dr. Prescott nodded toward a box of gloves next to a gigantic fluorescent light. “Gloves are over there if you came to get your hands dirty.”


    “Actually, I was just on my way home and wanted to stop by to see how you were coming along. If you had any information yet.”


    Max grinned and looked at Dr. Prescott. “The Knight sisters have many amazing qualities Benedict, but patience is not one of them.”


    “That is perfectly fine. I don’t know many private investigators who are blessed with that personality trait.” He turned and faced her. “Based on the time I’ve had with them so far, I’ve determined sex, as I just told you, and…” He walked around to the far side of the table and pointed at the jaw of the skull. “Based on the wearing and bone loss of the teeth, and combining that with ossification of the bones overall, I can determine that both bodies—


    “Victims.”


    He smiled and glanced at Max. “Ah, the patience.” He looked back at her. “We’ll get to that in a minute. As I was saying, both bodies appear to be around sixty years old, possibly right at sixty.”


    “What about cause of death?”


    “You’ve got a good eye, Miss Knight. Based on my analysis so far, your use of the word ‘victim’ is fitting for these two bodies.”


    “You’ve confirmed they were murdered?”


    He picked up a silver tool and motioned her to join him at the skull. “The cause of death for the male was blunt force trauma to the head. As you can see here…” He pointed to the two-inch fracture on the side of the skull that she had noted when she first discovered the bones. “When trauma occurs long before the time of death, healing can be detected around the wound. The bone might even fuse back together. However, as you can see here, no such healing occurred. Therefore, this blow to the head, especially considering its location, was very likely the cause of death.”


    Her eyes narrowed as she looked down at the skull. Although the news didn’t surprise her, it was still jarring to hear it confirmed.


    Who had done this? Why?


    “Her wheels are already turning, Benedict.” Max grinned.


    She looked at the doctor. “Any other injuries? I noticed the ribs…”


    “Yes, you’re correct there as well. Five ribs are fractured. Everything else seems to be intact, as far as I can see at this moment.”


    “What about the woman?”


    They turned and stepped over to the second table. “I haven’t gotten as far with her, but,” he clicked on a bright light and lowered it above the torso. “See this tiny mark on the bottom rib there?”


    She leaned in, squinted. “Barely.”


    “It’s possible this is a tool mark.”


    Her eyebrows tipped up. “From a blade? From a knife?”


    “I believe so.”


    “Could it be from animals. Mice, rats or whatever?”


    “No. It’s too smooth of a mark. No teeth marks. My initial guess is a knife. And based on its location, it very likely could have caused her death. She bled to death."










    She glanced up at the skull, and he cut her off. “To answer the question you’re about to ask, no, no trauma to the head. Also, I noticed that she did not have children. FYI.”


    She straightened, put her hands on her hips. “You’ve done a lot of work since leaving the house.”


    “I’ve been doing this for years. Speed and accuracy improve with age.”


    She smiled. “Thank you for your time.” She looked at Max. “Sorry to barge in and interrupt.”


    “Never be sorry for that.” He widened his arms. “Mi casa, su casa. You know that.”


    “Thanks.” She turned back to Dr. Prescott. “Let me know what else you find.”


    “Of course.”


    Max stepped away from the table. “I’ll walk you out.”


    As they stepped into the long hallway, Max looked at her. “How you doing?”


    “Decent. We had a productive day beginning to get the office back together. Will be a long journey, but at least we have lights and running water now. Well, except for the kitchen.”


    “Good. I’ve got a fantastic contractor when you get to thinking about the remodel. Top-of-the-line. Pricey, but worth every penny.”


    She smiled. Max had almost as much money as he had in good looks and charisma—a lot. “Thanks. When do you think Dr. Prescott will be done?”


    Max shrugged. “Not sure. He’s good at what he does. Very thorough. It takes time, Rox.”


    They stopped at the elevator.


    “Please let me know ASAP.”


    “You know I will. I’ve got you girls on speed dial.”


    With a ding, the doors slid open. “Hey Max, one more thing. How long has April worked here?”


    “April? Oh gosh, years. Why?”


    “Just curious. You know her well?”


    “Well enough to hire her, of course. Good, Southern gal.” He frowned. “Why?”


    “Just curious.” She winked and stepped into the elevator. “Thanks again, for everything, Max. Talk soon.”


    He winked back. “Night, Rox. Go rest.”


    She took a deep breath as the elevator zipped her up to the lobby floor.


    Rest. Yes, she needed a little rest. She could feel the exhaustion all over her body—sore muscles, fatigue, and perhaps most alarming of all, a cloudy head.


    Yes, she needed just a few hours of rest.


    As the door dinged open, her gaze landed on a six-foot-three, muscular, oh-so-sexy fireman standing next to the fountain.

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    His eyes locked on hers and butterflies awoke in her stomach.


    He smiled, his eyes twinkling as he began walking across the lobby.


    She stepped off the elevator, feeling a rush of energy—excitement—just to see him. He was dressed casually in a black T-shirt, worn jeans, and running shoes. And just as the T-shirt before, this one fit snugly over his chest as well. She was really beginning to like his T-shirts.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “Looking for you.”


    She cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah? How’d you know I was here?”


    “Went by the office, you weren’t there. Spoke with Fiona and your sisters.” He scratched his head. “Interesting bunch.”


    “And by interesting you mean protective.”


    “Exactly. They wanted to know exactly why I was looking for you before they would divulge your location. And then I hightailed it out of there when they started asking questions about my love life.”


    Roxy laughed. “Sorry. We’re a tight-knit group.”


    “I’d say so.” They began walking across the lobby.

She looked at him. “So what did you need?”


    “I’ve got some information for you. About the creepy corpse case… which is a hilarious name by the way.”


    “They told you that, too.”


    “Yes, right before asking if I was single.”


    She shook her head. “Again, sorry…”


    He pushed open the front door and held it for her. The sprinkles had subsided, but it had gotten significantly darker since she’d been inside.


    Her phone rang.


    “Hang on.” She pulled her phone from her bag and clicked it on. “Roxy.”


    “Rox, it’s Ace. Sorry for calling so late.”


    “It’s seven-thirty, what am I, ninety?” She walked down the steps, with Weston close at her side, eavesdropping if she had to guess.


    “Close. First, I called your architect, Mr. Schaeffer, and he hasn’t received any requests for the office blueprint, and quite frankly, he seemed extremely offended that I thought he sent the files without your permission.”


    “Humph.”


    “So, unless someone hacked into his computer or got ahold of his files, which definitely is possible, I don’t know how April got it. And I’ll get on her write-up shortly, but that’s not why I called. I’ve begun digging into the scarce family tree of the creepy corpses, and I’ve got a name for you.”


    “Already? You’re incredible.”


    “I know. Adam Richmond.”


    “Richmond? So on Leland's side?”


    “Yep, apparently Leland had a brother, Cliff, who had a son—Adam. Adam would be Leland’s nephew. Anyway, his dad, Cliff, died a few months ago from a heart attack, and he inherited his dead daddy’s money, then blew every penny of it at the casino within one month. He’s dead broke and got a rap-sheet. B&E—a few—and drug charges.”


    “Sounds like a stand-up guy.”


    “Yep. So that made me dig into him a little further, and get this, I noticed he’s received a few significant deposits into his checking account over the last month. Thousands.”


    “From who?”


    “I traced the account number to a Sebastian Wells…” He paused for effect—an annoying little habit of his every time he uncovered a big clue to a case.


    “Keep going!”


    “Are you ready for this? Mr. Sebastian Wells is an old doctor friend of Dr. Creepy Corpse, aka, Leland Richmond.”


    “You’re kidding me. Does he know Cliff, too? Adam’s dad?”


    “Nope. That’s what stood out to me. Somehow Leland’s—who’s been dead for forty years—old buddy is giving his estranged brother's son money.”


    “Hmm... where is he now? Sebastian?”


    “He’s got a few beach houses around the world, Mexico, Hawaii, Cape Town, South Africa—where he’s currently on vacation. Big game hunter. Got an apartment in NYC, too.”


    “Any other transactions?”


    “Nope, just last month.”


    She paused. “Why the hell would Mr. Wells give Leland Richmond’s nephew money?”


    “Hey, you’re the PI, not me.”


    “Where's this kid—Adam—now?”


    “Lives in the next town over and works at the Evening Shade restaurant.”


    “Evening Shade?” She stepped off the last step and glanced into the woods that surrounded Graves Laboratory. “Isn’t that a little restaurant up on a mountain, overlooking the lake? Close to Graves, right?”


    “Let me check, hang on.” Click, click, click… “Yep, exactly two-point-four miles from the facility.”


    “Interesting…”


    “Good. Hey, other phone’s ringing. Gotta go.”


    “Thanks. Talk soon.”


    Click.


    She slid the phone into her bag, paused, then turned to Weston. “I’ve got something I need to do.”


    He raised his eyebrows. “Must be important.”


    She glanced at the road. “Yeah—might have found a connection that can help me untangle what happened to the Richmonds.”


    “A break in the creepy corpse case.”


    She nodded. “Yep, found the nephew of the victim.”


    “Nice.”


    “So… maybe we can catch up later?”


    “I’ll just fill you in on the way.”


    “On what way?”


    “The way to interview the nephew.”


    She raised her eyebrows. “Didn’t your mama teach you not to eavesdrop, and never invite yourself places?”


    “Didn’t yours teach you that two is always better than one? Besides, what are you planning to do? Just walk in and say ‘Hey buddy, I found your murdered uncle in a tomb under my house after a witch blew up my kitchen, do you know anything about it?’ By the way, he probably doesn’t even know his uncle is dead—no one seems to be aware of that fun fact.”


    She opened her mouth to respond, then stopped, realizing she wasn’t quite sure how she was going to approach it.


    “I say you go in there and pretend like you’re wondering if he knows anything about the fire.”


    She looked past him, in deep thought.


    “And don’t you think it will be easier if the fireman who worked the explosion assisted you in this interview? It would look more professional, more realistic.”


    “You’ll intimidate him.”


    “Exactly. You’d be surprised what young kids with a rap sheet will admit when they’re intimidated.”


    She rolled her eyes. “You heard every damn word of my phone conversation.”


    “Need to turn the volume down, sweetheart.”


    She glared at him and after a minute, said, “Okay, you can come. But I lead.”


    He grinned. “Wouldn’t expect less.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    A short six minutes later, Weston rolled to a stop in front of a small wooden sign with Evening Shade Restaurant written in cursive across it. He turned off his headlights and looked around—only a white SUV and black sports car speckled the small rock parking lot.


    He glanced at Roxy in the passenger seat and stared for a moment, his thoughts everywhere but where they should be. The blue glow of the radio barely lit the lines of her face—the long eyelashes, big, sultry eyes, the full, pouty lips. She was so beautiful, so sexy. And mesmerizing, apparently, because he’d spent the entire day thinking about her.


    All day.


    After they’d escaped the tunnel, he’d gone home for a quick shower, and as he ripped off his dirt covered shirt, he’d smelled her—the scent of her hair from when she’d snuggled in his arms all night. And he knew he was in trouble when instead of throwing the shirt in the dirty clothes pile, he’d set it on the dresser. He didn’t want to lose that scent or the feeling she’d given him when she fell asleep against his chest. He’d eventually drifted to sleep himself, but only after the heavy rise and fall of her breathing guaranteed she was sound asleep.


    Of course, he could have called her this evening instead of driving to her office. But when he’d gotten off work, his car just seemed to drive itself there. He had to see her again.


    He had a crush. And it was pretty damn bad.


    She stared straight ahead, and he assumed by the tight look on her face that she was going over their plan in her head.


    “It’s game-time.”


    She looked over. “Yep. Let’s go.”


    He pushed out the door and jogged around to her side just as Roxy swung open the door. So much for opening the door for her. He held her hand as she stepped down.


    “Why do you guys jack-up your trucks so much?”


    “Who’s ‘you guys’?”


    “You know—macho men, cowboys.”


    “It’s a Southern thing.”


    She slid her phone into her pocket and looked at him. “I lead, remember.”


    “Yes, yes, I remember, I remember.”


    As they walked across the lot, Weston couldn’t help but notice the romantic atmosphere oozing from the little restaurant.


    Nestled deep in the woods, the small log-cabin was illuminated by thousands of twinkling lights strung through the trees. Antique-looking lanterns lit a walkway with a small bridge that stretched over a babbling brook. And inside was just as cozy. Small, with white linen covered tables, spaced far apart, or separated by small rooms, allowing for the utmost privacy. Large windows looked out to a deck, which overlooked the lake below.


    He immediately felt uncomfortable.


    The young, blonde-haired hostess wearing one of those feminine-but-masculine black and white suits greeted them. He never understood women wearing suits, but whatever.


    “Good evening, welcome to Evening Shade. Just the two of you?”


    Roxy cut him a glance—a not-so-subtle reminder to stay quiet, and stepped forward. “Actually, we’re here to talk to Adam Richmond. Is he available?”


    “Um, he’s in the back, cooking this evening. Is there something I can help you with?”


    “No, we need to speak with him, just for a moment.”


    Weston shook his head at Roxy’s prickly demeanor.


    “Um, well, he’s really busy—


    If there was one thing Weston didn’t appreciate, it was wasted time. And Roxy was going to get nowhere with the hostess. He cleared his throat and stepped next to Roxy. “I’m sorry, your name is?”


    The hostess smiled, batting her eyelashes. “Cookie.”


    He grinned—he’d known a few Cookies in his life. “Cookie. I love those earrings. Opal, right?”


    Her smile widened as her cheeks flushed. “Yes, my birthstone.”


    He could practically feel Roxy’s glare at his side. He smiled bigger. “Mine too, what a coincidence. I’ve got to get back to my team at the fire station pretty quick—


    The blonde’s eyes widened. “You’re a fireman?”


    “Oh, my God,” Roxy muttered next to him.


    He had to bite back a chuckle. “Yes, ma’am. Chief Cage. Because I’m pressed for time, do you think we could just talk to Adam real quick? I just have a few questions for him.”


    Looking almost hypnotized at this point, Cookie nodded. “I think that’d be okay. He’s actually about to get off work. Let me go tell him you’re here. Be right back.”


    As the hostess sauntered away, he turned to Roxy and—yep—was on the receiving end of one of the most intimidating glares he’d ever seen in his life. Aside from his mom's, of course.


    “What?”


    “You’re unbelievable.”


    “Thank you. I knew you’d come around.”


    She dramatically rolled her eyes.


    He laughed. “Look, no offense, but you seem kinda… uh, edgy this evening. You weren’t going to get anywhere with her. And I got it done, didn’t I?”


    She exhaled. “Alright, alright." Pause. "Who the hell names their kid Cookie anyway?”


    “Probably a nickname.”


    “Charming.”


    Just then, Cookie emerged from the back. “Okay, right now is good. He’ll meet you outside. Just walk around to the right of where you walked in.”


    Weston smiled, and just to piss Roxy off even more, winked. “Thanks, Cookie.”


    Roxy spun on her heel and pushed out the front door.


    He casually walked out after her. Over her shoulder, she said, “Okay, Mr. Macho, now it’s my show. I’m serious.”


    He held up his hands as if to surrender. “Okay, okay.”


    She stomped ahead of him, and the realization suddenly hit him in the face like a bat—she was as stubborn as he was. They were both strong-willed, bull-headed, natural born leaders. Two people who were not inclined to take orders. Two people who were probably worst suited to be in a relationship together.


    But Weston Cage never shied away from a challenge. Not even from the worthiest adversary.


    He looked her up and down. Damn, she was going to be work. Knocking down the wall she’d built around herself was going to be a slow, delicate process.


    Did he really have the patience?


    As they rounded the corner, a puff of cigarette smoke rolled through the darkness. Behind the smoke was a skinny, wiry-looking dark-haired guy wearing a stained apron over a plaid button-up, baggy jeans, and shiny cowboy boots. He also wore a sketched out look on his face—a look that Weston had seen many times in his career. And a look he could work with. He guessed the kid to be in his mid-twenties.


    Roxy stepped up, quickly shedding the prickly demeanor. “Good evening, Adam Richmond?”


    Adam inhaled another puff of his cigarette as his eyes darted between Roxy and Weston, lingering a moment on Weston. “Yeah.”


    “Perfect, my name is Roxy Knight, and this is Weston Cage.”


    Weston stuck out his hand, and after a moment was obliged with a limp shake in return.


    “I’ve got a few questions for you, about your uncle, if you don’t mind.”


    Something flickered in Adam’s eyes, and he shifted his weight. Weston’s instinct immediately piqued.


    Roxy continued, “Leland Richmond. That was your uncle, correct?”


    “Uh, yeah, that’s him. I ain’t ever met him though.” He spoke quickly, his voice a little higher. He took a deep drag and blew it to the side.


    “Were…” she caught herself. “Are your dad and he close?”


    Adam snorted. “No way. Besides, my dad’s dead now. Died a few months ago.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “That’s life.” He shrugged.


    Roxy paused. “I own the house that Leland and his wife used to own. Do you know it?”


    “No.”


    “Are you familiar with the gossip surrounding your uncle and his wife?”


    “Uh…” He glanced over his shoulder. “I’ve heard some stuff.”


    “What in particular?”


    “Um…” Pause. “Just that they left town or something. Probably dead by now.”


    “What makes you say that?”


    He looked away. “Just guessin’. They'd be real old.”


    “Okay. Well, we recently had a small house fire, and,” She quickly glanced at Weston. “I found… some things that used to belong to them. Your uncle was a doctor, correct?”


    Weston noticed the kid’s breathing pick up. He subtly widened his stance—sketched out kids were, more often than not, loose cannons. He looked at Roxy. Although she seemed as cool as a cucumber, he had no doubt she was picking up on Adam’s nervous energy, too.


    Adam lifted his cigarette, his hand trembling slightly. “Yeah. Pops told me he was. Look, I really don’t know anything else.” He looked down.


    She paused, stared at him for a minute. “Okay. One more question, do you happen to know a man by the name of Sebastian Wells?”


    Adam’s head shot up. “Uh…” He took a small step back and looked around. “No, I don’t think so.


    Roxy nodded, allowing a moment of silence to hang in the air, then said, “Adam, do you know if Leland, your uncle, was involved in anything that could have gotten him in trouble?”


    “No…” He took another drag, tossed the cigarette on the ground and stomped it out. “I don’t know anything.”


    Weston might not be a professional interviewer but he had no question that the punk knew more than he was leading on, and he was wasting their damn time. He clenched his jaw—enough of this bullshit.


    He stepped forward. Roxy grabbed his arm. He looked at her, and she shook her head—no. Then, she looked at Adam and stepped closely to him.


    “You don’t know anything, huh? Are you sure about that, Adam?”


    “Yep.”


    “We’ll just leave you alone, then. But first, I’m curious where you got those snazzy cowboy boots? I’ve got a buddy in the police department, and boy he’d really like a pair of those brand-new eight-hundred dollar Lucchese roper boots you’ve got on. Probably the only place in town that sells them is…” She snapped her fingers. “Oh, damn, wait a minute, I heard Brandy’s Boots and More was broken into earlier…” Her eyes narrowed. “Now Adam, I’m going to ask you again, do you happen to know anything that might have gotten your uncle into some trouble?”


    The blood drained from Adam’s face as his eyes rounded. He stared at her for a moment, apparently shocked at this new development in the conversation. He opened his mouth, paused, and then in a low, shaky voice said, “Look, I don’t want any trouble, okay? I’m on parole, and I can’t get into any more trouble. I… uh… let me look into a few things for you.” He glanced at the door to make sure no one was listening. “Come by my house tomorrow evening after I get off work, say eight o’clock.” He quickly rattled off the address. “And then, you leave me alone, okay?”


    She nodded, smiled. “Thanks, Adam. We’ll see you tomorrow, then.”


    Adam yanked off his apron, pulled his keys from his pocket and jogged to his car, casting one last look at Weston before fading into the darkness.

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    Weston’s eyebrows tipped up as he turned to Roxy. “Very, very nice work, PI.”


    “Thanks.”


    “How the hell did you know he’d broken into that store?”


    “I didn’t. Ace told me he had several B&E’s under his belt, and Zander told me about the break-in earlier, and when I noticed his fancy boots, I remembered Ace telling me that the kid was dead broke. So I took a stab in the dark.”


    “I repeat, nice work.”


    A light flicked on in the room they were standing outside of, illuminating Roxy’s face and for the first time tonight he noticed dark circles shading her puffy eyes.


    She was exhausted. Stressed.


    He stepped closer. “Hey.”


    She turned.


    “Hungry?”


    A second slid by, and he knew she was weighing her options in her head. One by one. Should she do this… should she do that.


    “Actually, yeah, I’m starving.”


    He took her hand. “I know a place that’s close.”


    She laughed as he guided her back into the restaurant. Cookie’s eyes lit up the moment he walked through the door.


    “Hello, again.”


    “Hi, Cookie. Thanks again for helping us out.”


    “My pleasure.”


    “Can we get a table for two, please?”


    Cookie glanced at Roxy, who grinned.


    “Oh, sure. Right this way.”


    As they walked through the main room, Weston looked around at the few other diners—all couples. Cookie led them to a back corner table next to the fireplace, flanked by tall windows that looked out to the lake below.


    Pretty much the most romantic table in the room.


    The light was dim, the candle was lit, and above them were hundreds of twinkling bulbs hanging from the ceiling. It was like something he’d seen in some Italian romance movie.


    She sat across from him as Cookie handed out the menus.


    “Your waitress will be right with you.”


    “Thank you.”


    Just then, the waitress walked up, a beautiful woman with greying hair braided elegantly down her back.


    “Evening, folks. What can I get you to drink?”


    “Whiskey, please. Double, with ice.”


    Roxy raised her eyebrows and grinned. “Alrighty then. I’ll have the same.”


    “You got it.”


    The waitress walked away, and he put his hand over his heart. “A girl who drinks whiskey…”


    “So if I begin quoting cheesy eighties movies are you just going to lay me out right here on the floor?”


    “We wouldn’t make it to the floor, Miss Knight.”


    She smiled, her eyes twinkling.


    The waitress delivered their drinks and took their orders—grilled chicken parmigiana for her, lasagna for him. He was impressed when she didn’t order a piece of lettuce with a cube of chicken.


    She sipped, closed her eyes for a minute, savoring the taste. The candlelight danced across her face, and he found himself gazing at her lips—those luscious, kissable lips. He felt his pants begin to tighten and looked away.


    Dammit. This girl did it for him—big time.


    She opened her eyes. “You mentioned you had information for me?”


    He sipped, nodded. “The piece of paper we found in the vial, in the tunnel…”


    “That we’re assuming Leland swallowed before he was killed.”


    “Right. But first, fill me in on everything you know. I only heard bits and pieces of the other end of your phone call earlier.”


    She nodded and told him the information Zander and Dr. Prescott had provided earlier in the day—names and details of the victims, and the initial skeleton analysis.


    “This aligns perfectly with what my father told me today, then.”


    “Your dad?”


    “Yeah. I called him about the formula. He’s a doctor.”


    “Ah… that’s why you went to medical school—following in daddy's footsteps.”


    “You could say that.”


    She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes, inquisitively. “There’s more to this story.”


    “One story at a time.”


    She stared at him for a minute, with those penetrating blue eyes that seemed to cut right through him. Right into his soul. Finally, she said, “Okay, then. What did he say?”


    “He confirmed that it is, indeed, a formula for a drug.”


    “Really? How?”


    “I told him what was on the paper.”


    “How the hell did you do that without having it with you?”


    “I remembered.”


    “Photographic memory?”


    “I’ve been told. Anyway, he looked through some of his old files and determined that it’s possibly a drug related to the Marburg virus.”


    “The Marburg virus?”


    He nodded. “The Marburg virus is a nasty virus that causes hemorrhagic fever. Vomiting, uncontrollable bleeding, the works. It also affects the central nervous system. It’s extremely rare but has almost a ninety percent fatality rate. It’s one of the deadliest viruses in the world.”


    “Sounds brutal. How is it transmitted?”


    “Brutal is an understatement. It originates in fruit bats, which bite humans. And then it can be transmitted by contact. Once it spreads, it spreads rapidly. There’s been recent breakouts in Africa.”


    “Did you say Africa?”


    “Yep.”


    “The same place Sebastian Wells has a beach house.”


    “Yep.”


    “Coincidence? Maybe, maybe not.” She paused. “Is there a cure?”


    “Nope.”


    She leaned forward, giving him her undivided attention, and sipped her drink.


    He continued, “The formula that Dr. Leland Richmond created possibly suppresses the NPC1 protein strain that is essential for the virus to survive in the human body.”


    She paused. “Wait…” Her eyes widened. “Are you saying…”


    “Yes. The formula Leland created didn’t just treat the Marburg virus, it cured it. If the NPC1 strain is suppressed, the virus cannot take over the body.”


    She sat back. “Oh, wow.”


    “That’s not all. The Marburg virus is very closely related to the Ebola virus, which is more widespread and common than Marburg. Much less rare.”


    “And there’s no known cure for that either?”


    “Nope.”


    “So Leland’s formula is potentially the only cure known to mankind.”


    He slowly nodded. “Making it one hot commodity.”


    She slowly nodded, too. “A formula worth millions and millions of dollars.”


    “Oh yeah.”


    “And someone killed him for it.”


    “Tortured him and his wife for it.”


    He saw the excitement in her eyes as she opened her mouth, but closed it immediately as the waitress delivered their food.


    She quickly thanked the waitress and waited until they were alone. “Okay, let’s go over what we know.” Her eyebrows scrunched together, and she chewed on her lower lip, making the cutest expression. She looked young, vulnerable, like a schoolgirl solving a math problem.


    “Okay Leland and his wife were tortured and killed, let’s assume for the formula of the only known cure of two of the deadliest diseases in the world. And Leland has a brother who is dead and a nephew that is as sketchy as it gets—


    “No doubt in my mind that kid knows something about something.”


    “Agreed. And the kid gets random influxes of cash from Leland’s old friend, Sebastian Wells, who has a beach house in Cape Town, Africa, where the virus originated.”


    “Right.”


    She yanked out her phone. He reached over and gently placed his hand over hers. “Roxy, wait. You can text Ace later. Eat. Your food is getting cold.”


    She looked at him with a shocked expression. He wasn’t sure if it was because he’d just given her orders, or he’d just suggested that she wait to investigate a tip on one of her cases. He stared back at her.


    A solid ten seconds passed, until finally, she slid the phone back into her bag. Her hand wrapped around her whiskey glass, and with her eyes locked on his, she slowly sipped.


    He gave a quick nod. “Thank you.”


    She inhaled and picked up her fork.


    He smiled. He won that battle, and it felt damn good.


    She cut into her chicken. “Tell me about medical school…”


    He quickly took a bite of lasagna.


    “You didn’t finish. What happened?”


    He cocked his head, playing coy.


    She pressed. “Medical school to fireman… that’s quite a change.”


    He swallowed, took a deep sip of his drink. “I guess.” He cleared his throat.


    “Well?”


    Pause. “I dropped out. Made it to the last year, and dropped out with one credit remaining.”


    “You’re kidding. Why?”


    He shifted in his seat. Of all the damn things they could talk about! “Wanted to see the look on my old man’s face.” He took another sip.


    “Tell me the story here.”


    Story—she didn’t know the half of it. He took another bite.


    “You and your dad aren’t close.”


    “You could say that.”


    “Why?”


    He started to feel anxiety creep up. “He was never around. Never really got to know him, you could say.” And he never cared to get to know me, he thought.


    “Never around? Like, ever?”


    “No. Like, ever. My mom left him for it.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    He laughed. “Me, too.”


    “So he pushed you to go to medical school, follow in his footsteps.”


    “Yep. Told me I wouldn’t amount to anything if I didn’t.”


    “And although you couldn’t stand your dad, there was still something in you that wanted to make him proud.”


    “Guess so.”


    “Why did you drop out at the last minute?”


    He took a deep breath. “It wasn’t for me. Being a doctor. There’s so much bureaucracy and politics involved. I knew I wanted to help people but working in a clinic was not what I wanted to do.”


    “Understandable. Did you always want to be a fireman?”


    He looked at her. “Ever since I saw my first fire truck.”


    She smiled. “That’s kinda cute.”


    He grinned. “I have my uniform at home if you wanna…”


    She laughed, and he saw her shoulders relax, a tiny, tiny bit. “I bet your dad was pissed about the money, huh?”


    “Nope. I had a full-ride. He didn’t lose a dime.”


    Her eyebrows shot up. “Really? A full ride to medical school?”


    He laughed. “Hey us country boys know more than just how to sow a field, Roxy.”


    “I’m sorry I didn’t mean…”


    “No, it’s fine. Anyway, today was the first time I’d spoken to him in years.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Seriously.”


    “Wow… and you did it to help me out.”


    He sipped again—this time draining his drink. “Anyway, what about you, Roxy? You sure are good at avoiding any personal conversation about yourself.”


    He watched her squirm in her seat.


    “Okay, fine, what about me?”


    “Why do you put so much damn pressure on yourself?”


    “Because I have to.”


    “No, you don’t.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “With all due respect, you don’t know.”


    “I know your parents were killed, and I know you're the unofficial CEO of a massive, multi-million-dollar business. I know that you are fiercely protective of your sisters and that you’ve taken it upon yourself to take care of them.”


    She looked down, clearly uncomfortable.


    He continued, “I know you’d run yourself into the ground before allowing anyone to see you stumble or fall, which would make you appear not in control. Not perfect.”


    Her cheeks flushed. She grabbed her drink, and drained it, too.


    He leaned forward. “I know that you’re one of the strongest, most intelligent women I’ve ever met. And Roxy, I know that even the strongest women in the world need help every now and again. It’s okay to accept help, and it’s okay to take a few bricks off of that wall you’ve built around yourself.” He paused. “Let me help you. Let me carry some of that weight on your shoulders.” He leaned closer, feeling a surge of intensity inside him. An urgent want to help her. To pick her up, cradle her in his arms and tell her everything was going to be okay. “It’s okay, Roxy, you’re going to be okay. Let me help you.”


    Wide-eyed, she looked up at him, with a glisten of a tear.


    Rain began to sprinkle against the windows as they stared at each other.


    The waitress walked up. “Can I get you both another drink?”


    Roxy looked at her. “No, just a to-go box.” She looked back at him with a piercing gaze that had his heart skipping a beat.


    A look that only meant one thing.

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    He yanked her bag from her hands and tossed it across the marble floor, its contents spilling everywhere. And somehow, just that whipped her into even more of a sexual frenzy.


    She kissed him, wildly, as she kicked the front door closed. The house was dark, with only the light from the garden lanterns streaming in through the windows. He pushed her back against the door, pressing his body against hers. Heat flamed in his eyes as he looked down at her.


    Her heart pounded in her chest.


    He inhaled, shook his head, and the message was clear—you’re in trouble now.


    And trouble with Weston Cage was exactly where she wanted to be at that moment.


    He pressed harder against her, trapping her against the door, then cupped her face in his hands.


    His lips crushed onto hers and goosebumps spread across her skin—her body’s response to the unfamiliar touch of a man. But not just any man—him.


    Weston Cage.


    She wasn’t sure if it was the whiskey, the exhaustion, or the delusion that her body had finally succumbed to after twenty-four hours of hell, but the moment he told her that he wanted to help her and that everything was going to be okay, he’d melted some of the ice inside her. The look in his eyes when he’d said it, the intensity, emotion—she trusted him. Wanted him.


    Needed him. If only for tonight.


    Pinned against the door, he leaned into her neck, kissing, licking, nipping.


    Her chest heaved with adrenaline, urgency, and pure lust as she tilted her head back, savoring every sensation.


    As his lips made their way to the nape of her neck, she tugged at his T-shirt.


    Take me, Weston.


    He got the message and ripped it off, his skin perfuming the air—the musky, woodsy smell of a man. She dragged her fingernails down his tanned back, feeling a prickle of goosebumps. He groaned at the touch, before ripping her silk blouse off of her.


    Buttons clattered against the marble floor.


    She kicked out of her heels as he tugged down her pants, then popped her bra. The soft silk floated down her body, falling silently to her feet. As she unzipped his jeans, his hands cupped her breasts, her nipples puckering at the touch. He circled his thumb around her nipples, and she felt a warm flush between her legs—she was ready. Her entire body ached for him. As he licked her breasts, she ran her fingers over his erection.


    Oh, my God.


    “Roxy.” His mouth found hers.


    His hands gripped around her waist, his kiss becoming more frantic as he kicked off his shoes and undressed completely. He pressed his rock-hard cock against her, leaned into her ear and in a low, husky voice, demanded, “I have to have you, Roxy. Now.” He nipped her ear. “I’m the one in control now.”


    And with that statement, he slid down her panties, gripped under her arms and lifted her into the air. She wrapped her legs around him as he pressed her back against the wall.


    The warm skin of his six-pack rubbed against her clit as he kissed her, forcefully, in a way that told her, yes, he was absolutely, completely and totally in control.


    It was about as much as she could take.


    He pulled back, looked around the dark house. His gaze landed on the long, shiny table in the dining room. He carried her across the foyer, sat her on the table and for the first time, she got to look at his body—really look at it. He was deliciously tanned, with wide, round shoulders and thick, muscular arms. A massive chest topped the ripples on his stomach.


    Her lips parted as she looked down.


    Oh. My…


    Before she could finish her thought, he pushed her legs open—widely. He stepped to her, kissed her lips, then lowered down onto his knees.


    She exhaled, closed her eyes and felt the heat of his breath against her. She tipped her head back, ready to fully give in to the pleasure he was about to give her.


    He breathed on her for a moment, teasing her, rubbing her thighs.


    Then, she felt his wet tongue slowly lick her inner thighs, kiss, and trail inward until finally his mouth enclosed over her.


    “Oh, Weston,” she breathed as she began to throb.


    He inserted a finger into her and slid his mouth over her inner lips. He softly licked, pressed into her, and finally glided his tongue onto her clit.


    “Oh, my God.” Tingles broke out over her skin, the heat rising between her legs as he licked and sucked her swollen bud, his fingers sliding in and out of her wetness. She squirmed, the tingling intensifying.


    “Let go, Roxy. Let go, ” he whispered.


    He licked harder, with more pressure, his finger, faster and faster. She bit her lip, curled her toes, the sensation almost painful now.


    A beautiful light-headedness washed over her, her body vibrating with euphoria until—


    “Weston!” She screamed as the orgasm ripped through her, wave after wave, until she collapsed on the cool, wooden table. Chest heaving, she finally opened her eyes to see his hard body standing over her, with a small, satisfied smile on his face.


    She pushed up on her elbows, dazed. “Wow. That was…”


    He smiled. “I heard.”


    She felt the heat of embarrassment flush her face. Did she scream that loud?


    He laughed, helped her sit up and then swooped her off the table.


    Feeling like lead weight, she nestled into his chest.


    “Where’s your bedroom?”


    “Across the foyer, down the hall, on the left.”


    She felt like she was weightless—floating—as he carried her across the house. He stepped into the bedroom, pulled back her down comforter and softly laid her into bed.


    He covered her up.


    She frowned, confused. “Wait…”


    “What?”


    “Uh… we’re not done. Right?”


    He smiled, kissed her softly on the top of her head. “For the time being, we are. You’re going to get some sleep. Recharge your batteries.”


    She reached up, grabbed his arm. “Weston, no, I want to…”


    “I’m not asking.” He kissed her again, laid her back, and lightly stroked her head.


    And before she could protest, she felt herself slipping into a deep sleep.

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    Snick.


    Roxy stopped, turned, her eyes darting from tree to tree.


    The late afternoon sun shot through the forest, like spears coming down from the sky. The wind whistled through the thousands of trees that surrounded her. The air was full of electricity, nature’s way of announcing rain to come.


    Dead leaves blew across her boots, which were now scuffed to hell.


    A chill ran up her spine as she looked around the dense forest.


    No one was following her.


    Not many people wandered this far off the trail.


    Not many people had spent the better part of their afternoon looking for a witch.

She scanned the trees above as their branches swayed back and forth in the wind, and took a deep breath, inhaling the faintest smell of rain.


    She should get back soon.


    She turned, peering ahead.


    According to Zander, this was the area where he saw a group of people, cloaked in black, hidden in the shadows of the trees—right before black smoke and a mysterious bright light blinded him.


    Right before his helicopter tumbled to the ground.


    Rumor had it that Krestel spent most of her time hidden in the Great Shadow Mountains, which included hundreds of miles of rough terrain filled with cliffs, steep valleys, caves, and streams.


    That was okay. Roxy would hike to the ends of the earth to find the woman who tried to kill her sisters.


    She slipped out of her backpack, grabbed a thermos and took a sip of water.


    Where the hell was Krestel?


    Where the hell was the Great Shadow Book of Secrets?


    Find the book, find her.


    Find the book, find her, Roxy.


    A gust of wind whipped through her hair. She glanced at her watch—almost five o’clock. She’d been out in the woods looking for the witch, or any sign of her, since two-damn-thirty in the afternoon.


    She blew out an exhale, her shoulders slumping.


    Where the hell was she?


    Frustration began to bubble up. She couldn’t give up. She couldn’t just sit around and wait for Krestel to come for her family again.


    No, she would not give up.


    She pulled out her compass, looked around and hesitated. She knew she should head back, but being the strong-willed woman she was, she decided to take the long way back to the car. Maybe she’d stumble upon something. Maybe she’d find her this time.


    She strapped on her backpack and pressed on, stepping over rotted logs, rocks, and anything that threatened to trip her up.


    As the seconds faded into minutes, her thoughts trailed from an evil witch to a certain sexy fireman.


    A certain sexy fireman who rocked her world the night before.


    After their rendezvous on the dining room table, he’d carried her to bed, tucked her in and told her to go to sleep.


    And that was the last thing she remembered. She’d awoken eight hours later to the light of dawn peeking through her windows.


    Eight hours!


    She’d slept through the entire night, without waking once. In the decades since her sisters had taken over the company, she couldn’t remember a single time that she’d slept through the night.


    Not one.


    Not until Weston Cage entered her life.


    A smile crossed her lips as she lifted her hand to her neck, softly running her fingers over the spot where he’d kissed her so passionately not twenty-four hours ago. She flushed, remembering the feeling of those lips between her legs.


    She pulled her hand down and frowned—she hadn’t returned the favor, which had been bothering her all day. But the moment she’d looked into his eyes after her mind-numbing orgasm, she knew that he had something else in mind.


    Taking care of her.


    A man willing to put a woman’s needs over sex was unfathomable—shocking. And she had a feeling that if she kept hanging around Weston, she’d continue to be surprised by him. Pleasantly surprised.


    There was something about him. Something that made her feel vulnerable but safe at the same time. Something that made him steal her thoughts all day. Something that made her want to see him again, immediately.


    She shook her head.


    Get ahold of yourself, Roxy.


    Just then, sprinkles of rain began to fall on her shoulders.


    She looked up at the dark cloud creeping over the sun.


    Great.


    ***


    Roxy clicked the speaker button, slid the phone on the bathroom counter and smoothed on a dab of pink lip gloss as the call connected.


    “Hello?”


    “Fi, it’s Roxy.”


    “Hey, girl. You thawed out?”


    “Mostly.”


    Not two minutes after she’d felt the first sprinkle, the clouds let loose and rained down on her the entire hike back to her car. She’s gone back to the office where she changed into her spare jogging clothes and worked for another hour, answering emails and returning phone calls. She was cold and still soaked to the bone by the time she’d gotten home, and now, after a long shower, she was finally beginning to feel like a real person again.


    She swiped some deodorant under her arms. “How’s your research coming along on that information I gave you this morning?”


    “You mean the Marburg virus? The nasty, disgusting virus that makes you vomit your insides out?”


    “That’s the one.” She swept mascara over her eyelashes.


    “It’s okay. I’m actually headed to the library now.”


    “The library?”


    “Yeah, you know, a building that holds thousands of books.”


    Roxy frowned. “Is the internet down or something?”


    Fiona laughed. “No, I did plenty of research on the ‘net. There’s just a few medical journals I want to check out. Hell of a lot easier looking at the actual journal instead of PDF copies on the screen, trust me.”


    “Okay, sounds good.” Ding—a text message. “I gotta go, let me know what you find.”


    “Sounds good, Rox. Talk soon.”


    She glanced at the clock—7:45—then opened the message.


    Almost there—Weston Cage.


    She spun on her heel, pulled on a hoodie, jeans, and after lacing her boots, grabbed her bag and ran to the front door. After setting the alarm, she stepped outside to the loud hum of rain pounding the ground around her.


    Headlights bounced up the driveway, cutting through the darkness. She yanked up her hood and jogged down the steps.


    Before she reached the truck, Weston was already out, opening the door for her.


    Butterflies fluttered in her stomach the moment he touched her hand to help her up.


    She watched his tall, muscular body jog around the truck, the rain pounding his shoulders.


    He slid inside. “Sorry I’m late.”


    The curt tone of his voice had her eyeing him. “You’re not late. Right on time.”


    He shoved the truck into drive. “Got the address?”


    “Yep, it’s close.” She plugged it into the navigation system and sat back as he took off down the driveway.


    They drove in silence, and every second that passed, she grew more and more anxious. He seemed edgy, stressed.


    Was it her?


    Was it last night?


    Did he think it was a mistake?


    She looked out the window. She should have never let her guard down. She knew better! She’d guarded herself and her family for years now, and all it took was one muscled up, drop-dead gorgeous fireman to knock her off her game.


    Dammit, Roxy—


    “Had a fire tonight.” His voice was low, serious. He stared straight ahead, his body tense as he said it.


    “Is everything okay?”


    He paused. “Kid’s in the hospital.”


    Her eyes rounded. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry…” She wanted to kick herself. She’d been worried that his mood was something to do with her, but in reality, it had to do with his job. A job that she couldn’t begin to imagine the amount of stress that came with it.


    “He’s going to be okay. It got his arm pretty good, though.” His grip tightened around the steering wheel.


    “Is the rest of his family okay?”


    “Yeah. Jimmy—I think you met him—is still with them.”


    “Oh. Do you need to—


    “No. He’s got it covered. The fire’s been out for hours. He needs to get used to things like this. I told him I needed to go deal with something involving creepy corpses." He forced a smile.


    “If you need to—


    He cut her a glance. “I don’t, Roxy.”


    She paused. “How did the boy get burned?”


    “He ran back in to save the family dog.”


    She covered her heart with her hand. “How horrible. Poor, poor kid. What caused it?”


    “Dishcloth fell on the stove.” He blew out a breath. “Thank God everyone’s okay. I just hate it for the kid.”


    “The dog?”


    “I got the kid and the dog.”


    Her mouth fell open. “You went in? Saved both their lives?”


    He paused, and for a moment said nothing. Finally, “It’s my job. It’s what I trained to do, and what I’m paid to do. Anyone would have done it.”


    She shook her head. “No way, Weston. Not everyone would have done it. Fireman or not, not everyone would have run into a burning house. And if I had to guess, you probably weren’t supposed to do it.”


    His lack of response told her the answer. No, by the book, he should not have gone into the crumbling house. And for the first time, she realized she wasn’t the only person with a lot on her shoulders. She wasn’t the only one who felt responsible for keeping others safe. She wasn’t the only one that would walk in front of a bullet to save someone else. She would do it for her team, Weston Cage would do it for total strangers.


    “I think this is it.” He flicked on the turn signal and pulled up to a small brick house on the outskirts of town. He parked behind a brand new four-door Chevy truck.


    Roxy cocked her eyebrow. “Must’ve bought this beauty with his inheritance.”


    “Right before he blew the rest at the casino.” He turned off the ignition. “Let’s go talk to our boy.”


    As he started to push out the door, she grabbed his hand. “Hey.”


    He turned.


    “I’m sorry.”


    A soft smile crossed his lips. And before she could talk herself out of it, she leaned forward and kissed him.


    His smile widened. “Thank you.”


    She smiled back. “Thank you.”


    With that, they jumped out of the truck and jogged through the rain and up the front steps. A light from inside framed the curtains that were drawn in the front window. The low hum of a TV sounded through the walls.


    Weston knocked.


    They waited.


    A cool gust of wind sent goosebumps across her body. She shoved her hands in her pockets. “God, I hope he has something for us.”


    “He will. He was way too nervous last night. Kid knows something.” He knocked again. “He said eight o’clock, right?”


    “Yeah.” She looked at her watch. “It’s six after now.”


    Weston frowned and a faint warning bell tickled her stomach—a gut feeling that something wasn’t quite right. She looked at Weston, who was looking at her, no doubt thinking the exact same thing.


    He glanced at the doorknob.


    She shook her head. “Knock one more time.”


    He did, and after a solid minute, he reached back and pulled a gun from his belt, as ironically, she was pulling hers from her bag. She glanced at his Sig and raised her eyebrows. “Hell of a gun.”


    “I pack a lot of heat, Miss Knight.”


    She grinned. “I know.


    He chuckled. “I always carry a gun.” He glanced at hers. “And I had no doubt you did, too. Nice pink, you girl.” He grinned, slid his hand over the knob and turned—unlocked.


    He slowly opened the door. “Adam?”


    Her pulse picked up and she glanced behind her, but thanks to the heavy downpour, she couldn’t see, or hear anything.


    “Adam?” Weston slowly stepped over the threshold.


    She stepped inside after him, and a chill ran up her spine. Her instincts piqued.


    Something was wrong.


    Something was very wrong.


    Slow, ominous music floated through the air. The music looped—repeating itself every few seconds.


    “Sounds like an intro to a movie, or video game or something.”


    “Sounds like a horror movie if you ask me.”


    With his gaze forward, he reached back and blocked her from taking another step. “Stay here.”


    She nodded and watched him slowly walk forward, gripping his gun.


    Her heart started to pound.


    He stopped cold as he looked into the first room on the right.


    “What? Weston?”


    He raised his gun, scanned the room, then turned to her with an ice-cold look that her tensing from head to toe. “Stay there. I’ll be right back.” He slid his finger over the trigger, turned, and disappeared into the house.


    For what? What the hell did he see?


    Screw this.


    She raised her gun and tiptoed down the hall. Her heart stopped as she peered into the room.


    “Oh, my God,” she whispered.


    The television was splattered with blood, hair, and skin fragments. A brown leather sofa centered the room, where what was left of Adam’s head hung to the side.

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    She spun ON her heel as Weston came up behind her.


    “Dammit, Roxy. I told you to stay by the door.”


    She swallowed the knot in her throat. “Is the house clear?”


    “Yes. Whoever did it came and left, fast.”


    Her mouth gaped open as she looked back at the gruesome scene in front of her.


    Adam had been murdered—on the same evening he promised to give her information about Leland Richmond.


    Coincidence?


    Not a shot in hell.


    Weston slid his gun into his belt. “We need to call the cops.”


    “Wait. I mean, yes, but let me look around first.” Her legs shook as she stepped toward the couch. The smell of fresh blood hung heavily in the air.


    An open can of Busch beer and half-eaten microwave dinner sat on the coffee table, splattered with blood. A video game remote sat at his feet.


    On the television, a trio of pus and blood-covered zombies creepily swayed back and forth, humming eerily to instrumental music. He had been playing a video game when he was murdered.


    She tried to keep her eyes off of Adam’s disintegrated face as she stepped around the side of the couch. Her gaze immediately landed on a yellow folder, sitting inches from him, barely sticking out from under a blanket.


    She looked up at Weston, who was scanning the room—for evidence, she guessed. His eyes met hers.


    “A folder.”


    He cocked an eyebrow.


    She yanked a pair of latex gloves from her bag and carefully slid it off the couch. Weston joined her at a small end table.


    Her hand trembled as she opened it—and the papers tumbled to the ground.


    “Dammit!”


    Weston grabbed her shoulder. “Roxy. You need to take a deep breath. Go outside.”


    She feverishly shook her head. “No, no I’m fine.” She shook out of his grip, kneeled down and began looking through the papers.


    “These are financial records… emails…”


    Weston joined her. “Phone numbers… international numbers.” He did a quick search on his phone. “These numbers are from Africa, Roxy.”


    “Africa?”


    “Yep.” He held up another paper. “Patent documents and clinical trial information. This is all about the formula.”


    She pulled a torn piece of notebook paper with light cursive scribbled over it. It was paper clipped to a bank statement.


    She frowned. “Two million, X, three years.”


    “Times. That X means times.”


    Her eyes widened. “Two million, over three years.”


    “Six million dollars total.”


    She looked up at him. “Someone was bidding on the drug… someone was trying to buy the formula from him.” She looked at the bank statement. “This shows a deposit made into Leland’s account for ten thousand dollars.” Just below the deposit information was a date and time. "And that someone was paying him just to meet with them, thirty-seven years ago."

Weston blew out a breath.


    “But who? That’s a lot of damn money.”


    He cocked his head. “Yeah, but Roxy, Leland’s formula was a potential cure for Marburg and Ebola, not just a treatment. That’s worth millions. Hell, these days hundreds of millions.”


    She shook her head. “Money. It’s always about damn money.”


    “Money is a powerful thing, Roxy. More valuable than human life, to some people.”


    She flipped over the piece of paper—


    SALL


    “SALL? What the hell is that?”


    He took it from her hands. “SALL?”


    She grabbed her cell phone and took pictures of the papers. After placing them back into the folder, she opened her text message.


     


    Ace, sending you pictures now. First is a bank statement with a transaction number. Need to know who deposited that money. Next, phone numbers, who do they belong to. Need this immediately, ASAP. Look for the name Sebastian Wells, specifically. And need to know what SALL is?


     


    She sent the message and not five seconds later received a response.


     


    Hang on…


     


    She waited, staring at the phone. Finally—


     


    SALL is an acronym for a lot of things, but this stuck out—South African Liberation Leaders. Militia group. Bad dudes. Give me some time on the other things.


     


    Her eyes bugged as she looked up at Weston.


    He shook his head. “Leland had gotten himself into some shit.”


    “Is that who he was selling it to? A militia group? Why would they want it?”


    “A militia group... what would they want? Money, of course...” Weston began pacing, in deep thought. “Maybe they would hold the formula hostage for a ridiculous amount of money from the government—in their country, where the virus is most prevalent. That’s why they’d want it. Hell, they might even purposely spread the virus first.”


    “Certainly fits with everything we know so far.” She glanced at Adam, forgetting for a moment that half his face had been blown away. Her stomach curdled and she tore her eyes away. “Why would Adam have this paperwork? How the hell is he involved? And Sebastian Wells?”


    “Adam said he didn’t know Wells, but we know that’s not true because he gets money from him…”


    “Right. Adam and Sebastian are in on this together. They have to be.” She chewed on her lower lip. “Could Sebastian be the person who bidded on this formula, almost forty years ago? Could Sebastian be working with SALL? Did he kill Leland and his wife?”


    His eyebrows tipped up. “Interesting theory, Roxy. That’s what we need to find out.”


    She exhaled. “Okay, let’s call the cops.” She looked at Weston who was gazing down at the folder.


    “How much you wanna bet that the meeting time on that piece of paper is the day and time Leland and his wife were murdered?”


    She nodded and looked at the blood splatters on the floor. “But who killed Adam?”


     


    After waiting for the police to arrive and giving their statement to Zander, Roxy and Weston jogged through the rain and jumped into his truck.


    She grabbed her cell phone as he pulled onto the road.


    “Graves Laboratory, Max speaking.”


    “Max, it’s Roxy. You have a quick second?”


    “You bet. What’s up?”


    “How much progress has Dr. Prescott made on those bones?”


    “He’s been knee deep in them all day. What’s going on?”


    “Will he be able to tell the day of death?”


    “Hmm, I’m not sure, Roxy… I know he’ll be able to give a time range, but as for an exact day, I really don’t know. I’ll most certainly ask him.”


    “Thank you. One more thing. Did April work today?”


    “She did.”


    “Is she still there?”


    “No, I believe she left a few hours ago. Another hot date, I guess. Her words, not mine.”


    “Okay, thanks, Max. Let me know on those bones.”


    “Will do.”


    Click.


    She squinted, staring out the windshield, her thoughts reeling.


    “What’s going on?”


    She turned to Weston. “You mentioned earlier that Jimmy was still at that house fire, right?”


    “Yeah. Why?”


    “I’m pretty sure April, the receptionist at Graves, mentioned she had a date with him the other day...”


    “Okay…” He glanced at her, confused. “Care to fill me in here?”


    “April had a blueprint of the layout of our office on her desk. A printout, like, from an engineering firm or something.”


    His eyes rounded. “What? Why the hell would she have that?”


    Her heart started to race. “I have absolutely no idea…” She paused. “Take me to the office, please. I need to get with Ace. We need to lay out everything we know.” She looked at Weston who was already dialing on his cell phone.


    After a minute, he hung up. “Jimmy didn’t pick up.”


    “Okay… take me to the office, I’ll get with Ace about April and Sebastian, and you go look for Jimmy. See if he’s with April, or knows where she is. Or why the hell she would be investigating our house.”


    “The same house that was hiding a tomb of murdered victims, and blown up this week.”


    She looked at him. “Exactly.” She ran her fingers through her hair and began muttering to herself. “I’ll see if Ace can track down Sebastian and pin his location this evening… maybe he’s not still vacationing in Africa. If he’s in town, maybe he’s our guy. But how is April involved and why?”


    He grabbed her hand. “You’re spinning, Roxy. We’ll figure it out. Take a deep breath.”


    She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.


    Yes, you’ll figure it out, Roxy. You always do. You always do.


    Minutes later they sped down the driveway of Black Rose Investigations.


    He rolled to a stop at the back door. “I’m going to go see if Jimmy’s still at the scene. If not, I’ll swing by his house, and then I’ll come back here, and we’ll regroup.”


    She nodded, looped her bag around her shoulder.


    He grabbed her arm. “Hey.” He smiled. “Come here.”


    He kissed her on the lips—a soft, sensual kiss—sending tingles through her body. She smiled, squeezed his hand. “See you soon.”


    “Can’t wait.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    Roxy darted across the yard, jumping over puddles as Weston’s truck rumbled down the driveway. She pushed through the back door.


    “Ace!”


    Silence.


    “Ace?”


    She flicked on the battery-powered light they’d put in the kitchen, which unfortunately only illuminated half the space.


    Her phone rang.


    “Roxy here.”


    “Rox, it’s Ace.”


    “Where are you?”


    “On the way to meet everyone at the Black Crow. Wanna come?”


    “Dammit.”


    “What?”


    “I thought you’d be here. I really need to… we need to…”


    “You okay?”


    She hesitated. Did she want to tell him about Adam's murder? No—not yet. She needed a second to gather herself. Just a damn second.


    “Yeah. I just need to lay out everything we know about these bones. I need to know about that bank account, phone numbers and whatever you dug up on April.”


    “My timing is impeccable then, that’s why I called. Which do you want first?”


    “Phone numbers.”


    “Easy—all disconnected, or lead somewhere else. One’s an elderly lady in a tiny province in Africa. Trust me, she has nothing to do with this.”


    She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her temple, feeling the beginning of a monster headache. She hadn’t expected anything to come from the numbers but was hoping. “Okay, the bank account—the ten-thousand-dollar transaction. Go.”


    “Okay, you’ve definitely stepped into some serious shit here, Rox. I traced the account number to an LLC that’s still active today. However, it’s an anonymous LLC, meaning the ownership information isn’t public.”


    “That’s never stopped you before.”


    “I’m not finished. So with private LLC’s someone has to file it, right? And in most scenarios, it’s a third-party entity. So I traced the filings to another LLC named Biobaku Enterprises and guess what? The owner is a man named Lubanzi Biobaku, a very wealthy business man… with widely rumored connections to the South African Liberation Leaders.”


    Her head was spinning. “You’re fucking joking.”


    “Nope. SALL is the biggest militia group in the country and is deeply intertwined with the political field as well. Have plenty of insiders. These are some bad and very powerful dudes.”


    She shook her head, taking a moment to digest this new information. “Still no connection to Sebastian Wells? The transaction did not connect back to him?”


    “No—the only connection I have is that he has a beach house in Cape Town that he frequents. That’s it. And I gotta tell ya, this guy seems pretty clean. Does a ton of philanthropy work, involved with Doctors without Borders. He’s a big investor and getting into real estate.”


    “Okay… well, can you hack into his cell phone and pin his location for this evening?”


    She heard a groan through the phone. “That might take some time…and I’m real thirsty.”


    She sighed. “Okay, fine. Go have your beer, but can you get on it right when you get back? This is really, really important.”


    “Thanks, Rox and yeah, definitely. I’ll be back in an hour or so.”


    “Okay, good, thanks. Now tell me about April real quick, and then you can go.”


    “Girl is as boring and clean as they come, Roxy. I put together a write-up for you. It’s on your desk. Seriously, there’s nothing worth noting. Never been in any trouble, no sketchy friends or family. No money troubles. No drugs—Graves tests twice a year. She likes to drink and have a good time, but that’s it. And there’s certainly nothing wrong with that. I’d be shocked if she had anything to do with the bones or the explosion.”


    “Dammit.” She leaned against the counter. “Well, someone had her dig up information on our damn office, Ace.”


    “Are you sure it was our office? I mean blueprints all look the same, really.”


    She paused, questioning herself. Was she sure? Maybe she was going nuts. She heard the muffled laughter of a crowded bar through the phone. “Okay, go drink. We’ll talk later. Tell the girls I said hi.”


    “You got it, sister.”


    Frustrated, she dropped her phone back into her bag. Her mind was going a mile-a-minute.


    Sebastian Wells, SALL, Lubanzi Biobaku, Adam…


    Sebastian Wells…


    How the hell does it all connect?


    There was way too much of a coincidence to cross Sebastian off her list of suspects. First, he was friends with Leland Richmond. Second, he has been financially supporting Leland’s nephew, Adam, since his father Cliff, died. Thirdly, Sebastian owns a beach house in Africa—the same location of the disease Leland was trying to cure, SALL, and multiple phone numbers they’d found in Adam’s folder.


    Africa.


    Even with all of that, she still felt like she was missing something. Like something was right under her nose.


    Her gut was screaming at her.


    Now what? Maybe she’d settle into her office, read the write-up on April and do some research of her own while she waited for Ace and Weston to get back.


    She walked across the kitchen, noticing a cooler on the floor. She rolled her eyes and smirked—Ace couldn’t go without his beer. And a beer sounded damn good.


    The rain pattered against the plastic-covered windows as she kneeled down.


    Suddenly, a chill skirted up her spine. Goosebumps prickled her skin.


    She was not alone.


    She held her breath—listened.


    Scar, Harley, Ace, Dixie, and Raven were at the bar, Fiona was at the library, and Weston was tracking down Jimmy. Her team was gone, but the house was not empty.


    Someone was here.


    Her gun—Dammit! Her gun was in her bag, on the counter.


    In a squat, she slowly turned, scanning the dark room. She paused, listened again.


    Nothing.


    She stayed silent a solid minute, waiting to hear the creak of the old hardwood floors underneath the intruder’s footsteps.


    Nothing.


    She inhaled deeply and started to stand.


    Pop! Pop!


    Gunshots exploded around her, a glass bottle shattered inches from her face. Her heart jumped into her throat, and she lurched to the side.


    Pop!


    A bullet whizzed past her head, so close she could actually feel the wind in her hair. The plastic on the window next to her ripped open. Panic shot like lightning through her as she spun on her heel, leapt over a box, and then over another—


    But her foot never hit the ground.


    She tumbled down the rickety staircase and with a hard thud, her body slammed onto the dirt ground.


    She’d fallen into the tunnel—the tomb.


    A tomb with only one way out.


    Oh, my God.


    She heard heavy footsteps across the kitchen above her. Her heart skipped madly in her chest. She pushed off the ground but fell back down.


    Her ankle—sprained or broken.


    Fuck!


    Frantic, she looked around as the footsteps drew closer. She had no gun, no weapon, and now, not a lot of mobility.


    But she had darkness.


    Chest heaving, she scrambled on all fours and began crawling down the tunnel, into the pitch-black darkness.


    She glanced over her shoulder—a dark shadow covered the dim light that pooled down from the trap door. The intruder was standing just above her—coming for her.


    Tears of panic stung her eyes. She was trapped. There was no way out, and they had a gun.


    Adrenaline pumped through her veins. She gritted her teeth and pushed on, as fast as she could crawl.


    Creak.


    Tears ran down her face as she looked over her shoulder, again.


    One leg in the tunnel.


    Oh, my God.


    And then another.


    She was almost to the small room where the bones had been excavated earlier.


    Thud.


    She stopped. Her breath stopped.


    She slowly looked behind her.


    The dark outline of a tall, thick body stood in the light that streamed down from the trap door—and in its hand, a gun.


    Fear ran like acid over her skin. What the hell was she supposed to do?


    They can’t see you, Roxy. They can’t see you. Use that to your advantage.


    She silently crawled into the room, assuming that it would be the darkest spot of the tunnel. Her hand slid into a shallow hole. And another.


    What the hell?


    Someone had been digging in the dirt.


    Her eyes rounded—someone broke into the house to look for the vial.


    She crawled over the holes and curled into a ball in the corner.


    She squeezed her knees to her chest and took a deep breath to steady her breathing.


    Fade into the darkness. Don’t move, don’t breathe, fade into the darkness, Roxy.


    She closed her eyes as heavy footsteps started down the tunnel.

  


  
    CHAPTER 18


    Weston peered in the front window of Jimmy’s apartment, then knocked again. Although he really didn’t need to—based on the lack of light and movement inside, it was obvious that Jimmy wasn’t home. Probably still out on his date with April. He’d already been to the scene of the fire, which had been roped off and vacated until the sun came up the next morning.


    He blew out a breath, turned, and looked out at the rain.


    What now?


    He put his hands on his hips and frowned.


    Roxy suspected April had something to do with either the explosion, the bones, or Adam’s death. Which meant, Jimmy might, too.


    That didn’t sit well with Weston. Although Jimmy was new to the team, he’d personally trained him and took the young kid under his wing.


    Jimmy was from a good, stable home and had been raised a true Southern gentleman. He wasn’t stupid, either—good, solid instincts, which were a necessity in fighting fires, and straight A’s through school. Which meant, Weston felt strongly that Jimmy would pick up on any odd behavior from April.


    He flipped up his collar, and a sudden wave of unease swept over him—a knot formed in his stomach.


    He looked around.


    A bolt of lightning pierced the sky.


    He jogged to his truck and jumped in. As he pulled onto the road, he bit his lip.


    What the hell was making him so edgy all of a sudden?


    The bloody, grotesque scene in Adam’s living room flashed through his head. Adam had been shot at close-range.


    Who would do that to the kid?


    Sebastian Wells… Sebastian Wells?


    He glanced down at his cell phone and knew it was time to make the call he’d been considering all evening—but it was one he didn’t want to make.


    Dammit.


    He plucked the phone from the console and dialed the number. He shifted in the seat as the rings passed.


    Finally, “Hello?”


    “Hey, Dad.”


    “Weston?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Wow, two calls in one week… I’m shocked. Pleasantly surprised.”


    “Yeah, well, we’ve got a situation here in Devil’s Den, and I thought you might know something that could help.”


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yes, fine.”


    “Okay… is this about that formula we talked about yesterday?”


    “Yes. Does the name Sebastian Wells ring a bell?”


    Pause. “Yeah, it does. We went to medical school together.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Yep. Good guy. Why you ask?”


    “You guys were friends?”


    “Sure, met at the bar a few times after class. Not best friends, but we kept in touch through email over the years.”


    “Really? What do you know about him now?”


    “Not much. He travels a lot now. I haven’t heard from him in years, especially since he bought a beach house in South Africa with a buddy of his.”


    A tingle shot up Weston’s spine. “A buddy?”


    “Oh, let me see if I can remember…” Pause. “Ah yes, a man by the name of Benedict Prescott.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 19


    Weston skidded to a stop in the middle of the road. “Did you say Benedict Prescott?”


    “Yep. Studied anthropology, I believe. Retired now. Heard he got into some business dealings in Africa.”


    Business dealings.


    “Thanks, Dad.” He shoved the truck into reverse and did a U-turn. “Gotta go.”


    “Son?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Let’s meet up soon, okay? I’ll come down there. I’d love to see your house and walk around this haunted town you live in now.”


    He clenched his jaw. “Okay. Dad, I gotta go.”


    “Bye, son.”


    Click.


    Benedict Prescott.


    Son of a bitch was right under their nose the entire time.


    He dialed Roxy’s number.


    No answer.


    He tried again.


    No answer.


    His pulse picked up.


    One more time—nothing.


    He pressed the gas, and the anxiety he’d felt minutes earlier began to intensify. Why the hell wasn’t she answering her phone?


    His heart thrummed as he sped through the mountains.


    He tried her cell phone again—no answer.


    Come on, Roxy, pick up.


     


    Five minutes later he barreled down the Black Rose driveway and slid to a stop behind the house. He jumped out, ran to the back door and swung it open.


    “Roxy?”


    He looked at her bag sitting on the counter.


    “Roxy?” He jogged to her office—no sign of her.


    He went back to the kitchen. “Roxy?”


    His gaze landed on the trap door, which was open.


    Open? They always kept it closed.


    He maneuvered through the mess, kneeled down and yelled into the darkness below.


    “Roxy?”


    Nothing.


    One more time, “Roxy?”


    He frowned, stood, and a gust of wind whipped past him. Wind? He looked at the window, and his heart stopped—a bullet hole pierced the plastic that was flapping in the breeze. He yanked the gun from his belt and jumped into the tunnel.


    “Roxy!”


    Goosebumps ran over his skin—she was here. He knew it.


    But was she alive?


    He gripped his gun, took a quick inhale and silently began walking down the tunnel. As the darkness engulfed him, he closed his eyes for a moment, heightening his other senses. He stopped, listened. He felt the air around him.


    Stillness.


    Suddenly the faintest whoosh.


    He ducked, spun on his heel, dodging whatever the hell had just tried to attack him.


    Pop!


    Pop, pop, pop!


    He flattened on the ground as bullets flew past him, ricocheting off the beams that walled the tunnel.


    Holy SHIT.


    He pushed up, his head whipping toward the direction of the shots.


    Fucking son of a bitch.


    He crouched, then lunged forward, slamming his body into his attacker. A loud moan sounded as the man hit the wall, followed by another thud on the ground.


    Weston dove toward the sound, grabbed the gun from the dirt just as a boot slammed into his face. Blood seeped into his mouth. Rage flooded him.


    With a snarl, he jumped up, swung the gun and connected with bone.


    “Fuck!”


    He jumped toward the voice, pinning his attacker against the wall.


    “Benedict Prescott,” he snarled.


    “That’s Dr. Prescott to you.”


    A knee struck his stomach and the gun tumbled from his hand.


    Shit!


    Seeing red now, he found Benedict’s throat, squeezed and began pummeling his face with his other hand, again and again, until the body under him went limp.


    Chest heaving, he released his grip and Benedict slid down the wall.


    He spun around. “Roxy?”


    He stood still, holding his breath, listening.


    “Weston!”


    Relief flooded him. He turned toward the sweetest, softest voice he’d ever heard in his life and jogged through the darkness.


    “I’m here, Roxy.”


    He stopped, reached forward and felt her hand, reaching for him. The moment they touched, she lunged forward and fell into his arms.


    “You’re okay now.” He held her as she wept. “You’re okay, you’re safe now.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 20


    Weston watched from behind the two-way mirror as April grabbed a tissue and dabbed the black mascara from her cheek.


    She was a blubbering mess.


    Zander leaned forward. “Did Dr. Prescott tell you why he wanted you to print the layout of Miss Knight's office?”


    She nodded, sniffled. “Oh, yes, I asked because I thought it was kinda a weird request, and he said he needed to get an idea of the depth of the tomb… and something about soil moisture to help him analyze the bones better. Something like that.”


    Zander shook his head and glanced at the mirror. He looked back at April. “How did you get it?”


    She blushed. “I know the intern that works at the firm the Knight sisters used. We… uh went out on a date a few months ago. Anyway, I just asked him for it. It didn’t seem like a big deal.”


    “And then what?”


    “Dr. Prescott told me that it would help him if I kept him in the loop if I heard anything regarding the bones. I said yes, not thinking anything of it.” She started sobbing.


    Zander pulled a few more tissues from the box.


    She continued, “When I was on my date with Jimmy, we were talking about the recent house fire, and he casually mentioned that Weston and Roxy were out investigating some clues about some bones they’d found. So, I sent Dr. Prescott a text telling him that Roxy might have some information for him.” She wailed, tears falling from her eyes. “I didn’t know he’d go try to kill her!” She wiped her tears.


    Just then, Chief Moretti poked his head in. “Zander, we need you.”


    Zander pushed out of the chair and met Moretti in the hall.


    “FBI’s here. Conference room two.”


    “Perfect.” He looked back at April crying uncontrollably in the room. “Let her go. We’ve got everything we need from her. Benedict conned her, played her. He wanted the damn blueprints so he could find the easiest way to break into Roxy’s house and search the tomb. That’s it.”


    Moretti nodded. “Go to the conference room. I’ll be right behind you.”


     


    Five minutes later, Weston sat around a long black table with Zander, the chief, and two prickly men in suits.


    Moretti made the introductions. “This is Special Agents Hughes and Murphey with the FBI.” He looked at the agents. “This is Lieutenant Zander Stone, and Fire Chief Weston Cage, who has been an intricate part of this investigation.”


    They shook hands.


    Agent Murphey leaned forward. “As I’ve already told Chief Moretti, Benedict Prescott has been on our radar for years, for potentially working with Lubanzi Biobaku and the SALL militia group in Africa in a large-scale prescription drug smuggling scheme. A few months ago, we intercepted a call from here in Devil's Den to one of the members of the group, informing them that he was related to Dr. Leland Richmond and was in possession of the formula for a revolutionary drug that could cure Marburg and Ebola. The caller asked for a half-million dollars for the formula. That person was Adam Richmond. The SALL member immediately contacted Benedict, informing him of the development. You see, they thought Leland had destroyed the formula, years ago."










    “How did Adam get the formula?”


    “His father, Cliff. Apparently, before his death, Leland had the paperwork mailed to Cliff right after Benedict had approached him about buying the formula from him, on behalf of SALL. We assume Leland suspected he was getting himself into trouble, which is why he mailed copies of everything he had regarding the drug. When Cliff died, Adam found the paperwork and seeing dollar signs, he did a little investigative work of his own. He was able to track down the group members, via their liberation website.”


    “So the papers have just been sitting with Cliff for forty years?”


    “We can’t even confirm that he opened them. He and Leland had a very strained relationship.” Murphey shrugged. “He could have just tucked it away, or if he did open it, he either didn’t care or didn’t even understand what the papers were about. Either way, the formula was buried, until Adam brought it back from the dead.”


    “And Benedict found out he had it, and killed him for it.”


    “Right.”


    “Just like he killed Leland and his wife.” Weston shook his head and leaned forward. “How does Sebastian Wells tie into this? Why was he giving Adam money?”


    “He’s as clean as a whistle. Leland and Sebastian were friends for a while until they drifted apart. Quit talking over the years. Sebastian didn’t even know Leland was dead until we told him when we interviewed him this morning. When Sebastian heard about Leland’s brother’s death a few months ago, he tried to contact Leland. After many failed attempts, he got worried and tracked down Adam. And after an hour-long phone conversation, Adam cried to Sebastian about his money troubles and asked for money, which Sebastian obliged.”


    “Heart of gold.”


    “Yep.”


    “What about his connection to Benedict Prescott?”


    “He only knows Benedict through the medical circle—met him a few years ago. Got into a casual conversation about their love for big-game hunting and went in on a timeshare in South Africa with him. That’s it.”


    “Which is where Benedict met Lubanzi Biobaku and got involved with SALL?"










    “Exactly.”


    Weston’s fists clenched under the table. He looked at Agent Hughes. “I need you to tell me that Benedict Prescott will never see the light of day again.”


    The stoic agent almost laughed—almost. “You don’t have to worry about that, Chief Cage. And neither does Roxy Knight… although something tells me she wouldn’t need to worry about a thing, regardless, with someone like you in her life. She’s lucky you were around, Chief.”


    He shook his head and stood, “No, I’m the lucky one.”


     


    Three hours later, Weston took a step back, put his hands on his hips and admired his work.


    Nice.


    Nicely done, Weston.


    He cocked his head—wait. He stepped forward and moved the heart-shaped candle a half-inch to the left, and then turned the vase of roses to showcase the biggest bloom.


    Perfect.


    He heard the door close downstairs and clicked on the Jacuzzi jets. The smell of lavender and eucalyptus perfumed the air as he turned the lights off. Dozens of candles twinkled off the walls, and thirty-six red roses lay scattered around the tub.


    He took one more look around and squared his shoulders. He did damn good.


    He jogged across the room, down the hall and the moment he hit the foyer his eyes locked on hers, and a smile crossed her lips.


    “Stay there.” He ran across the foyer and took the bag from her shoulder.


    “Put your arms around my neck.” As she did, he took the crutches from her hands and swooped her off her feet.


    She smiled, kissed his cheek. “Would you think less of me if I made sure my ankle never healed?”


    He turned and started down the hall. “So you can hang onto me like a damsel in distress all the time? You bet.”


    She laughed. “Thank God it wasn’t my right foot.”


    “Yep, what would you do if you couldn’t drive? You’d be stuck in this horrible shack for weeks.” He grinned. “How’s everyone?”


    “Good. About to head home for the evening. Well, Fiona’s headed to the library—


    He squeezed his eyebrows together. “The library?”


    “Yeah, returning some books she checked out.”


    “Actual books? Not e-books, downloads?”


    “Nope. Actual books. She was researching some medical journals regarding the creepy corpse case.”


    His jaw clenched. “The case that’s behind us now.”


    She nodded, nestled into his chest. “Yes.”


    He was surprised at his nerves as he stepped into her bedroom. She lifted her head off his chest and sniffed.


    Her eyes widened as she looked at him. “I smell… roses… and…”


    He rounded the corner to the massive bathroom.


    Her mouth dropped open as she looked at the romantic scene. “Weston… I cannot believe you!”


    He smiled, carefully set her down, and cupped her face in his hands. Before he kissed her, he said, “This is going to become a regular thing. You, me, bubble baths.” He kissed her nose. “I’m going to relax you if it takes the rest of my life.” He kissed her lips. “I’m going to take some of that weight off your shoulders. I’m going to break down your damn walls.” He kissed her again and smiled. “I’m not asking. I’m telling.”


    Her eyes twinkled as she stared back at him.


    He started to pull away, and she grabbed his shirt. “You might want to take this off.”


    “Why?”


    “Because you’re joining me in this bath.”


    He raised his eyebrows.


    “I’m not asking. I’m telling.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 21


    With a stack of books in her arms, Fiona glanced up at the moon, peeking out from behind the clouds as she scaled the library steps, two at a time.


    A warm breeze swept through her long, brown hair. Spring was in the air, and she couldn’t wait.


    She glanced at her watch—almost eight o’clock. Six more minutes and the library would be closed—she’d barely made it. It had been yet another evening working late at the office. But that was okay, she had a box of Italian sausage sent to her all the way from Italy, courtesy of her grandma, waiting for her at home.


    Maybe she’d make a creamy Tuscan pasta with it. No—she’d fry up some fresh veggies, peppers, onions, tomatoes, squash, with it.


    Yes, that’s exactly what she’d do. That, with a nice bottle of red.


    Her mouth started to water as she pushed through the double doors.


    The three-story library sat at the end of a long dirt road just on the outskirts of town. Built hundreds of years earlier, the building was a staple in Devil’s Den, and as with most old buildings in town, it was rumored to be haunted. And after Fiona had seen it for the first time the afternoon before, she could certainly see why.


    Worn, scuffed hardwood floors ran throughout the decrepit building, which was filled with endless tunnels of books. Antique-looking lights with exposed wiring hung from the ceiling, some of which didn’t even work. Cracked stone walls supported wooden shelves that held thousands of books that stretched all the way up to the roof. Dirty, stained-glass with creepy depictions of characters from old stories that she’d never heard of filled the few windows that sparsely lit the space.


    But perhaps the biggest reason for the haunted rumors was the old librarian, Mrs. Thorne, who walked around with a scowl on her wrinkled face, wearing the same black dress and boots that she supposedly wore every day. Fiona would never forget meeting her, because of the chill she’d sent straight up her spine.


    The smell of leather and mold filled her nose as she stepped inside and immediately noticed that the building seemed darker than it should. She frowned and glanced up at the lights—half had already been turned off for evening. She looked at the clock on the wall. Five ‘til eight—they shouldn’t be closed.


    “Mrs. Thorne?”


    She stepped forward.


    The library was dead silent—not even the clicking of a computer, or the hum of a fan.


    Nothing.


    A flutter of nerves had her glancing over her shoulder.


    “Hello?” She walked to the front desk, set the books in the basket and—


    Bang!


    Her heart jumped in her throat as she spun on her heel and looked toward the back of the building.


    What the hell was that?


    “Mrs. Thorne? You alright?”


    She hesitated, took another glance around.


    “Mrs. Thorne?”


    She slowly walked toward the back, weaving through the rows of books, every now and then pausing to glance through the shelves to make sure no one was following her.


    The lights grew dimmer as she reached the back of the building.


    A chill crept up her spine—this was officially one of the creepiest places she’d ever been in her life.


    The gurgle from an old water fountain had her whipping around, scaring her half to death.


    Dammit, Fi, get ahold of yourself.


    She frowned, squinted, and cocked her head.


    Was that…


    Just beyond the fountain was a narrow wooden door with a dim light twinkling through the cracked slats.


    “Mrs. Thorne?”


    She walked to the door, slowly put her hand on the brass knob and turned. The heavy door creaked open, revealing a short stone staircase. A blue light danced on the wall.


    Humph.


    She chewed on her bottom lip gazing at the steps—maybe she shouldn’t…


    She rolled her eyes. She knew she was going down that damn staircase, so why stand here and pretend to think it through?


    You’re too fearless for your own good. Roxy’s voice whispered in her ear as she took the first step.


    She started down the steps on her tiptoes, following the twinkling light. She took the curve in the stairs and stepped into what appeared to be a tiny office. A really old, creepy-looking office with a single desk, computer, filing cabinet and a wall lined with shelves of books. A small lamp was on—but that wasn’t the twinkling light she saw.


    “Mrs. Thorne?” Her voice cracked, and her cheeks immediately flushed. Okay, so she was freaked out. Scared, even. Who the hell wouldn’t be in this creepy-ass room?


    She looked around, catching the twinkle of the blue light…from behind the wall of books?


    What the hell?


    She slowly walked to the wall, leaned forward and squinted between the leather-bound books.


    The light, again.


    She pushed two books apart with her fingertips and peered closer.


    Her mouth gaped open—there was a freaking room behind the wall.


    She straightened, looked behind her, then almost laughed—she just needed to find the right book to pull, and a secret door would slide open. Right?


    She ran her hands along the books, looking for a door, or anything that would lead to the room.


    Nothing.


    Dammit, there’s got to be a way back there.


    Her gaze landed on the file cabinet. She walked over, and with a grunt, pushed it to the side.


    Bingo!


    A small, thin door.


    Her heart pounded as she slowly turned the knob and pushed the door open. A sweet scent that she didn’t recognize filled her nose. After a quick glance over her shoulder, she ducked and stepped into the small, dark room.


    Her eyes rounded as she straightened and looked around.


    An eerie blue light danced on the dozens of books that lined the stone walls. Wooden, handmade-looking objects hung from the low ceiling, swaying in a breeze that she didn’t feel. In the center was a table with a mound of candles, each lit, glowing with a twinkling blue flame. Not red, not orange—blue. Her gaze landed on the rug beneath the table.


    The hair on the back of her neck stood on its ends.


    Woven into the rug was a Pentagram—the universal sign of witchcraft.


    “Oh, my God,” she breathed.


    She looked at the wall of books and noticed that each book was centered around one big black book, facing forward, secured in its own iron easel.


    No way.


    No. Freaking. Way.


    As she squinted and stepped forward, the blue light illuminated the silver letters on the front—The Great Shadow Book of Secrets.


    “Oh, my God.” She lunged forward and grabbed it.

Her hands trembled as she opened the leather binding. There it was—Krestel's book of spells. Her heart hammered as she flipped the pages, completely awestruck at what she held in her hands.

"I have to get this to the girls—

The door slammed behind her.











Ice-cold terror ripped through her as she spun around.


    Her breath caught.


    Her heart stopped.


     


    “Krestel,” she whispered.
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