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  Dedication
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  Chapter One


  For the first time in her life, Christina Nichole Bell thought the smell of the flowers perfuming the air might make her ill.


  The small church where her parents had married wasn’t large enough for this.


  They’d thought it would just be the family and a few friends, but there were so many people, the doors were flung open and people had gathered outside to pay their respects.


  So many had brought flowers.


  Sweat gathered at the nape of her neck, but she was freezing.


  Sitting in the front pew, she tried not to cry as she stared at the pictures of her mom, of her as a child, of her brother and sister, her dad; nearly a dozen freestanding images, all blown up to show Nichole as she’d been in life.


  She’s really gone.


  For fifteen years, she’d waited.


  Deep inside, she’d known. They all had. Mom wouldn’t have left them.


  But she’d fostered that hope.


  Now it was gone.


  A harsh gasp left her.


  Jensen reached over and caught her hand, but that light touch wasn’t the comfort her sister probably wanted it to be.


  There was a band around her chest, tight and powerful, constricting her breaths. She almost bolted up from the seat in the middle of the service as the pastor’s voice, usually so calming, continued to drone on. Today Mike Channing’s voice was more like a gnat’s and she couldn’t understand anything he said. Couldn’t understand anything—


  “Breathe.”


  Blindly, she swung her head around, found herself caught in Guy Miller’s dark gray eyes. “When…” She licked her lips, cleared her throat, and tried to lower her shaking voice. She’d saved him a seat, although more than once she’d almost given up waiting. “When did you get here?”


  “Just now.” He had a grim look on his face as the voices around them started to rise, a dull roar of whispers. He reached up and touched her cheek. “Breathe, Tink.”


  Obediently, she opened her mouth and sucked in a breath of air.


  The ache in her chest lessened and she reached up, rubbed the heel of her hand across her breastbone. He crooked a smile at her and then settled back against the seat, staring straight ahead.


  She wished she could relax as easily as that.


  She could breathe again—it helped to actually take breaths and blow them out, something she was having trouble doing right now. Absently, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a rubber band. A habit instilled in her as a child and one she still hadn’t broken. She slid the rubber band over her wrist and snapped it. Breathe.


  In a minute or two, she’d do it again. Yeah, she had to breathe more often than that, but when she was stressing—and she was stressing so hard right now—she needed that extra feedback.


  Feeling the heavy weight of her sister’s concerned gaze, she made herself stare straight ahead. Mike’s words still weren’t connecting in her head. She stared at the flowers. They were pretty. Other than the display she’d placed in the middle, between her parents’ wedding picture and then the one they’d taken that last summer of them all at a picnic down near the river, Chris hadn’t done any of the displays.


  Tacky. No. That would be so tacky.


  Her thoughts bounced around madly, zigzagging from one topic to another. Absolutely that would be insane to be doing the arrangements, but she hadn’t gotten any local orders in the past few days either. That kind of made her wonder if somebody had been messing with the messages on her phone. She’d have to check.


  Needed to check on that. Her stock. Her bills. Fuck, her mom—


  Tears burned her eyes as she stared at one of the pictures, one of her with her arms wrapped around her mother’s neck. She’d been eight.


  No more pictures like that.


  Nothing.


  Stop it. Stop thinking—


  Check. What did she have to check on?


  She snapped the rubber band and sucked in a breath. Her stock. The phone. Needed to make sure nobody had been deleting her messages or anything. Had she been paying her bills? The past few weeks—


  “… believe he’s here.”


  She stiffened as that voice cut through the static in her head.


  “Don’t,” Guy said softly, leaning in and pressing his lips to her brow.


  Don’t?


  Slowly, she turned her head and stared at him.


  Then she looked back over her shoulder and found herself staring into Louise Pembry’s eyes.


  Sitting next to her daughter, Louise opened her mouth, then closed it before shifting her attention back to the front where Mike had paused.


  Slowly, Chris stood.


  Those whispers were still going on, but as she looked toward Mike, they started to fade and die.


  “Mike,” she said softly.


  He didn’t even blink an eyelash as she started up the steps. She hadn’t planned to speak. Tate had said something. Dad and Jensen had, too.


  But Chris hadn’t known what to say, hadn’t wanted to say anything. There were words now, though. Trapped inside her, all but burning to get out.


  She didn’t look at anybody, just focused on the beautiful bits of glass in the stained-glass window that hung over the entryway. That window had always fascinated her. Mom had fought with her every Sunday to get her to sit still, then eventually, she’d learned that Chris would listen, and almost be still, if she had something in her hands.


  She’d do even better if she could see that window.


  She stared at it now, thinking about her mother.


  “Some of you knew my mom. Some of you were probably friends. Those who knew her well knew how funny she was. She was strict. She could be too rough on us sometimes,” she said, her voice trembling a bit before it firmed out. “And she kept the door open.”


  Now she shifted her gaze, looking at Guy.


  He stared at the picture of her with her mother.


  “Jensen and Tate almost always had friends over. Me…” She shrugged. “I didn’t make friends too easily, but if I had, they would have been just as welcome. Tate spent half his life fighting with Guy. He spent the other half of his life hiding up in his room with him while they fought over video games, girls, and comics. My mother would have wanted him here.”


  Guy looked up at her now and for a moment, she saw the gleam of tears in his eyes.


  Then he was staring at the floor, his broad shoulders rising and falling on a ragged breath.


  She wanted to be out of here.


  Done with this.


  She’d mourn away from these vultures. Half of them were here out of curiosity or some weird sense of obligation. Shifting her attention to Louise now, she watched as the woman swallowed and stared resolutely at the front of the church, not looking anywhere. Look at me, you sanctimonious cow! She wanted to shout it. Under any other circumstance, she would have. But she’d finally learned to control some impulses. This was her mother’s memorial service.


  “My mom loved Guy, almost like another son,” she said softly. She licked her lips and looked around, staring at the pictures, all the flowers. “She would have hated this service. Hated having people sit around and think dark, sad thoughts. Having people sit around and decide who had the right to be here, who didn’t. If we were going to do this—and it looks like we are—Mom would want the people she loved here. The people who loved her. She’d want some happy thoughts. Because she was that kind of woman.”


  * * *


  “I noticed Louise didn’t hang around.”


  Chris gave her older brother the innocent face she’d perfected almost in the cradle. “Didn’t she? What a shame.”


  Tate laughed and reached up, tugged on a lock of her hair. “You are such a brat. You…” He sighed and looked away. “Part of me wanted to start clapping while you were up there. I never would have thought to say anything like that. You were dead-on.”


  She shrugged and sat down next to Guy, leaning her head against his arm. A headache brewed at the base of her skull. She wanted to find someplace dark and quiet, try to sleep it off, but that wasn’t going to happen.


  “None of us would have thought to say anything like that.” Jensen sipped from a can of Sprite. All around them, people were talking quietly, eating. Doug moved around, talking here and there, but mostly playing interference any time somebody tried to approach their table.


  Chris suspected it was because of her.


  Her control was about at its breaking point and he probably knew it after what had happened earlier.


  “Maybe I should have just kept my mouth shut,” she said, sighing.


  “No.” Jensen tipped the can toward her in a toast. “You did the exact right thing. Part of me was cringing—I remember the way you told one of my dates that he looked like he’d stuck his hand in an electric socket with his hair all sticking straight up. But, yeah, what you said? It’s something Mom would have wanted people to hear.”


  Guy sat in silence at the table.


  Chris reached over and touched his arm.


  He gave her a tired smile and caught her fingers with his. “It’s okay, Tink,” he murmured. “People are people. They’ll think stupid shit all the time.”


  “Are you mad at me?” she asked.


  “No.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “I’m used to you saying any last thing that comes to your mind. You’ve done it all your life.”


  Jensen chuckled. “There was this boy—who was it, Chance Hayworth?”


  Chris groaned and covered her face with her hands. “Please don’t.”


  Jensen ignored her, looking over at Dean, the sexy attorney she’d just started seeing. “She was maybe fifteen. Dad wasn’t even letting her date yet and she could have used that as an excuse, but this kid came over and asked her if she maybe wanted to go out to the movies with him. She shrugged and said no. Instead of him being decent about it and just walking off, he was a jerkoff, said some mean shit and then laughed at her. She told him she had some standards—didn’t date guys who didn’t know how to wear their pants right—‘You look like you’re walking around with a load in your shorts. I’ll pass.’”


  “That was the punk who called you cra—”


  Chris slid Tate a look after he cut himself off midsentence. “Why stop there? He called me a crazy chick. Thought I’d be so happy to have somebody pay me attention, he’d get lucky. He’s not the first person who thought I was crazy or stupid.”


  Next to her, Guy went rigid. “You’re not crazy or stupid,” he said, his voice flat.


  “Stupid…” She shrugged. She’d struggled with school, even more after Mom had died. It wasn’t until high school that one of her teachers had realized she had dyslexia and then the school started looking deeper. It was actually more than dyslexia. That, ADHD, and depression were enough to make her feel crazy. “People have varying opinions over what stupid is. I was barely able to graduate. But on the other hand, there are easily fifty people in this room who can’t so much as keep wave petunias alive and there was this time I saw Dr. Hansen planting some lily bulbs so far down, those things would never grow. To me, that’s not terribly smart. And what’s crazy anyway?”


  To her, crazy was sitting there with words trapped inside you and not saying them because it was impolite or because people might think you were weird.


  Chris was weird. She had odd thoughts going off in her head at any given moment and stress made it ten times more intense.


  If normal meant being like Louise Pembry? Screw normal.


  “Personally, when I see a kid—or worse—a grown man walking around with his pants hanging around his knees, I want to do what my father did to me the one time I tried to do that,” Dean said, his deep, melodic voice cutting through the noise in Chris’s head.


  She looked up to see him leaning forward, a smile on his dark face. He was a nice-looking guy. She’d sketched him once—she wondered if she could find it and give it to Jensen. Jensen might like it.


  “What did your dad do?” Jensen asked, refocusing Chris’s attention.


  “Well.” Dean clasped his hands in front of him, a pensive look on his face. “Dad is into the DIY thing, always has been, even before it was the ‘thing’ to do, you know? Has his own workshop out back and everything. You know what any man worth his salt is going to have in his workshop?”


  He didn’t—


  Chris started to laugh.


  Dean shot her a grin, his dark eyes twinkling at her.


  “What?” Jensen demanded.


  “He came inside with this big roll of duct tape. I was there with these jeans, my boxers showing about three inches above them. I’d bought them with my own money, you see. I figured if I bought them with my own money, I could wear them however I saw fit.”


  Chris laughed harder.


  Tate covered his eyes with one hand.


  Jensen started to giggle.


  “My dad looked over at me while I was finishing up my breakfast and he said to me, ‘Son. I’m going to give you a choice. You will either go put on a belt or I’m going to make you a belt.’ I told him I couldn’t find it. He wasn’t really going to duct tape those damn jeans to my ass. I was sure of it.” Dean sighed, slumping back in the seat. “But he did it, and two of my older brothers were at the table, laughing the whole damn time. They’d tried to do the same thing, you see. And those assholes hadn’t seen fit to tell me how Dad would react.”


  “So you changed after that?”


  Dean gave Jensen a long, quiet look, then he sighed. “Baby, you haven’t met my dad yet. The whole point of it was to make sure I got the point. He’d waited until I had no time. The bus was due in five minutes. I barely had time to brush my teeth.” He shrugged. “I peeled the duct tape off on the bus, which he knew I’d do. But I gave those damn jeans away and never tried to buy another pair, I can tell you that.”


  “How much skin did you lose with the tape?” Chris asked, the question popping out of her without her even realizing she was thinking it.


  He blinked and then he started to chuckle. “A bit.”


  Laughing, she rested her head against Guy’s arm.


  Her headache had faded, she realized.


  He turned his face into her hair and she sighed. If she could just stay like this, the noise in her head might stay quiet a little longer.


  * * *


  “Come on, Tink.”


  In response, Chris just sighed and turned her head away from him, burrowing deeper into the seat.


  Deputy Guy Miller closed his eyes and tried to mentally prepare himself.


  He could do this.


  He had done it before, after all.


  Blowing out a breath, he reached over and unerringly freed the catch on the seat belt. As he climbed out of the car and circled around, he braced himself. Chris was tired. Chris hadn’t just had a rough day—the past few weeks had been hell and he needed to be there for her.


  All he was doing was taking her inside, putting her to bed.


  Just being friendly.


  Yeah, because that was how she wanted things.


  That was how she’d decided things would be between them, just a couple of years ago.


  Friendly. That was exactly how he felt. Friendly.


  Lust and love twisted inside him. Just lifting her into his arms made his dick ache. Of course, he’d been a fucking disaster all day, ever since he’d slid onto that hard bench at church, seen the red dress she’d worn. No black for Chris. Her mother had loved color, so Chris had given her color. A brilliant spray of red roses and white lilies had stood between two of the pictures and he already knew who had designed that arrangement, and Chris had worn a dress the same shade of red as those roses, a deep, dark red that had glowed against her skin and she’d left her arms bare so the tattoos had been on display.


  More roses.


  Roses that climbed up her arms and trailed down her back.


  Once, he’d stripped that delicate body naked and learned each curve, each bloom of ink, and tasted that soft flesh.


  One weekend, frozen in time.


  But now, he was just a friend.


  Settling her against his chest, he paused, gave himself a minute to rub his cheek against the softness of her hair.


  Just a friend, maybe.


  Even if everything he felt inside was so much more.


  “Chris, baby,” he murmured.


  She hummed in her throat and snuggled against him.


  Sighing, he shifted around and managed to kick the door to his car shut. He relished the soft feel of her in his arms as he carried her to the back door, using his key to unlock the door.


  “You’re good at this.”


  He stilled at the sound of her voice.


  A low beep beep beep came to his ears and he scowled, moving inside and using his shoulder to bump her door shut. The alarm system he’d nagged her into buying had a key fob, but he’d forgotten about it. Disarming the alarm, he looked down at the pale circle of her face. “How long have you been awake?” he asked softly.


  “Somewhere between the car and here.” She wiggled against him but he pretended not to notice as he carried her into the kitchen.


  If she was awake, he was going to make sure she ate something before he left.


  “Are you back on the medicine?” he asked, settling her on one of the bar stools.


  She grimaced at him. “No. I don’t need it right now. Well, maybe it would be useful, but I don’t want it. Why?”


  “Because you’re not eating.” She’d lost probably five pounds, easy.


  “I never eat when I’m miserable.” She sighed and shrugged. “The ADHD drugs aren’t the only thing that kills my appetite. Finding out what happened to Mom. The memorial. Nosy bitches who don’t need to be at Mom’s memorial anyway. All of those things will make me not want to eat.”


  “You’re going to eat.”


  She slid him a look. “Am I now?”


  He came back over to the island and planted one hand in front of her, the other on the back of her chair. “You are. You’re wasting away.” Then, because he knew she might ignore him if he bossed her around, but she’d never ignore him if he asked, he softened his voice and said, “Please, Tink.”


  She sighed.


  Reaching up, he cupped her cheek, wished he had the right to stroke his thumb over the full curve of her lower lip, maybe press his lips to hers and see if he couldn’t find some way to stir her appetite and make her forget some of her misery for a while.


  She covered his hand with hers and squeezed. “You need a wife, Guy. You just love taking care of people.”


  “Not all wives want to be taken care of.” He shrugged and turned away. He wasn’t about to tell her that the only woman he wanted to take care of was her, that the only woman he wanted was the woman he’d never have.


  “So get a dog.”


  “Funny.”


  “Oh. Oh, shit.” The chair screeched against the floor as she shoved it back and he looked over his shoulder to see her coming across the floor to him. “I’m sorry. That was stupid and thoughtless. Guy, I’m sorry. I—”


  Confused, he caught her arms in his hands, staring at the blush spreading across her face. “Chris, what…” Then he realized, understanding hitting him like a ton of bricks. “Baby, stop. I’m not going to get a dog because I’m never home to take care of one.”


  “That was mean, and stupid,” she said, the words rushing out of her. “I don’t know why I said it. I’m never going to learn to think—”


  He’d like to think he did it just to make her stop kicking herself.


  But Guy would have given his left arm to have the chance to kiss her again. And there she was, tears blurring her beautiful green-gold eyes, while the self-doubt and self-anger built inside her.


  Because he hated seeing it, he caught her face in his hands and cut off her words by pressing his lips to hers. “No,” he murmured as she stumbled to a halt, her lips still moving slightly against his as she sucked in a breath. “Just no, Tink, okay?”


  He went to pull away.


  Her hands came up, fisted in the lapels of his suit.


  “Do that again,” she said.


  He stared at her.


  “Chris…”


  She licked her lips, her gaze locked on his mouth. “There’s been nothing but noise in my head most of the day. I’ve told you what it’s like. Usually I can turn it down or tune it out better than this, but not today. When you’re touching me, it’s better.”


  She eased back in and pressed her lips to his again. “Do it again. But really kiss me.”


  He tangled his fist in her hair. “Chris, we said we weren’t doing this anymore.”


  “Does that mean you don’t want me?” she whispered, easing back just enough to touch her fingers to his lips.


  That light touch was a torturous pleasure, one that went flying through him, straight down to his cock, drawing his balls tight while he fought the urge to grab her dress, pull it up, and just bury himself inside her.


  “Not want you…” He closed his eyes, struggled to think for just a blessed minute. Chris complained that she had noise in her head and he could believe it. She lived her life like she was running at high speed and only had so much time to do the million things she had firing inside her head. Guy had something in his head, too.


  Her.


  Just her.


  Always her.


  Slowly, he opened his eyes and looked back at her.


  He tugged her up against him, her body flush with his. His erection pulsed against her belly and her breath shuddered out of her. “Oh,” she whispered, a smile lighting up her face. “You do want—”


  “Want has nothing on how I feel. But you need to be sure this is what you want. What you really want.” He dipped his head but instead of pressing his mouth to hers, he angled her head back and pressed his mouth to the delicate notch between her collarbone, felt the soft gasp fall from her. “It’s not just something you’re doing to kill the hours before you can sleep. It’s not something you’ll regret in the morning. You regretted it last time.”


  “I didn’t.” She slid her hands up, her fingers biting into his shoulders through the layers of clothes. “I didn’t regret it. It was just…” She shook her head. “You’re making me think too much but it wasn’t regret. Anything but that. And I won’t regret this. Give me tonight, Guy. Please.”


  * * *


  Please. Don’t make me beg—


  Those words hovered on the tip of her tongue, but then, words and thought lost all meaning as the hand he’d tangled in her hair moved, bringing her in closer to him.


  Hunger, anticipation, vied inside her and she rose up onto her toes to meet his kiss.


  But he didn’t kiss her.


  His lips feathered across her cheekbone, brushed down her jawline to her neck. She whimpered as he tugged her head to the side, exposing her neck, but before she could even think about complaining, he pressed a hot, open-mouthed kiss to her neck.


  At the same time, his other hand pulled her skirt up.


  She gasped as cool air kissed her flesh.


  His hand, rough and warm, palmed her flesh and he muttered, “Damn. Here I was getting all worked up and you had to go and decide to wear panties.”


  It surprised a laugh out of her.


  “I always wear panties when I’m wearing a dress. And how do you know that I tend…”


  She lifted her head to meet his eyes and the words stuck in her throat. His eyes, those dark gray eyes, burned hot. “I’ve got a fascination with how your ass fills out a pair of jeans, Tink. I can tell you how many times you’ve worn panties every day this past week.”


  She made a face at him. “If I’m wearing jeans, I don’t usually wear them at all. I like my jeans tight.” She shrugged. “Panties ride up.”


  “We can’t have that.” He let her skirt fall down and then his hands were on her hips, turning her around.


  He dipped his head, pressed a kiss to her nape. “Naked. I want to see you naked.”


  She didn’t say a word. She was too busy processing what he’d just told her. I’ve got a fascination …


  Just thinking about it made her belly jump around. It also made her nervous.


  “Stop thinking,” he whispered. The rasp of her zipper seemed terribly loud as he dragged it down. The red dress would have fallen to the floor if he hadn’t caught it and draped it over the back of one of her bar stools. “If you have to think at all, think about what I’m doing. What I’m going to do.”


  One hand nudged her forward and she closed her eyes, automatically bracing her hands on the island in front of her.


  “What are you going to do?” she asked, her breath hitching in her chest. “Right now you’re just talkin’—oh!”


  Her panties fell in scraps to the floor and he whispered, “I like you better without them.” And then he slid a hand up the inside of her thigh. “Open for me, Tink.”


  He didn’t give her a chance to brace herself, or even breathe as he pushed two fingers inside her, twisted.


  His other hand smoothed up her back, freed the catch on her bra, and she hurriedly stripped it away, hating the feel of it against her all of a sudden. The only thing she wanted against her was him—just him.


  She pushed back against his hand, riding him, half desperate for the release that was already burning inside her. “More?” he asked.


  “Yes.” She had to force the word out of her tight throat, her hands clutching at the island.


  “What do you want?” He used his hand on her hair to tug her up, his lips pressed to her temple.


  “You, damn it. Just you.”


  “Hmm.” He angled her head back around, his mouth coming down on hers, hungry, demanding, and she met that bruising, rough kiss as he twisted his fingers inside her cunt.


  A climax splintered through her and she would have screamed if he hadn’t caught the sound and swallowed it down. “That’s it,” he muttered as she strained against him, desperate for the kiss, desperate for his touch, desperate for everything. “Come. Come…”


  When it ended, the strength, and tension, drained out of her and if it wasn’t for his hands, she might have puddled on the floor at his feet.


  He swept her up in his arms. “Not done with you yet.”


  “I sure as hell hope not.”


  Chapter Two


  But he was gone in the morning.


  Her body felt bruised from the hours they’d spent climbing over each other and her mouth was swollen.


  Instead of sobbing into her pillow all night, she’d spent the night with him and she’d hoped she’d wake up with him, instead of the noise in her head.


  He had to work.


  “That’s probably it,” she muttered to herself.


  But then she thought, mentally checking his schedule.


  Unless he was picking up an extra shift, he ought to be off.


  Maybe he needed some time to think. Or even deal with shit going on with—her lip curled—his father.


  Rising from the bed, she eyed her reflection in the mirror, the faint outline of bruises on her hips, the marks on her breasts. She’d left more than a few marks on him, too, she’d bet.


  She’d thought maybe they could …


  “Could what?” Turning away from the mirror, she pushed a hand through her hair and grabbed the robe hanging from the hook by the bed.


  Her room was meticulously neat and organized, almost brutally so, as was the rest of the house, and her workshop. Her head was sheer chaos and once upon a time, her natural inclination had been to just dump everything in a heap by the door as she came inside.


  In the months before Mom had died, she’d started to see what was going on in Chris’s head so she’d started making … changes. Rules, lots of them. A place for everything and everything in its place.


  Chris had coped with the loss of her mother by clinging to those rules, that structure. Over-coped was probably the right word and she sometimes spent hours pacing the house as she checked to make sure everything was where it needed to be.


  The only time she didn’t spaz out about it was when her mind was otherwise occupied.


  Like with Guy.


  He had been a good distraction.


  But now …


  She made her way into the kitchen, hoping to find a note, or something.


  No note.


  No sign that he’d run out to grab some breakfast or anything.


  Padding over to the window, she peeked outside, looking across the street to the little apartment where he’d lived the last four years.


  If he was home, he’d probably be on the little balcony, either with a book or his laptop or with coffee.


  But the balcony was silent and the windows were dark.


  Melancholy, she leaned her head against the window frame.


  * * *


  He’d stayed until he knew her nightmares wouldn’t wake her.


  That had kept him there until nearly dawn.


  Now, as he pounded out his own nightmares on the pavement, he no longer had to fight to forget the night because something else had forced its way into his brain.


  His fucking father had called.


  Three times yesterday.


  Guy hadn’t been home, but that hadn’t stopped the son of a bitch from leaving messages.


  “Need to talk to you, boy. Get your ass out here.”


  The next two messages weren’t quite so polite.


  He’d deleted all three messages.


  Go out there.


  Like hell.


  But now, memories chased him.


  Those words, so similar to words Theo Miller had spoken one night, years ago.


  “Get your ass out here. You hear me, boy? Get the fuck out of that bed!”


  The summer sun, brutally hot, shone down, reflecting off the water, all but blinding him.


  Sweat gleamed along his neck, his arms, soaked the battered gray shirt he’d pulled on. He was going on five miles now and the voices were still chasing him, the memories still haunting him. It fucking pissed him off. If he had to have memories eating him up right now, couldn’t it be the night he’d just spent with Chris?


  But no.


  “You son of a bitch,” he muttered, rage twisting at his gut as the memories battered him.


  * * *


  “You hear me, boy? Get your ass up.”


  A hand, open and hard, striking him along the face. He stood with his head down because lately, when he looked at himself in the mirror, he could see the hate burning in his eyes and he knew if the old man saw it, he’d be ready to beat it out of him. Or worse, take it out on Mama.


  “’Bout fucking time. Lazy ass piece of trash. Here.”


  Guy stared at the wrapped bundle on the floor, not following. Blood trickled down his face.


  “That fucking dog of yours bit me for the last time.” Theo Miller stared at him, his eyes overbright, gleaming with something that looked like madness to the fourteen-year-old boy in front of him. “I killed him. He’s dead. You’re gonna bury him.”


  “He ain’t my dog,” Guy said sullenly.


  “The fuck he ain’t!” Theo’s voice was a roar that all but shattered glass.


  Bracing for the blow he thought for sure would come, Guy just stood there, his breath held.


  But there was no blow.


  When he finally looked up, Theo was panting, staring at nothing. Finally, he jerked his head. “Come on. We’ll take him out by the park. Bury him out there. Get moving.”


  * * *


  Stumbling to a halt, Guy bent over, his hands on his knees, a bellow of denial tearing up his throat.


  He bit it back, swallowed it down.


  But he couldn’t keep from sinking to his knees when he looked up and realized where he was.


  It was here.


  This was the spot where they’d pulled that car out of the river.


  Numb, he looked at the torn-up piece of earth, searching for some other sign, but all he could see was the mud that had rolled off the car and the ripped-up bits of earth. In a few weeks, nobody would be able to tell just by looking.


  Nobody would be able to tell that this was the spot where the sheriff’s department had helped pull out the car that had held the body of one Nichole Bell, missing for fifteen years.


  Guy’s father had put her into the river.


  Guy had unwittingly helped bury the evidence all those years ago.


  Yesterday, he’d sat with the family, listened as Chris actually defended him in front of what felt like half the town.


  But he wasn’t so sure she’d been right.


  He hadn’t belonged there. He kept expecting to look at them, see the fury, the hate coming from any of them and they’d be right.


  Chris had needed him there. He’d known it, and that was why he went.


  She’d needed him, needed a friend—


  “Fuck!” He straightened and spun around, driving the heels of his hands against his eyes, his shoulders straining against the shirt he wore, sweat dripping down his back. She’d needed him and what the fuck had he done? Taken the first chance he had to get her naked.


  “You’re just as bad as he is,” he told himself.


  “Son of a bitch.” He sagged against the metal railing, staring dully at the river. But this time, he didn’t know if he was talking to himself, or to his father.


  He guessed it didn’t really matter.


  The two of them had managed to destroy an entire family.


  The family of the woman Guy had been in love with, for what felt like forever.


  * * *


  Tap-tap-tap.


  Chris drilled her nails on the surface of the table, checked her watch.


  It was coming up on nine.


  So he hadn’t been home, not that she had seen, all damn day, and she’d been watching, too.


  No reason for him not to be here.


  Tap-tap-tap.


  She checked her phone.


  Nope.


  No messages.


  She looked around the table. Her sister was there, Dean at her side. Tate and Ali were there, too. It was Friday. Only person missing was Guy. She didn’t have to check the location—it was Madison. Only place to really get plastered around here, unless you went up on the hill, was Shakers, so it’s not like he could have gotten confused. They’d been doing this for years. Fridays in the summers were spent at Shakers, especially when it was close to …


  Now.


  Close to Mom, and the time she’d disappeared.


  He ought to be here. He always was. But where was he now?


  Tap-tap-tap.


  A hand reached out, covered hers.


  She looked up, met Tate’s dark brown eyes. “Settle down a bit, Chrissie,” he said softly. “You’re about to come out of your skin.”


  “Where the hell is he?”


  Tate’s gaze slid away and he sighed, reaching up to shove his hair back from his face. “Maybe he needs to get away from…” He shrugged and looked around. “This.”


  “This?” She shook her head. “This what?”


  “People who look at him like Louise did.” Tate said the words without flinching and he met her gaze directly. “We love him and we know where his hard head ought to be.” He shrugged and looked away. “Maybe he needs to get away from it for a while.”


  “But…” She bit it back, the words fading before she even understood just what she wanted to say. Emotion, confusion, anger, it built inside her, built and built and built.


  Emotions—such messy, ugly things, the kind she didn’t trust herself to get messed up in, not with other people—tangled inside her and she felt like a pressure cooker, one that might explode. That didn’t keep her from shoving them all down, locking them all up, and shoving them into a dark corner where she could ignore everything for a while longer.


  “But what?”


  She tugged her hand away, unable to explain it.


  How could she explain it?


  There really weren’t any words, she didn’t think.


  Slowly, she reached out a hand and closed it around the bottle in front of her, pressing it to her brow, and focused on the chilly feel of it on her overheated skin. All around her, there was noise, too much noise and not just the music that was blasting too loud, not just the raised voices of people struggling to be heard over the chaos.


  Everything was noise.


  She couldn’t find any silence inside her head, not unless he was there.


  But saying that would just make her seem … crazy.


  Chapter Three


  Dropping the phone in the cradle, Chris pondered her options.


  Five minutes ago, she’d spoken with the sheriff—one thing about living in a town the size of Madison … when you had a best friend who worked for the county and a connection to an open case that had been on the books for years, the people at the station didn’t tend to bat an eyelash when you called and asked to speak to the man in charge.


  The man in charge had just told her that Guy was taking a few days’ personal time.


  Personal time.


  What the hell?


  With her feet on the bare wooden planks of the floor, she pressed her hands to her face and tried to pretend she wasn’t worried, wasn’t upset.


  Tried to pretend she wasn’t thinking about what had happened on this very bed, three nights ago.


  She hadn’t seen him since.


  It wasn’t connected. Couldn’t be.


  He was just taking personal time.


  Her throat knotted up but she managed to lie to herself.


  She was tired. She was stressed.


  She hadn’t been able to sleep, so last night, she’d gone into Shakers, dressed to work. She hadn’t been on the schedule, but she’d hoped against hope that Adam could use a hand and he’d taken one look at her and just jerked his head at her. She’d joined him behind the bar and he’d let her help him pull beers and mix drinks until the place shut down at two a.m.


  By the time they were done, she was a hundred bucks fatter in the wallet, her feet hurt, and her head felt like it was going to split open.


  Tired as she was, she should have slept like a rock, but instead, she’d lain awake, staring through her window, waiting for the lights to come on in the little apartment across the way.


  They never did.


  Today, damn it, she was going to find him.


  Fortunately, though, she already had a good idea of where to look for the son of a bitch.


  If he wasn’t here, there was only one other place he was likely to be.


  * * *


  The roughed-out log cabin wasn’t much. Perched on the edge of the Ohio River, nearly an hour away from Madison, it was Guy’s personal retreat. He came to fish or just get the hell away from people.


  Too fucking bad, she thought, kicking a leg over her bike and staring up at the cabin. Some people might have enjoyed the picturesque drive out here. It had just given her more time to brood, steam, and work herself up. She was probably as close to exploding as she’d been in a good long time.


  The door swung open and she found herself staring at the very object of her wrath.


  Guy, in the flesh.


  Her heartbeat kicked up and she had to swallow the spit that had suddenly pooled in her mouth.


  The very, very nice flesh. Curling her hands into fists, she used the bite of her nails into her palms to help get centered. It wasn’t much, but every little bit helped, she figured.


  He’d just walked out.


  After that night together, after him telling her how he didn’t want her to regret it and how he thought about her—okay, he thought about her naked, or her ass, whatever.


  Still.


  He’d kinda made her think … crazy things.


  Then he ignored her.


  He’d gone three days, completely ignoring her.


  That slow burn of lust settled in her belly—it was a familiar ache, something she’d gotten used to ignoring when it came to him. She needed him for a friend more than she needed him for a lover.


  Or so she’d thought.


  But then they’d had that night—it had been as amazing as the first night and she needed him like she needed air and he’d just walked away.


  She jutted her chin up as he continued to watch her.


  Then he turned around and walked back into the cabin.


  The door remained open.


  Oh, hell. She was just going to have to kick his ass.


  * * *


  Weariness bore down on him.


  He’d spent the past three days trying to come to grips with the sucker punches that had come his way over the past few weeks.


  He’d loved Nichole Bell.


  She’d been the mother he’d wished he’d had.


  When she disappeared, he’d cried into his pillow, muffling his sobs because if his dad heard him crying, he’d beat the shit out of him. Not that Theo Miller ever needed a reason to whale on his only child, but if he had a reason, the beatings were that much worse.


  Guy had loved her, loved the way she’d come up to him when he was over there, how she’d hug him, carefully, like she knew he wasn’t too sure how to handle affection and once he’d learned that all she wanted was the hug, he’d hug her back. Then she’d hug him tighter. She was the one who’d taught him that women were strength.


  He could still remember how she smelled like oranges and spice and vanilla.


  For years, any of those scents had been a twist in his heart.


  Even after he’d come to accept that she was gone, he’d look for her, whenever he saw a petite, dark-haired woman.


  The discovery of the car hadn’t exactly brought closure, but he’d been … almost relieved. Ready to say good-bye, and he’d been glad, in a way, because he knew Chris—and the others—had needed this.


  But then Jensen had shown up in his office, with her slick city lawyer boyfriend.


  He’d known.


  Just seeing the look in Jensen’s eyes, in Dean West’s eyes.


  He’d known.


  Not the specifics, hell, no. But he’d known somehow it was connected to him.


  There were still so many questions, though, questions that Theo was refusing to answer. After three days of enforced solitude, he was working to make himself accept his part in it. Make himself swallow the bitter pill, make himself deal with the words his father had hurled at him


  “You fucking son of a cunt! You keep your mouth shut … you’ll burn if I do. I’ll tell them all you knew. That you helped.”


  Nothing but the desperation of a man staring down the business end of a gun. Guy knew that well enough. But all of this added up to yet another scar on the Bell family and they already had enough. And Chris …


  The door slammed shut behind him.


  He had to fight not to flinch.


  Of course she was here. After the night they’d spent, after everything she’d been dealing with, how could he not expect her to come looking for him?


  She always came to him. It was something that he both needed and hated, because he needed her, more than he needed to breathe, it seemed. But she didn’t want the things from him that he wanted from her.


  She wanted comfort, wanted silence. Wanted a million things, and he just wanted her.


  Feeling the weight of her gaze, he turned to face her, leaning against the counter behind him, his hands curling around it so he didn’t give in to the temptation to reach for her as she came even closer to him.


  “What in the hell are you doing?” she demanded.


  “Taking some personal time,” he said levelly.


  It had been his idea to take a few days away from work. Piss-poor timing, he knew, but the sheriff hadn’t been able to deny it made sense. Fifteen years ago, Guy had been tangentially involved in what was likely going to be a manslaughter case. They didn’t need him around right then.


  He didn’t need to be around right then.


  If he could cut the ties that bound him to Chris, he’d just leave Madison altogether. She was the only thing that really held him here, but those ties were strong, forged of iron and lust and love and need. To cut those ties, he’d have to cut out his heart.


  “Personal time.” She continued to stare at him, her eyes glinting, sharp and brittle. “What did you do? Roll out of my bed and just decide you needed a few days away? Just like that?”


  “Actually, I’d put the request in the day before the memorial.” Setting his jaw, he looked at the wall past her. “I should have mentioned it before that. This isn’t exactly the best time for me to be around, Chris.”


  “Not the best time.”


  The wooden tone of her voice was so unnatural, he couldn’t help but look at her and the shattered expression on her face ripped at him.


  “Aw, fuck,” he muttered, shoving away from the counter. “Chris, that isn’t what I…”


  “No.” She shook her head, her throat working as she swallowed. Vivid bursts of ink, those sexy, insane bursts of color that bloomed on her flesh moving as her chest shuddered, a ragged breath easing out of her. “Fifteen years, I waited for answers. Now I have some of them, and the person I always turn to just up and leaves.”


  He closed his eyes.


  “Okay. Fine. I get this is hell on you, too. I thought maybe we could help each other through it. But you don’t want that. I’ll see you around.” She turned and headed for the door.


  She was two feet from the door when the threads of his control broke. Slamming a hand over her head, he shoved the door closed as she went to slip outside. When she attempted to jerk it open, he simply outmuscled her.


  When she spun around and glared up at him, he glared back. “You get that this is hell on me,” he said, echoing her words. “You have no idea what kind of hell this is.”


  Her lip quivered, a snarl forming on her face. “Poor Guy. Your fucked-up daddy is even more fucked up than we thought. You really do have daddy issues, don’t you?” She gave him a look of mock pity and reached up to pat his cheek.


  He caught her wrist, pinned it to the door.


  Her breath caught, the pupils of her eyes spiking, swelling. He leaned in. “Daddy issues … you think that’s what this is about, Tink?” The scent of her flooded his head. She smelled so fucking good. She always did. Roses and flowers and herbs and woman. It sent his blood, and his common sense, draining southward.


  But it was so hard to worry about common sense, or anything else, when her lashes dipped low over her eyes, when her tongue swept out to dampen her lips. When everything in him screamed for another taste of her, to feel the press of that slim, strong body pressed against his own again.


  “Daddy issues,” he muttered, shaking his head in an attempt to clear it. Unwittingly, he stroked his thumb against the soft, sensitive skin of her wrist. “My daddy issues are all centered on the fact that now I want to find a way to murder that son of a bitch. Every tear you’ve shed over the past fifteen years is because of him. Every time you’ve woken up in the middle of the night and called me because you couldn’t sleep, it’s his fault. When you weren’t able to have your mother come to graduation? That was his fault, too. You once told me how you weren’t sure you wanted to get married, not ever. Because your mother wouldn’t be able to be there to see you. And that’s his fucking fault. All this time, all these years, you waited and you wondered and you hoped, and he knew she wouldn’t come home. He knew why. He is why. You think I’ve got daddy issues? What I’ve got are murder issues—trying not to murder that bastard.”


  Tears glimmered in her eyes and she turned her head aside, a soft sigh shuddering out of her.


  He let her wrist go and stepped back.


  “Yeah, Chris. This is hell. But it’s hell on me because he destroyed your life. And I came from that.”


  * * *


  He went to turn away and she reached out, unable to stop herself.


  Under her hand, the muscles of his bicep bunched, hard as a rock, but warm, yielding to her touch. “I’m sorry,” she said, forcing the words past the knot in her throat.


  “Don’t.” He shrugged her touch away and that alone sent a splinter of pain driving deep into her heart.


  She pulled her hand back, curling it into a fist as she watched him drop onto the couch. Wide shoulders slumped as he dropped his head into his hands. “I don’t want fucking apologies,” he said, his voice curt. “Not from you.”


  Bitter regret burned inside. She stared at him, uncertain of what he did want, what she could say.


  “What’s wrong with us?” she asked quietly.


  He lifted his head, stared at her. “My father killed your mother, Tink. Did you really think this wasn’t going to tear into us as well?”


  “Your father.” She shook her head. “Not you. But if you want to give him another casualty, you go ahead. Let him take you from me, too. I was thinking he’d taken enough from me, but what the fuck do I know? I’m just the clueless little idiot who almost failed high school.”


  She turned on her heel, fumbled with the door, her fingers awkward, stiff. She heard him coming up behind her and she hurriedly managed to get the door open, jerking it shut behind her.


  She heard him calling her name, heard him tell her to wait.


  She didn’t want to wait.


  She just wanted …


  His arms came around her, his voice a broken, ragged whisper in her ear. “Don’t go.”


  A sob ripped out of her, all the tears she’d kept pent up ever since she’d heard the truth.


  She hadn’t allowed herself to cry, because there was only one place, one person she’d ever felt safe with.


  And he’d abandoned her. Struggling against him, she tried to break free.


  He just hugged her tighter, one hand cradling the back of her head, the other a steel band around her torso. It might have been the only thing that kept the pain from ripping her apart.


  “Shh…” His deep, soft voice was a rhythmic murmur in her ear. “I’ve got you, Tink. I’ve got you.”


  Chapter Four


  The sun turned the river to fire.


  Sprawled on the low-slung carved bench with her head on Guy’s chest, Chris stared out over the water, a dull headache pounding at the base of her skull. She didn’t know how long she’d cried, but it had been long enough that she almost felt ill from the headache.


  As though he somehow picked up on the pain, Guy’s hand trailed up her back and settled on the nape of her neck, his fingers digging into the muscles and slowly kneading away the tension.


  She groaned and turned her head, giving him better access.


  “You’re a mess of knots,” he said.


  “I’m a mess period.”


  “You’re not a mess.” He sighed, his chest rising under her cheek. “You’ve been kicked too many times lately, that’s all.”


  “I wish I could kick back.”


  He squeezed her neck lightly. “You can kick me. I shouldn’t have bailed like I did. Especially not after we…”


  Despite the hurt that still gnawed her, she found herself smiling. Looking at him through her lashes, she said, “I think the correct term would be fucked like minks. I read that in a book once. We fucked like minks. All night.”


  A chuckle rumbled out of him. “That’s the correct term, huh? Okay. I shouldn’t have bailed after we fucked like minks all night. I just wasn’t thinking. Besides, you said you just needed the night. I figured…” He shrugged. “The night was over. Thought that might make it easier on us both.”


  “Easy and I haven’t had a passing acquaintance in more than fifteen years. I gave up on easy the night my mom disappeared, Guy.” She sat up slowly, staring out over the river. She was quiet for a long moment and then she turned her head, staring at him. “Why would it get easier if my best friend just bailed?”


  He didn’t answer, a muscle pulsing in his cheek.


  “I guess you needed a break from it.”


  He had nothing to say to that.


  She jerked a shoulder in a shrug. “Hell, I would. I sure as hell wouldn’t want to look at me if I were you. I’m a needy little brat lately. And your dad…” She closed her eyes, shook her head. “It’s not your fault, you know. What he did. It’s not. Not at all.”


  “You’re not a needy little brat.” He cupped her face in his hands, his fingers pushing into her hair.


  She cocked a brow at him.


  Despite himself, he had to laugh. “Okay, maybe you are a needy brat. Sometimes. But that’s not it.” He sighed and lowered his head, pressed his brow to hers. “He’s why this happened. Why shouldn’t you want a break from the reminder? The memories? From…”


  Chris slid her hands around his waist. “But that would require needing a break from my best friend. I don’t want that.” She settled her head against his chest. “I need you, Guy.”


  * * *


  I need you.


  Words that could mean everything to him, if they only meant a little bit more to her. Or a little something else.


  He rubbed his cheek against her hair, staring out into the night. “I’m right here, Tink.” Right here. Where he’d always be, because he couldn’t cut himself away. “For whatever you need from me, whenever you need it.”


  Her hand fisted in his shirt, tugged, tangled.


  “I want him dead. It feels so wrong to say that, because he’s your dad,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper in the night. “He was always an evil son of bitch. I wanted to hurt him every time I knew he hurt you. Then you were old enough to hurt him back and I wanted to cheer for you. But … now…”


  She pulled back and stared up at him.


  He stroked a finger down her cheek. “Trust me, Tink. I want the same thing.”


  “Don’t say that.” She sighed, reaching up to catch his wrist, squeezing gently. “I don’t think I could ever kill somebody. I’d like to think I could … and maybe if somebody broke into my house and I got my hands on a bat, I guess I could defend myself. But I couldn’t just kill somebody. But you…”


  She looked away. “You could. I know that. And I don’t want to think about you wanting him dead the same way I do. Because if I was like you in that way? I’d kill him. I don’t want to think about that.”


  “You don’t want to think about me killing him?”


  “No. As much as I want him dead, I don’t want to think about how it would hurt us. We’ve lost enough.” Her eyes were troubled. “Fuck, I’m messed up. I want him dead, I want him hurt. And I want answers. I’ll never get any of it, either … will I?”


  He slid his hand around her neck, pulled her against him. His silence was answer enough.


  “Will there even be a trial for this?”


  “I think there will be. It will take a while, but he’ll pay. We’ll push for it. We’ve got evidence now and we’re pushing for more.” He rubbed his lips against her temple, tried to ignore the need stirring inside him.


  “I want to make that be enough. He should go to trial, be found guilty. If he answers for what he did, that could be enough … I want to think so anyway.” A sigh tripped out of her, her slim shoulders rising erratically. “But it’s been so long.”


  “If we can find a way to make him answer for it, we’re going to.” He cupped her chin, eased her head back so he could study her pale face. The fragile skin under her eyes looked bruised. “You don’t look like you’ve slept, Tink. Can you turn that brain off for a while? Try to sleep?”


  “Maybe.” She wiggled out of his grasp, tucked her cheek against his chest.


  “Maybe if you soak in the hot tub, it will help. Why don’t you give it a shot, soak a while? Then you can crash in my bed. I’ll bunk on the couch.”


  She curled a hand into his shirt and a heavy, taut silence caught between them. Part of him waited. But then she sighed and sat up. “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t have my suit though.”


  Blood drained down, in a low, liquid glide, to stiffen his cock. A hungry ache settled inside him as he stepped back. Although it pained him to act like it didn’t matter, he just shrugged. “I can be a gentleman. You can have the tub all to yourself if you want.”


  * * *


  She wanted to tell him to screw that idea.


  But she was raw from the past few days and she didn’t know if she was up to another night like the one they’d just had, not if he was going to pull away again.


  A few years ago, they’d had a hot, crazy weekend and then she’d told him they needed to be friends—he’d talked about how he didn’t want her to regret being with him, and she hadn’t. Not the way he thought.


  What she regretted was not being brave enough to reach for more.


  That was what she regretted.


  In some terribly small part of her, though, she did regret the nights with him, because on the nights when she was really lonely, remembering the times when she’d wrapped herself around him, so tightly not even a wish could separate them, it had made that loneliness that much more painful.


  Had made her long for him that much more.


  Like now.


  But she feared reaching for him. Because if he wasn’t there again …


  Stop. She slid outside and leaned against the door, pressing her head to the wood while need gripped and tore at her. Her legs trembled with the force of it and her heart ached.


  Stripping out of her clothes, she folded them and left them in a neat little stack on the bench, eyeing the towels he’d left close to the tub. He’d been planning on coming out here, probably to stare up at the stars and brood.


  Which was what she was going to do now.


  The stars were hers now, as was the night. Sliding into the bubbling water, she groaned as it closed around her, smooth as silk and already seeping into her tired, aching bones.


  Sinking down until the water lapped at her chin, she heaved out a sigh.


  If she could just manage to not think …


  She couldn’t think about the bad stuff.


  Like a desperate grab for something safe, her mind latched onto Guy. Stupid, stupid, stupid …


  It was one of those things, where you couldn’t quit thinking about it no matter how hard you tried.


  That glint of heat in his eyes.


  The hot, hard press of his muscles against her chest. The strength of his arms around her.


  Hunger heated her belly.


  Her nipples went tight.


  Her pussy clenched, empty and longing for him to fill her.


  Sensory memory slammed into her, the way it had felt as his hands closed around her hips, fingers biting into her skin, demanding and forceful. She craved to feel that again, feel him again.


  “This is crazy.”


  * * *


  “Jensen, I’m going to tell you the same thing I told Tate when he called. Yes, she’s here. Yes, I’ll take care of her.”


  “I want to talk to her,” Jensen said, her voice flat.


  “She’s a little indisposed,” Guy said, eyeing the back door.


  “Unless she’s asleep or on the toilet, take her the damn phone,” Jensen snapped.


  “She’s in the damn hot tub. Can you all leave her alone?” He shoved a hand through his hair and tore his gaze from the door, glaring out the window so he wasn’t obsessing over a wet, naked Chris on the other side of that thin bit of wood. Wet. Naked. In his hot tub.


  He was going to come in his jeans, right there.


  “If you don’t put her on the fucking phone, I’m calling the station and I’ll have one of them do a drive-by,” Jensen said.


  “Oh, kiss ass.” He shoved off the door. Jensen may or may not do it. He’d call out there. Tell them she was fine. Two could play that fucking game. “Look, I’ll take care of her. I always do, right?”


  “I want to talk to my sister.” Jensen’s voice was flat and hard. She hid it well, but she was practically a bulldog over her sister and both Tate and Jensen were worried about Chris lately. Frankly, he thought they worried too much, because they were smothering her, but neither of them would want to hear that.


  She’d grieve, as she always did, in her own way.


  She always kept it trapped inside, unable to let it out, except around him.


  He could still hear those heartbroken sobs.


  And he realized abruptly if Jensen did manage to talk one of the deputies into coming out here, that was just going to make her come out of her skin. Sighing, he shoved off the counter. “Look, I’ll ask if she wants to talk to you. If she says no, you’re out of luck. Deal?”


  “She’ll talk to me.”


  Wanna bet? He kept that behind his teeth, barely, as he opened the door.


  His tongue practically glued itself to the roof of his mouth as he saw Chris standing, naked as the day she’d been born, there by the side of the hot tub. The lines, vines, and swirls of her tattoos slid across her flesh, elegant blooms of color that wrapped around her arms, curved around one breast.


  Hunger roared through him.


  It didn’t matter that he’d all but gorged himself on her just a few short days ago. It could have been hours ago and it would have been hours too long. He wanted to go to his knees and press his mouth to the naughty little naked Tinker Bell that flew over her left hip, wanted to cup her ass in his hands and nudge her legs apart.


  A tinny sound echoed in his ear.


  He barely heard it, still staring at Chris.


  She stared back, the towel in her hand hanging there.


  He closed his eyes, absently tightening his fist. Plastic casing cracked and he looked down, saw the phone.


  Dimly, he remembered.


  He had to clear his throat twice. “Do you want to talk to Jensen?” he asked hoarsely.


  A faint smile curved her pretty mouth and she shook her head, taking a step toward him.


  Lifting the phone to his ear, he said, “She doesn’t want to talk, Jensen. Sorry.”


  Then he disconnected.


  “I…”


  Chris took another step toward him.


  Fuck.


  One of the vines curled around the curve of her breast, a rose blooming just beneath it. So fucking sexy. There was another, swirling down across her hip, a closed bud, refusing to bloom. There were fifteen flowers, mostly roses, but a few daisies. A flower for every year she’d lost her mother. There were other tattoos, and unlike most people, he knew the meaning of damn near every one. Like the weeping, winged skull that spread across her back … another for her mother, done just last year, when she’d finally let herself start to admit that Nichole Bell was probably gone, dead.


  And he knew there would be another, soon, some way for Chris to come to grips with what had been done.


  She crossed the wooden boards, the soft creak dragging him out of his stupor.


  “Chris…” Her name was a rasp on his lips, the most he could manage.


  She reached out and laid a hand on his chest. Her skin was scalding, it seemed. Scalding, ready to burn him.


  He didn’t care.


  “I lied, you know,” she murmured.


  “Lied about what?”


  “About not regretting it.” She scraped her nails down his chest. “Not because I wish we hadn’t … exactly.”


  “Chris?” Fuck, if she said she was sorry, it was going to end him. Plain and simple.


  She took a deep breath and the dirty, hungry bastard that he was, he couldn’t help but notice how her nipples were tight and hard and he wanted to bend his head, suck them into his mouth, bite them a little just to hear her gasp. Instead, he forced himself to stare at her face, listen as she spoke. “I regret it because it hurts sometimes, to remember. I lie awake at night and remember that weekend. We agreed we’d done something stupid. We decided we’d forget. But I can’t forget and now there’s another night to remember. Those nights just don’t feel like they’re enough. I don’t want to forget anymore.”


  * * *


  Guy’s arms caught her around the waist and she gasped as he whirled them both around. Her back crashed against the wood of the door and his weight pinned her to it. Then his mouth was a breath above hers. “I remember a weekend where you made me damn near lose my mind. I was still struggling to catch my breath when you started talking. You decided we should forget it. I just went along with what you wanted.”


  She stared at him.


  He slid a hand down her thigh and she shuddered.


  “No,” he said, still watching her. “I never forgot. And yes, I still lie awake at night, remembering. I was inside the past thirty minutes trying not to think about you wet and naked out here.”


  Then he slid his hand between her legs, cupped her. Wet. So wet.


  He could have her, right here, right now.


  And if morning came and she wanted to pretend it never happened? Then what? He didn’t know. It would kill a piece of him and he knew it. But he couldn’t think about that now. It was too fucking complicated when his dick, when his heart, hurt like this.


  “If you’re not ready to be stupid again, tell me to stop,” he said.


  Chris stared at him.


  Seconds ticked by.


  “Chris?”


  “I’m not saying a damn thing.”


  His mouth took hers at the same time his finger made a deep, thorough penetration of her body.


  She arched up against him, her fingers digging into his arms. The muscles of his biceps were rigid, tight.


  “Be sure, Chris,” he whispered.


  “You better hurry.”


  He laughed.


  A second later, her head was spinning as he boosted her up over his shoulder, one big hand curving over her hip to steady her. “No. I’m not going to hurry this.”


  Chapter Five


  The cabin was basic, but it had what Guy had considered the necessities. A broken-in couch, the hot tub, and one giant bed that fit his massive frame. As he put her down on it, it closed around her like a cloud but she only had a second to enjoy it before he flipped her over onto her belly, a restraining hand at the small of her back.


  “Guy—”


  His lips touched the flare of her right hip. “I see this. Especially this time of year. This new one, and it drives me nuts.”


  She gasped out a breath as he traced the outline of the fairy she’d had inked onto her right hip. The wings spread up onto the small of her back and her belly, even across the curve of her butt, with a naked Tinker Bell sitting defiantly on her hip. There were a handful of people who got away with calling her Tink, short, in fact, for the cocky little fairy from Peter Pan.


  Guy had been the first one to do it and she’d started the tattoo one weekend, just a few months after that interlude with him.


  “Tinker Bell,” he muttered. “A dirty little Tinker Bell … she even smirks like you do, baby.”


  She tugged against his hand and turned her head, staring at him. “Are you going to play with Tinker Bell or me?”


  “Why not both?”


  He pulled her up by her hips and she hissed out a startled breath, then whimpered as he stroked his other hand up, cupped one breast, toying with the nipple until it pulsed and throbbed.


  Her clit did the same, aching and tight, her hips rocking, desperate for relief.


  She brushed against him, felt the thick ridge of his cock against her butt. He was still wearing his jeans. Smiling a little, she reached between them, shifting until she could mold him in her hand. “You play, I play.”


  “That…” He groaned, arched into her hand. “Should be fair.”


  Should be. But a moment later, she was on her hands and knees while he rasped, “I’m not in the mood to play.”


  She opened her mouth to say something, but the words died in her throat as she felt the head of him at her entrance.


  “Last chance, Chris.”


  “I don’t want chances. Just please … I’m empty, Guy.”


  A long, hard shudder wracked him. And then, slowly, so painfully slowly, he filled her.


  Need, painful and desperate, spliced through her and she twisted back against him. One hand tightened on her hip while the other slid up her back, fisted in her hair. “Be still,” he ordered. “Be still.”


  As she tried to take him fast and hard, he controlled her body, taking her with slow, deep surges that left her breathless.


  “You son of a bitch,” she gasped.


  He twisted her head around, easing his hold on her hair. “Years, Chris. I’ve wanted you for years. You’re not going to make me rush this.” He crushed her mouth to his and twisted his hips against her bottom, his cock swelling inside her. She groaned, reaching behind her and locking her arm around his neck.


  “Mine,” he muttered, letting go of her hair to cup her cheek. “Mine.”


  She shivered as the words rippled across her skin, through her heart, her soul. She wanted to ask, wanted to say more.


  But the climax exploded up, grabbed her.


  Leaving her breathless.


  * * *


  Morning came.


  No matter how much he wished it wouldn’t, it came anyway.


  He hadn’t slept. He was tired, achingly so, but if he slept, he’d miss a moment of this and sooner or later, she’d wake up. That waking-up thing had him worried, because once she woke up, she might start to think and no matter what she’d said last night about the few nights they’d had not feeling like enough.


  They weren’t enough.


  Nothing short of a lifetime was enough for him, and forever was a thought that terrified her. Chris didn’t think past the next few days. She wouldn’t admit it—not even to herself, but it was why she was still running her florist shop out of her home, instead of trying to get a real place. It was why she still worked part time for Adam and why she never chased after her dreams.


  Thinking about forever made her think about the past.


  And her parents. Her mother, the tired shell of her father.


  Doug … fuck. He loved that old bastard, too, but at the same time, part of him wanted to shake the man. He should have opened his eyes and forced himself back into his life, long before now. His kids needed him, just as much now as they did when they were kids.


  Yet Guy could understand because how would he feel if he lost Chris?


  It would gut him. He’d want to shut down and close up.


  If there were kids, though …


  Yeah.


  Doug had kept going, but that was all he’d done.


  He’d never really lived. Not since Nichole.


  That was why forever terrified Chris. The thought of forever, of a love that should last that long, but hadn’t … that was what had shattered her life. It had destroyed her father. An ugly argument between two people who had loved— but never fully understood—each other and it had sent her mother storming out into the night. She never returned.


  There were still no answers, either.


  A small, strong hand slid down his belly, her nails scraping over his skin. He caught her before she could give into the urge to tickle, because she would.


  “You’re awake.” She mumbled it against his chest.


  He forced himself to smile as she lifted her head.


  “Yeah. And now so are you.” He pulled her up on top of him, bliss and bitterness rolling through him in equal measure. “Now I have the pleasure of showing you one of my most favorite things to do in the morning.”


  She glared at him. “If it’s not coffee, I don’t care.”


  He laughed and then rolled them over, splitting her thighs and settling between them. Her lids drooped, a slow smile tugging at her lips. “I’ll get you coffee,” he promised. “Next.”


  He pushed two fingers inside her and sought out the little notch in her pussy, a nubbin of skin that felt just subtly different from the rest of her slick, hot passage. “Now I want to show you this,” he said, watching as she shivered.


  “That’s my G-spot,” she said, her voice a low rasp. Her lashes fluttered closed and she arched her hips up, working against his hand. “I already know about it. But I’m glad you do, too.”


  He laughed. “Nah. I’m talking about fucking. I love a morning fuck.”


  She popped an eye open. Then, the grin on her lips widened. “Okay. You talked me into it. But coffee comes after I do.”


  * * *


  Coffee did come next.


  She bent over the counter, wearing his shirt hanging open over her torso as she sipped at the steaming black brew and tried to coax her muddled brain into cooperating.


  Jensen was pissed at her.


  She’d called last night, and apparently, threatened to sic the police on them. Eyeing the phone narrowly, she poked it with her finger and then shot Guy a dark look. “I don’t see why they think I’m still stuck in pigtails and my She-Ra T-shirts. I’m twenty-four years old. I’m practically an adult.”


  He came up behind her, settled his hands on her hips. “Practically an adult. Glad to hear that,” he said, nipping at her neck. “But … yeah. Chris, you’re going to have to tell them to back off, or they never will. I get that they are worried and I know this is rough on all of you, but it’s getting insane that you can’t have time to yourself without her threatening to sic the cops on you.”


  “She’s not that bad,” she muttered, trying to shrug it off. “They just…”


  “They don’t understand how you cope with things.” He brushed her hair back. “They never did and that’s fine. We all do things different. But Chris, you’re not a kid. I know you don’t want to cry on Jensen’s shoulder like she wants. I know she just wants to know you’re okay. But you and I both know you need room or this is going to drive you nuts.”


  She made a face at him. “I already am nuts, didn’t you hear?”


  “You’re not.” He cupped her face, dropped a kiss on her nose. “You’re not and you know it. You hold things in until you’re ready to deal in your own way and that’s fine. I wish you wouldn’t hold it in so long, but you deal the way you –need to. Make them understand that … they’ll back off.”


  “I don’t always hold it in.” She shrugged. “I threw roses at Tate not too long ago.”


  “You threw roses because you were mad.” He hooked an arm around her neck, tugged her in close.


  They stood like that for a moment and she was thinking about sliding her hands up his chest, or maybe down … he hadn’t buttoned his jeans and the way he looked with them just barely riding on his hips was doing bad, bad things to her mind. She’d much rather think about getting him naked again than Jensen anyway.


  But even as she went to step back, give herself room to maneuver, he shifted them around, using his hands to cage her in against the counter. Her breath locked in her throat and she looked up, staring at him.


  Dark eyes searched her, cut right through her.


  She reached up, touched his lower lip. “I don’t plan on forgetting this. I don’t know where that leaves us, but…”


  The rest of the words were spoken against his mouth as he lifted her up. “I’m not forgetting, either.”


  They parted, studied each other. “I don’t know where this leaves us,” she said again.


  “Neither do I.”


  She inclined her head. “I guess we’ll figure that out.” Then she leaned in, licked his lower lip. “We can worry about that all later, though … right?”


  “Absolutely.”


  * * *


  It wasn’t right to feel almost … happy. Not only had he fucked Chris six different ways to Sunday, he’d also made slow, easy love to her and watched as she all but melted under his hands.


  Not once had she looked away, and not once had she acted like she wanted to tuck this away in some corner of her mind, pretend it hadn’t happened.


  So, yeah, he was feeling pretty damn good, even if things were falling apart.


  He had to return to reality, but not yet.


  He’d spend his week out on the river, then go back to reality.


  He was almost level, and that’s why the phone rang.


  The old man seemed to have a sixth sense about when Guy was almost happy.


  Just seeing the caller ID made his vision go red, but hey, he could ignore it.


  Nobody said he had to take a call from the prison where Theo Miller currently resided, right? Nope. He ignored it, because he could.


  There was absolutely nothing that the old man could say that interested Guy. Unless it was a confession. Unless it was the truth. And it wouldn’t be that. Guy knew this, because he knew his father.


  He ignored the second call.


  He ignored the message from the warden.


  He answered the call from Chris.


  And when she came to him that night, her face tired, her eyes sad, he opened the door and they made love on the couch, then retreated to the hot tub where they watched the sunset over the river.


  She didn’t say what was wrong, and he didn’t ask.


  They spent the night in his bed, her slim frame wrapped around his larger one and come morning, he went about closing up the cabin. If she was going to keep coming to him at night, then she could do it without driving an hour each way.


  She helped him with the cabin. She’d been there with him often enough that she could do it solo—and had, more than once.


  “How much time are you taking off?” she asked as he locked up.


  “I’m not sure. I’ve got another week left, easy. After that…” He let the words trail off and then sighed, shaking his head. “The department needs distance from me while this is investigated, but I can’t take off much more than a week or two without pay.”


  The warm weight of her pressed against his arm had him looking down. She pressed a kiss against his bicep, bared by the T-shirt he’d pulled on. “You can always move in with me,” she offered. “Be my boy toy until this blows over. I think I’d like to have a big, sexy boy toy help me lug flowers around.”


  He snorted. “Yeah, I can see me lugging flowers around. Me and my allergies.”


  “The offer is open.” She squeezed his hand and then sighed, turned back to look at him. “We’re having another memorial. Well, not a memorial, exactly. Just a … thing. Me, my family, a few of Mom’s friends. Something that won’t turn into the zoo that happened last week. I want you there.”


  Moving in, he cupped her face, dipped his head.


  “There’s no place else I’d be.”


  * * *


  Over the next three days, he ignored another three calls.


  He was ready to block the number, or just call the warden and tell them he didn’t want any more calls from his father.


  It may or may not work, but that was a problem for after this.


  Chris, Tate, Jensen, even Doug, for now, they were his priority. It was that thought he kept in the front of his mind as he parked his truck in front of the little house where the Bell family had lived—hell, he had spent a great deal of his childhood here up until Nichole had died.


  After that, Tate went to one home, the girls to another, while the investigation tore a hole through a family already shattered.


  He headed up the walkway and paused, trying to decide what looked different. He’d come here hundreds of times in the past fifteen years, checking on Doug. Even when Tate was gone, Guy had still come over. He’d worried about the old man, thought maybe he’d off himself one lonely night.


  He never had.


  But the house had always been gray, lifeless …


  That was it. Staring up at the house, he realized that endless wave of grief that had seemed to grip the place like a cloud had somehow lifted.


  He nodded a little. It was good, he thought. Good that they were healing. Able to move on.


  As he moved closer, he could hear the low strains of music playing. Through the window, he heard a soft laugh and the sound of it was a kick in the chest, a fist to his heart. Chris.


  One hand curled into a fist. Just the sound of her laugh turned him into a mess, the whisper of her sigh across his skin was like a balm to his soul. It hadn’t been that long since he’d seen her, not really.


  But it had been too long. Desperate to see her again, to stand at her side when the grief hit, because it would, he took the steps in one long stride, but before he could push through the door to find her, a low, soft voice stopped him in his tracks.


  “Guy.”


  Turning his head, he watched as Dr. Evan Holcomb rose from the rocking chair tucked in the shadowed corner of the porch, hair combed over his balding head, his rumpled suit hanging on a tired, stooped frame.


  “Hey, doc.”


  Holcomb nodded at him as laughter echoed again from the golden windows of the house. They turned as one to look toward the sound. “I need a word, a quick one.”


  A leaden weight dropped, settled in the pit of his gut. “What’s this about?”


  “Your father.”


  “I don’t want to hear.”


  A faint smile came and went on the doc’s face. “That doesn’t surprise me. He told me to tell you he’ll talk only after you listen to him. He didn’t elaborate, but he gave me authorization to say this has to do with some test results.” He paused and then looked back as a car turned into the parking lot. “He took care to mention the Bell family, several times. I think you need to come in. I’m doing a follow-up with him on Monday and he wants you there.”


  Chapter Six


  “How long has he known?”


  Mondays were a bitch. This particular Monday wasn’t just a bitch—it was like some vicious hellspawn, birthed from the very bowels of hell. Ugly torrents of rain poured from the sky, flash flood alerts were going up all over town, and he’d been late getting in here because he’d stopped to help out at an accident scene until the city cops could get on the scene.


  But none of that was the real problem.


  The real problem lay within the folder Dr. Holcomb had just laid on the counter.


  The old family physician looked up over the rims of his glasses and sighed.


  “Not long. He had his yearly workup and his weight was down. He was complaining of back pain as well, but the symptoms for this form of cancer are very vague. This is why it’s so hard to diagnose it until it’s pretty advanced.”


  Guy went back to staring out the window, his hands linked behind his back.


  Behind him, the doctor sat and waited. His father was in one of the exam rooms, a cop at the door.


  Dr. Holcomb had left his door open so they could still see the door, but Guy knew the son of a bitch was sitting in there, silently laughing about all of this.


  “Why did he want me here? You’ve explained the prognosis. He knows he doesn’t have a good shot.”


  “He doesn’t even want treatment,” the doctor said softly, shaking his head. He looked away, his face troubled.


  “Why?”


  “You would have to ask him.”


  Guy had his suspicions. The son of a bitch had figured out a way to avoid his day in court for Nichole after all.


  The evil, evil son of a bitch.


  One hand closed into a fist and he had to fight to relax.


  “You don’t have to talk to him. All he wanted to do was see you here, know that I told you. You did your part,” the doctor said. “You can let it go now.”


  “No, I can’t.” Guy shook his head and forced himself to turn around, take the first step to the door.


  It was like walking through concrete.


  “If he tells you anything,” Dr. Holcomb said, “it’s worth it. That family went through hell. Hell, you went through hell. You were close to her, too. Don’t think I’ve forgotten that.”


  Guy turned his head, stared at the doctor.


  Holcomb lowered his gaze, stared at the table. “I’m not supposed to get involved. But I knew Nichole. She worked for me, for a while. Your father doesn’t know that. I’ll provide his care, to the best of my ability. But I would like to give her family closure, if we can.”


  The cop nodded at him. “If you have your off-duty weapon, I’ll hold it while you’re in there.”


  Guy looked at him, took the few seconds needed to place him. Werner. “I left it at home today, since I knew I’d be seeing him.” Guy didn’t add that he didn’t want to risk feeling the temptation that he might use it. There had been a few times, growing up, if he’d been able to get his hands on a loaded gun, he would have used it.


  Now fate or God was going to stick it to Theo Miller instead.


  Guy didn’t know if it made him a bad person, and he didn’t care, but he hoped the miserable bastard suffered.


  He opened the door and found himself looking into the room, looking at his father, and searching for signs of the disease that was going to kill him. He’d lost weight in just a few weeks, little more than skin and muscle stretched over a long, lean frame. It wouldn’t be long, he thought, before even the muscle started to waste away.


  Pancreatic cancer was almost always fatal. It was a bad one, not overly common, but a mean form of the disease. One of the guys he’d gone to college with had lost his father to it.


  Now it was going to put Theo in the ground.


  In a few months, probably.


  It wasn’t fast enough.


  It was too soon, too.


  Because they needed answers.


  Theo turned his head and looked at the door. If he wasn’t mistaken, surprise lit his gaze for just a second when he saw Guy standing there. “Well, well, well,” Theo drawled, his voice raspy, harsh from years of smoking.


  Guy wondered absently why it was the pancreas, not his liver from years of alcohol, not his lungs from years of heavy smoking. The pancreas.


  “It’s good to see you, boy.”


  Guy arched a brow. “The last time you saw me, you weren’t exactly thrilled to see me.”


  “Well.” Theo shrugged and looked away. “Circumstances.”


  “Circumstances.” Guy propped a shoulder against the door. “How about you tell me whatever you got to tell me, old man? I have other things I have to do today.”


  “You’re a cold bastard, Guy. I got things I need to tell you. I’m thinking it’s time I should bare my soul, but you ain’t got no time for your old man.”


  The calculating light in Theo’s eyes made Guy’s gut crawl but he didn’t let his revulsion show. “Bullshit. You want something. Don’t think you can jerk me around. I know you too well. Just tell me what you want. I’ll decide if it’s worth it.”


  “That little bitch you sniff after wants the truth. You always were crazy about her. Isn’t she worth it?”


  Guy didn’t let himself react. He knew better.


  “Tell me what you want,” he said again, speaking each word slowly, carefully.


  Theo studied him for a long, slow minute and then finally looked away, stared out the window. “I don’t want to spend the last few months of my life in prison.”


  “Too fucking bad.” Guy laughed sourly and turned on his heel, reaching for the doorknob. “If that’s why you’re pestering me, you’re wasting your time.”


  He had the door open when his father bit off his name. “You’re such a fucking hard ass.”


  “Yeah? If I am, you made me this way. If I was anything other than hard, you would have put me in a grave before I was five.” He headed through the door.


  “Wait.”


  “No reason.”


  “The fucking dog broke his chain. It ain’t my fault.” The needle of a whine entered Theo’s voice.


  Guy paused now, looking back over his shoulder for just a minute. “I can’t get you out of jail. Even if I could, I wouldn’t. So think of something else you want.”


  “Money.” A crafty look entered his father’s eyes. “I got no money for smokes. No way to make things easier for the time I got left. Maybe I can’t get out, but there ain’t no reason it’s gotta be sheer hell, either. I imagine a smart boy like you could maybe talk to somebody who could get me some quiet time alone in the yard. I shouldn’t have to be on my guard the whole fucking time I’m out there walking, shouldn’t have to worry about guarding my smokes, my back.”


  “What are you asking for? Solitary?”


  “No. No.” Theo shook his head. “I’m fine where I am. I don’t cause no trouble … usually. I know how to get along on the inside. But once it gets out that I’m sick, that I’m not up to speed, people are going to start to try to move on me. I still like my time out in the yard. I want to enjoy that. I want to spend my money on smokes. I wouldn’t mind a few books to read. Some luxuries. I’m entitled.”


  “You’re not entitled to shit.” Guy stared at him. He pulled a pack of cigarettes from the leg pocket on the baggy cargoes he’d pulled on that morning. Tossing them up, he watched as Theo’s eyes lit with greed. “You tell me how it went down that night. I’ll give you these. Then, after you give a written statement, I’ll talk to the warden.”


  “You want me to confess. Are you nuts?” Theo’s eyes were wide, his yellowed teeth visible as he sneered at him.


  “You’re dying. Not like the county is going to waste money prosecuting your ass.” Guy rocked forward, lowered his voice. “Do it my way and I’ll see if I can help you out. But if you don’t … well. I might let it slip that you’re not really up to watching your ass. Word might get out that you’ve been talking to cops—I don’t have to mention what you’ve been talking about. How well you going to sleep at night, Dad?”


  “You fucking son of a cunt.”


  “Yeah, well. You raised me.”


  * * *


  “You realize what this is going to do to them?”


  Dean West stared at the letter the county sheriff had given him. There were only three men in the room: Dean, the sheriff, and the silent figure who had yet to say a single word.


  He had no doubt how this had all come about.


  The tension coming off Guy Miller was enough to choke every man in the room.


  The sheriff opened his mouth to respond but Dean just shook his head and focused his eyes on the man standing by the window.


  “Guy.”


  Slowly, Guy shifted his head and looked up. His eyes were stark, his face practically carved from stone.


  “This is going to be like rubbing salt in a wound,” he said.


  “This won’t make it to trial.” Guy looked away. “Once they hear the circumstances…”


  “Shit.” Dean surged up and started to pace, agitation chewing at him. “I get that. But you and I both know that it’s not going to help them.”


  “We can’t help them. Not with this.” Guy closed his eyes and slammed his head back against the wall. “The only thing that might help is if Theo suddenly ended up beaten to death, brutally, in the middle of his cell. If he suffered, that might give them some peace. But even that isn’t going to give them closure.”


  Dean swore viciously. “I didn’t hear that.”


  “I’m not going to go to jail over that son of a bitch. Relax.” He opened his eyes, stared at Dean. “There’s no easy answer for this. I know that. But he’s dying, Dean. Think about it. Is there any reason to even try moving this forward, wasting the money, when he’s already confessed and he’s likely to be dead in a few months anyway?”


  * * *


  “What do you mean, there’s not going to be an investigation?”


  Chris stared at Jensen, the Diet Coke she’d just pulled from Dean’s refrigerator falling from her slack hand.


  It hit the floor and bubbled over, spilling onto the warm, smooth glow of the polished hardwood floors.


  Dean moved forward, a towel in hand. Dazed, Chris stared at the foaming pool of liquid puddling around her feet.


  “Shit, Dean. I’m sorry. I made a mess.”


  “It’s not a problem,” he said, his voice low and gentle. He swiped it up and dumped the can in the sink before turning to her. Both he and Jensen watched her with worried eyes. “Chris—”


  “Why aren’t they pressing charges?” she demanded, looking from his face to her sister’s as they moved in to stand side by side. A unit. Dean, with his dark, elegant looks and Jensen with her breezy, easy beauty. They were a unit already and they’d only been together a month or so. Or had it been longer? Shorter? She couldn’t tell. Time was a jumble anymore and nothing made sense, not after they’d found Mom.


  Mom.


  She shoved the heel of her hand against her eye and turned around, looking out the window. “If they don’t investigate, how can they press charges?” Dean and Jensen shared a quiet look, and then Jensen sighed. “I don’t think they will.”


  It felt like the ground crumbled under her feet. Desperate to stay upright, she reached out, clutched at the counter. “Why?”


  “There are … extenuating circumstances,” Dean said after a moment.


  “Extenuating? What? They decided they’d rather charge the dog and they are going to dig up his bones and put him on trial?” she asked, her voice breaking.


  She spun around, glaring at them.


  Jensen started toward her. “Baby, come on. Just … look. I know this sucks. Just … you have to trust me. We’ve got a confession and we can close the case, but—”


  As Jensen reached up to put her arm around her, Chris knocked her hand aside. “I don’t want to be patted. I don’t want to be stroked or soothed. I want to know why nobody is going to investigate. I want know why they are just taking his fucking confession. He’s a liar, and a killer … why is his word good enough? And why isn’t he being tried for her death?” she shouted, her voice echoing through the quiet house, growing louder and louder with each word.


  “Chris—”


  She spun away, unable to hear another calming, soothing word. She was so tired of being calmed and soothed. She wanted somebody to yell back. She wanted somebody who hurt like she hurt, who wasn’t afraid to cry. Maybe if they cried, she could.


  They’d never cried around her and it made her afraid to cry, too.


  Now, even as the tears burned her throat, she knew they’d never fall, not here.


  Grabbing her bag from the door, she slid the strap over her head, settled it between her breasts.


  She had to get out of here.


  Had to find Guy. If she found him, she could unload.


  Then, maybe, she could make sense of this.


  But he wasn’t home.


  And when she drove out to the cabin, he wasn’t there, either.


  She scrounged around in the rock garden until she found the fake rock that hid the key he’d put there because she’d nagged him to do it. Then, she unlocked the door, went inside, and curled up on the bed.


  Tears burned, ached inside her.


  But they still wouldn’t come.


  Theo Miller wasn’t being investigated.


  He wasn’t going to be charged.


  He’d confessed …


  What in the hell did that mean?


  Chapter Seven


  Guy had never shown up at his cabin.


  Come nightfall, it had been too empty out there away from him, away from town, away from everything.


  Because she couldn’t stand the thought of trying to call him and risk breaking down on the phone, she’d simply come back home. But the house was too big, too empty without him and she’d found herself in her workshop.


  She had a few Internet orders—she saw those and thought about doing them, but if she did them now, she’d have nothing to keep her busy tomorrow. But she couldn’t let her hands be empty.


  Instead of focusing on the work orders, she decided to make something for herself.


  No.


  Not herself. Something for Mom.


  Time passed, quietly, save for the snip of her tools, the soft, steady sound of her breathing. Here, she had peace.


  The lights shone down on the worktable, stark and unrelenting.


  The floral display was as close to perfect as she could make it.


  Chris’s hands were steady as she worked with the daisies, the baby’s breath, going with vivid colors because her mother had loved them so. Nothing dark, not for Mom. She’d spent all these years trapped in darkness. She’d never have anything dark or unwelcoming again.


  Rage tried to work through the calm she’d wrapped around herself, but she shoved it back. He wouldn’t answer for what he’d done to Mom—


  Stop it. She pushed it aside, reached out and selected one more sprig to add to the wreath.


  She’d be angry later. She’d be furious later. She’d get answers later.


  It was nearly one by the time she was finished and she stepped back, her spine aching, her arms stiff from being bent over the table for so long.


  The wreath was deceptively simple, delicate. It would be dead in a matter of days, but it would put a bright spot of color on Mom’s grave.


  “I miss you,” she whispered. Reaching up, she touched a finger to one of the soft, almost velvetlike petals. Then she turned, reaching behind her to untie the apron she’d pulled on hours ago. She shut the little shop down, locked up.


  A bath. Long and hot to soothe the ache from her bones. She had the next few days off from Shakers but the orders from the floral business would keep her busy. Maybe not as busy as she’d be if she’d actually open a real place.


  She’d work. She’d brood. She’d try to understand. And she’d hide from the rest of the world while she figured this out.


  If she could be calm enough to do it, she might call Guy. No. It was too late. The thought didn’t even settle before she turned and saw him.


  Standing there, right there, in the doorway, his eyes locked on her, stark, dark, intent.


  “Guy…”


  She rushed to him.


  As his arms came around her, she fought to keep the storm inside her from tearing out.


  It trembled there, just barely under control.


  “Have you heard?” she demanded, curling her fingers into the worn material of his workshirt. She tipped her head back, glaring up at him as everything inside her threatened to rebel. “I know you’re still on personal time, but this … fuck. This is crazy. Have you heard?”


  “Why don’t we go inside?”


  She nodded, dropping her head to rest against the warm, welcoming wall of his chest. Inside. That sounded good. She could fall apart there. Get a drink. Get a good cry on. And he’d be there with her. Best of all.


  * * *


  Two tumblers, whiskey glinting in them, sat in front of them.


  He opened his mouth to start talking but Chris beat him to it.


  “They aren’t investigating him.”


  He closed his eyes as she erupted off the couch, pacing the floor with long, angry strides. Her jeans, torn and frayed in ways that drew his eyes to the most interesting spots on her body—hell, every part of her body interested him—clung to her legs as she moved, her movements erratic and short, like the energy trapped inside was trying to come out.


  “They aren’t going to investigate,” she said again, shoving her hands through her hair and spinning around to stare at him. In the dim light, her eyes were broken and bitter, her mouth trembling. “They aren’t charging him. Jensen and I were at Dean’s house and he said he heard something about extenuating circumstances. What the hell does that mean? That monster is the reason my mom is dead.”


  Inside his pocket, he carried a copy of the signed confession, detailing what had happened all those years ago.


  He had a copy for each of the siblings, and a copy for Doug as well. He’d meant to call them all, talk to them, but Jensen had been calling, pushing for answers—so the sheriff had volunteered to handle this. It fell to him, technically, but Guy didn’t give a fuck about technicalities. He’d asked to be the one to tell them.


  But somebody had let it slip. He didn’t think it was Dean. If it was, he was going to kick that man’s ass, but he didn’t think the lawyer would have done that. So somebody else. Once he found out who had up and let the news break like that, he was going to raise hell over it.


  As he shifted to lean forward, the folded-up sheets of paper were like a ten-ton weight, dragging him down.


  “Tink,” he said quietly.


  She slanted a look at him, then went to turn her head.


  But something in his voice, something on his face must have alerted her. She looked back and he saw the way the blood drained from her already pale face. The tattoos on her neck seemed to grow even darker, angry stains against her ivory flesh.


  “Come sit down,” he said softly.


  She blinked, her lashes hiding her gaze from him.


  “You … you know, don’t you?” she whispered. “How long have you known?”


  From the beginning. He fought the need to go to her, to reach for her. He needed to get this out. Once it was done, she wasn’t going to want him touching her, wasn’t going to want him near her.


  She was going to need space—


  She’s going to hate me.


  His gut knotted and he looked away.


  “Sit down, Chris,” he said again, nodding at the chair as he reached for the whiskey.


  A sour laugh escaped her. “I’m getting fucking tired of people telling me what to do.”


  “Fine.” Weary, he pressed the glass to his temple, wishing the cool surface could calm the torment inside him, but it did nothing. The burn of Jack Daniel’s didn’t even help calm the turmoil inside him. “Just stay there. If that’s what you want.”


  He tossed back half the amber liquid in the glass and then put it down with a thunk before reaching into his pocket, pulling out the folded-up document. There wasn’t much there. Three pages, typed, detailing the final hours of Nichole Bell’s life. He hadn’t wanted to do it this way, he had wanted her family to be here with her.


  But nothing ever went the way it should, it seemed.


  Slowly, he looked up at her, staring at her over the expanse of scarred, scuffed wood and a battered coffee table, watched as she wrapped her arms around herself, like she was bracing for a blow.


  In a way, he guessed that was exactly what she was doing.


  “Theo Miller is dying,” he said bluntly. “He has pancreatic cancer and it’s terminal. He’s going to be dead in a matter of months. Possibly by Christmas. The doctor is looking at four to six months at the max. If he opted to get treatment, he could maybe get a little more time, but he doesn’t want treatment. Since he’s already got a death sentence, the DA doesn’t see the point in wasting the taxpayers’ time or money.”


  For a long moment, only silence reigned.


  Then, she sucked a harsh, uneven breath before spinning away.


  The worn heels of her boots clattered on the wooden floor as she stormed over to the bar. She slammed her fists down on it and braced her weight, staring at nothing. “They don’t want to waste the taxpayers’ time,” she echoed, her voice faint.


  Abruptly, she drove her fist into the cabinet and then spun around, glaring at him. “What about my mother?” she shouted. “We deserve to know what happened. He should answer for it.”


  “Yeah.” He nodded. “He should. And you deserve to know. But justice is going to have to happen after that son of a bitch leaves this planet.”


  She opened her mouth.


  “Chris…” He climbed to his feet, watched as she tensed, unconsciously pulling back from him. “Look, I know how this would play out. The sheriff’s department would be investigating this since she lived outside the city limits. We handled her initial disappearance, and we would handle this as well. But there is nothing to go on. The river wiped away almost all the evidence.”


  “You’ve got the fucking dog.” She stopped, clenched her jaw as she worked to calm her breathing. “You’ve got him. There are bite marks on my mother’s body.”


  “Yeah. And maybe, if we had time, and I mean months to build a case, we could. But that evil son of a bitch isn’t going to give us months.”


  “So he just gets away?” A laugh, bordering on a scream, erupted from her. “He cheats the system by dying. Is that what you’re telling me?”


  “He’s not getting out of jail.” He lifted a hand.


  She shied away, wrapping her arms around her middle, like she couldn’t stand to have him touch her, like she was freezing and aching for comfort, but the only comfort she could take was from herself.


  It shattered him.


  “Not getting out of jail.” Tears brimmed in her eyes and as he watched, she blinked them back. Now she wouldn’t even let herself weep around him. “You think that’s enough? We won’t ever know now, will we?”


  He lifted the paper, the creases already worn from how much he’d handled it during the day. “He agreed to tell what had happened,” he said haltingly, lifting the page for her to see.


  For a moment, she looked confused, shaking her head. Then, slowly, she crumpled, her legs folding beneath her as she went to the floor. “He agreed to tell,” she said, the words cold, lifeless. Flat.


  She looked at him like he was a stranger.


  “He told you,” she said, staring at him. Through him.


  Clenching one hand into a fist, Guy held her gaze, that flat, lifeless gaze. “He told me. When he told me about the cancer. He…” The words trailed off, reluctant to come.


  Too late now, you stupid idiot.


  Shifting his gaze away, he stared out the window. “He wanted out. I told him that wasn’t going to happen. So instead he asked for a few privileges, on account of his condition. In exchange, he signed a full confession, detailing what happened that night. It’s enough to close the case. That’s why they aren’t investigating. There is no need. They already know he’s guilty.”


  “They know he’s guilty.” She drew her knees to her chest and turned her face away. “But instead of charging him, he got special privileges. Yeah. That makes sense, Guy.”


  She was quiet for a moment and then she said, “Please leave me alone.”


  * * *


  The door closed behind him and Chris felt like that quiet little click echoed throughout her entire being, rippling and spreading until it managed to break something deep inside.


  She could almost feel the pieces falling to the pit of her soul.


  Her throat ached, but the tears she felt burning inside just wouldn’t come.


  Not without him.


  She curled one hand into a fist as the agony swung to anger and back again.


  She wanted to howl, but then a few seconds passed and she thought of what he’d told her, and she almost wanted to laugh.


  Theo Miller was dying.


  Would be dead in a few months.


  He had cancer.


  Chris had always thought herself a relatively decent person who wouldn’t wish cancer on her worst enemy, but here he was. Theo Miller, the monster who’d stolen her mother from her and he had cancer.


  A bad one.


  She knew about pancreatic cancer, but only vaguely. Mostly because it had killed a celebrity a few years back—one of the few movies she remembered watching with her mother had been The Outsiders. Patrick Swayze. He had been one of her mother’s favorite actors and because of that, Chris had liked him too. Her mother was why she liked flowers, why she liked Tinker Bell, why she liked a lot of things, although she didn’t always admit it.


  So when she’d heard the actor had pancreatic cancer, she’d actually read a few of the articles about it. A rather aggressive, hard-to-cure cancer.


  Now it was going to kill the man who’d killed her mother.


  But she’d wanted to see him held responsible.


  Her back started to ache from sitting curled up on the floor and she shivered, pressing her brow to her knees as the ache spread upward and through her. Her entire body hurt. Her heart hurt. Her soul hurt. As the minutes ticked away, she stayed where she was, afraid to think too much about what she’d been told.


  Guilty.


  He was guilty.


  He’d even admitted it.


  But it wasn’t enough.


  Rising to her feet, she moved to the window. Across from her, she could see the golden glow coming from Guy’s apartment, but she turned her back to it, refused to look.


  No. It wasn’t enough that Theo had admitted his guilt.


  But honestly, she didn’t know what would be enough.


  Chapter Eight


  Morning came streaming in, too bright.


  Too early.


  Her alarm jangled out, Yoda’s voice far more obnoxious in the a.m. than it had seemed when she downloaded the Star Wars voice pack off Google Play. “Do or do not. There is no try.” His wise, wizened little voice was the first thing she heard in the morning, the familiar old saying the tone she’d programmed in place of an alarm.


  Just then, she was tempted to tell Yoda to Kiss my ass, you must. But she didn’t have the energy.


  Maybe after coffee.


  Rolling onto her belly, she grabbed her phone, silenced his voice, and then threw the phone down and took up the study of the floorboards beneath her bed.


  Three hours of sleep, she guessed.


  Not much to go on, but she didn’t have to be social today. It was Wednesday and she didn’t have to be at Shakers. She’d fill the Internet orders for Bells N Blooms, and keep her cranky ass away from society.


  It was probably a good thing she couldn’t really open up an actual store. Not that she wanted to. There was the old guy who’d gotten her hooked on flowers and lately he’d made noises about her coming in with him, maybe buying his place in a year or two so he could retire, but she wasn’t ready to do that.


  She’d probably fail. Spectacularly, like she did with everything that really mattered.


  Although sometimes, she thought about it. She’d fallen in love the first time she went in there. She could still remember it.


  It had been with Mom.


  A lance pierced her heart and she rolled onto her back, flinging her arm over her eyes.


  It had been to pick up a corsage. Tate had had a dance at school.


  The scent of flowers, the chaotic blooms, it had been like magic to the girl she’d been. So young. She’d already loved digging around in the dirt and the idea of working with flowers all day …


  Les had even let her put together her own little bouquet, with some of the flowers he wouldn’t use, when he saw the amazement in her eyes as he finished up an order.


  She’d been hooked.


  School seemed like a waste of time to her, but she managed to learn more about flowers and plants than most adults knew. She knew how to plant them, the right way to cut them, which flowers worked well in an arrangement and which ones were likely to die sooner. She’d spent three years in foster care before the state finally let her go back home to her father and her foster parents had tried to gently nudge her into botanical studies.


  But Chris didn’t have a head for school.


  She’d done fine when Mom had been around to help her, but concentrating was hard, and the words and numbers jumbled together on the page. The harder she tried, the worse it got and others who tried to help only got frustrated when she couldn’t make them understand that the words didn’t look right to her.


  It wasn’t until eleventh grade that she was diagnosed with dyslexia and by then, she was almost hopelessly behind. A couple of patient tutors and teachers were the only reason she was even able to graduate with her class, but it all left her with a burning disgust for school.


  It hadn’t been so bad with Mom.


  Nothing had been that bad with Mom.


  Sighing, she rubbed her hand across her chest, but it did nothing to ease the ache there. She wanted to cry, needed that release so much, but she couldn’t find any way to free the tears trapped inside.


  Guy’s face flashed before her and she squeezed her eyes shut.


  No.


  She wasn’t going to go to him.


  Crying on his shoulder after what he’d done …


  Setting her jaw, she swung her legs over the edge of the bed and sat up, staring at the narrow strip of light filtering in through the window. The hollow ache remained, but she’d just have to find a way to live with it, deal with it.


  Standing up, she strode out of her bedroom into the narrow, boxlike bathroom.


  She was going to have to find a way to live with all of this, she supposed.


  Theo Miller and his pathetic way of evading justice.


  Guy and how he’d helped.


  And the fact that her mother’s killer would never really answer for what he’d done.


  She’d lived with the loss of her mom all this time.


  She could live with this, right?


  * * *


  When she came out of her bathroom, the folded-up square of paper remained on her coffee table. Light shone down on it, catching her eye and refusing to let her look away.


  She curled her lip and moved into the kitchen, her need for caffeine screaming through her.


  And still, those folded sheets of paper remained back there.


  Mocking her.


  A confession.


  What the hell?


  What kind of special privileges did he get?


  She glared at the coffeepot like it might be able to answer, might be able to make it all better, but it didn’t even magically make the coffee for her. Swearing, she got a pot brewing and dropped her head down onto the door of the cabinet in front of her, heaving out a sigh as she waited for the scent of the rich, life-giving brew to fill the air.


  She nipped off a cup before the pot was finished and then turned around, staring across the wide open floor plan at the coffee table.


  And the letter.


  Confession.


  Whatever.


  She sipped the steaming cup of black and brooded.


  As the caffeine started to sing through her veins and clear the fog from her blood, she closed her eyes.


  Confession.


  She’d wanted answers.


  Fuck.


  * * *


  It took twenty minutes to cross the floor. Another five to work up the courage to reach for the letter.


  But then she sat there, holding it like she was afraid she’d open it to find a Horcrux or something. Worse, Aragog … that creepy spider. Licking her lips, she started to unfold it and then jumped, a startled shriek escaping her when a fist slammed against her door.


  “Open up, Tink.”


  Her brother.


  Heaving out a breath, she glared at the door while her heart hammered against her chest and, to her disbelief, tears stung her eyes. She swiped her fingers over her eyes, blinking them. She was almost crying. She couldn’t cry so easily as that.


  What the hell.


  She put the sheaf of folded paper down and rose, moving to the door on trembling legs.


  Tate knocked again, ever impatient.


  As he shouted through the door, she shouted back. “Hold your damn horses or I’ll kick you in the…”


  She opened the door, blinked. Then stopped midsentence as she saw her dad.


  Tate gave her a sharp-edged smile. “Kick me where?”


  “In the teeth,” she finished sourly. She stood in the door, eyeing her family, all gathered in a neat little knot. Jensen had her cop clothes on, or what Chris had always considered her cop clothes, ever since she’d been promoted to detective: slacks, a plain blouse, a lightweight suit jacket in the summer. Under the jacket, she’d have a weapon. Chris had no doubt about that.


  Tate had on a black T-shirt, battered jeans, and the boots were even more beat-up than hers. He had that bad-boy artistic look down to a T, save for the eyes.


  The look in his eyes was …


  Raw.


  He reached up and she was so startled, she didn’t move away in time, couldn’t move as he cupped her face.


  “You’ve been crying,” he whispered. His thumb rubbed along the skin under one eye. “You never cry, Chrissie.”


  No. She hadn’t been crying. The tears wanted to come, burned her eyes, but they just couldn’t come out. Jerking her head away, she shook her head. “I cry,” she said softly. “I just … I cry, okay? I’m just weird about where I can do it.”


  “And where is that?” He hauled her against him and she let him, breathing in the weird scent that she always associated with her big brother. He smelled of metal and fire—he worked with both, so that made sense, but he also smelled like coffee and mint toothpaste and the river. Sighing, she tucked her head against his chest. Once upon a time, she’d felt safe here. He’d held her, so tightly, that night, when Mom and Dad had fought, and then Mom had left, and they’d never seen her again. “Where do you cry, Chrissie? Under some magic tree in Neverland or something?”


  Hearing the forced humor in his voice, she pinched him, jabbing him in his ribs just to make him jump. She smiled a little as he let her go. She wasn’t about to tell him that she could only cry when she was with Guy. That he was the only one who seemed to understand, the only one who understood the rage and the pain, the fear and the tears that always lived inside her. The rage was almost destructive and if she hadn’t had him to help her rein it in over the years, she didn’t know what might have happened to her.


  “Yeah. I follow the first star to the right, butthead.” Then, because he seemed to need it, and because she knew she did, she hugged him and kissed his stubbled cheek. “Why are you all here?”


  He studied her for a long moment and then looked back at their dad.


  Doug moved forward.


  “Guy came by to see me this morning. I … I thought we should all talk about what he had to say.” He looked down.


  That was when she saw.


  He held a folded-up sheaf of papers.


  Just like the one she’d been ready to open.


  The crack in her heart widened.


  * * *


  It was dark.


  Nobody was home. I’d sent the boy out to find somebody to buy me some cigarettes, hopefully some beer, too.


  I heard Butcher whining. I don’t know why, but I went to the door and yelled at him, said something like, “Shut the fuck up, you damn dog or I’ll see if you taste good.”


  I wasn’t going to cook him. He was skinny as shit. The boy never did feed him and you could always see his bones sticking out.


  But a few minutes later, I heard the chains rattling, heard him snarling.


  I went out there again. I was so fucking tired of hearing that damn dog.


  Then he was barking, growling. I grabbed my gun because I was about ready to put a bullet in his damn skull. But he was gone. Had broken his damn chain.


  There was a hole in the fence and he’d gotten through it. Don’t know how.


  I wasn’t going to go after him at all. You all gotta understand that. I didn’t have to. If I could have kept him from hurting her, I would have.


  But he was already on her, and she was bleeding too bad. I know what it looks like when somebody is hurt bad. She was trying to crawl away. Couldn’t even cry, because he’d gotten to her throat. She’d hurt him somehow—you could see the blood on his face. Maybe he’d crushed her throat or something and that was when she smashed something against his face. I saw how tore up he was after. He was tearing up her leg while she was trying to crawl. I grabbed one of them old metal poles, hit that damn dog, once, twice. Then I hit him again, and again, before I kicked him in the gut. That was when I shot him. I used a two-liter bottle so nobody would hear it. I looked at her, but she was bleeding bad.


  I couldn’t go to jail, but I knew everybody would blame me. She was always bitching about the dog. It wasn’t my fault, you know. He got off his chain. I didn’t let him off and I didn’t sic him after her. I tried to stop him. But it was too late.


  I looked at her. Saw that she was already dying.


  She was dead by the time I stuck her in the trunk. If she’d been alive, I woulda taken her to the ER. But she wasn’t. I had to take care of myself and my boy, too. His mama was never worth shit. Couldn’t work, couldn’t do nothing but sit around the house. I had to look after all of us and she was already gone. So I just put her in the trunk of her car. Put the car in the river—had to drive down a ways where I know the water runs deeper.


  That’s it.


  * * *


  It was cold, simply stated.


  There were a few more details, how he’d wrapped up the dog, how the rain that night washed away most of the blood. It had happened in the grassy patch out behind his home. Nichole’s tire had been flat and that was why she’d gotten out of the car to begin with.


  But the words just buzzed past Chris’s ears. She stared at the table, numbness spreading through her.


  When Doug stopped reading and placed the confession facedown on the table, she stood up and went to the window, staring outside.


  After a minute, she laughed bitterly, the first sound any of them had made since Dad had stopped reading.


  “His boy,” she said finally, turning to look at the rest of them. “Do you see the irony, how he couldn’t tell anybody what had happened because he had his boy to take care of? All he ever did was whale on Guy. But he couldn’t get in trouble over this.”


  Tate sighed and dragged a hand through his hair, hooking it over the back of his neck as he stared at the floor. “Theo Miller has never been anything but a sack of shit. You didn’t really think he’d own up and apologize, did you?” Rising, he moved to stand by Chris, slipping an arm around her. “Only good thing to ever come from him was Guy and that was just pure luck on the part of fate. At least now we know.”


  “Now we know,” she said, that hollow ache inside her spreading. “Do you know why we know?”


  Gingerly, she moved away from her brother, cold inside, cold and sick and hurting.


  “Because Guy made it happen.”


  The words came from Jensen.


  Chris stopped and looked at her sister, a sneer curling her lips.


  “Yeah, he made it happen—”


  “Stop,” Jensen said, her voice a cool, sharp slap in the air. “I can already see it, what you’re thinking. You think it was easy for him to go to that cocksucker, knowing how much he hates him? Knowing how he feels about you?”


  Chris snorted. “Yeah, well. He didn’t let our friendship stop him from screwing up justice for our mom, did he?”


  “Friendship.” Jensen laughed. It was a brittle, harsh echo in the room, echoing through Chris’s soul long after the sound faded from the air. “You think he just wants to be friends with you, Chrissie? You are so blind. That man is devoted to you. He knew what this was going to do to you. But he also knew one other thing, and I’ll stake my badge on it—he knew we needed answers and this was our best chance to get them.”


  “Jensen…” Doug’s voice was soft, placating.


  “Stop it, Dad.” Jensen shook her head and came around the couch without even looking away from Chris. “We’ve always tried to protect you, always tried to take it easy. Because you lost the most. You barely even had Mom—I know that is how it feels. You were sicker as a kid, you had a harder time in school. She was your rock, your anchor and losing her ripped you apart, even more than me and Tate. I know that. But are you so blind to what Guy did for us that you’ll risk losing him, too?”


  “Guy didn’t…” The words caught in her throat. Chris blinked, her eyes stinging. Tears. Again. What the hell? Her throat knotted up and she turned away. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I just know that Theo Miller won’t ever pay for what he did.”


  “He can pay in hell,” Jensen said. “I hope his sorry ass suffers. I hope he’s sick as a dog and that no pain medicine will touch the pain he feels as he dies. Once he dies, he can suffer in hell. That’s good enough. He confessed. The case is closed. Everybody knows, and more important, we know. He won’t ever get out and he can’t hurt anybody—he hasn’t been able to hurt anybody, not Guy, nobody else’s mom, not for years. That is enough.”


  Chris shoved her hands against her eyes, while deep inside, she started to tremble.


  Hands closed around her wrists. She resisted, but Jensen was determined. “He took enough,” her sister said, in an odd echo of the words Chris had said to Guy only days before. “Hasn’t he taken enough? He took our mom. Don’t let him take Guy away from you.”


  “Guy is just a friend,” she said, her lips going numb.


  Her sister stared at her, her eyes wise and cynical. A smile curled her lips and she arched a brow. “Like hell.”


  Chapter Nine


  Just a friend.


  She thought about that as she fitted the key into the lock of his apartment.


  He hadn’t moved in here until a few months after she’d bought her house. He’d lived in a bigger place up on the hill. Bigger, blander¸ cheaper.


  This place had more character, she’d always thought, but the places here in town cost more. She’d used the money she’d gotten from her mother’s small life insurance policy to buy her place. It had been sitting in a fund for years. Her father had finally taken the steps to have her declared legally dead, a fact that had cut a deep, deep hole inside her. It had done the same to Tate and Jensen, although she understood why he’d done it.


  They needed the closure, and he wanted them to have that final … gift. That was what he’d called it. They’d each taken out a life insurance policy so the kids would have something if their parents were taken. A final gift.


  Tate had used his to pursue his art career. Jensen had used hers to go to college, chasing after her dream to become a cop. Because she didn’t want to see another kid waiting up late into the night, like they had.


  Chris had held onto hers, until the day that old house across the street went up for sale, then she plunked a huge chunk of it down on the house, saving the rest of it. Sometimes she told herself she might try, one day, to buy her own florist shop, but she lied. She was too scared to reach for that kind of dream, because she didn’t trust in them.


  Dreams were lies. Or so she’d always believed.


  Part of her wanted to believe in more. So badly. But the only one she wanted to reach for more with … yeah. It was Guy. They were more than friends, but just like every other dream, she didn’t want to reach for him, didn’t want to believe in more.


  As she settled down on the couch, she stared around her, looking at the few pictures Guy had scattered around.


  They were in all of them. Chris with Guy, a few of Tate or Jensen, but most of them were Guy and Chris.


  She reached for the closest one and held it up, rubbing her thumb along the frame. Tate must have taken it. It had been down at Guy’s cabin. She didn’t even remember anybody taking it, but she and Guy had been talking. Just talking. She was looking out over the river, but he’d been looking at her.


  That look in his eyes …


  Sighing, she tucked the picture against her chest and closed her eyes.


  He didn’t look at her like that when she was watching him.


  But it didn’t bother her.


  Well, maybe it did. It bothered her because she hadn’t ever seen it. And she wanted to. Because it filled that empty ache. That ache that had lived inside her for the past few years, ever since they’d decided they should be friends.


  “I decided,” she said into the emptiness of the room. She had made that decision and she’d been empty ever since.


  A dull thud sounded outside in the hall and she straightened on the couch, looking at the door as the footsteps drew nearer.


  He wasn’t just her friend. He was so much more than that, and he had been for a long time.


  The very thought of that terrified her, because she knew what it did to a person when that part of you was ripped away. She’d lost a vital part of herself before, and she’d seen how her father had just faded away. He hadn’t given up, not really, because of them. But that spark that made him who he had once been was just gone.


  If she really loved somebody, like her father had loved her mother, like her mother had loved her father, it left her vulnerable to that sort of loss.


  The door opened.


  As Guy filled the doorway, she realized it was already too late.


  She loved him more than her own life.


  * * *


  For one breath-stealing second, his heart beat a mad little dance in his chest.


  Time held still while Chris looked at him, her eyes unreadable, her face almost … peaceful.


  Then she looked down and time shifted, resumed.


  She stroked something she held in her hands, her fingers reverent, gentle.


  “My family was over today,” she said.


  He shut the door at his back, one fist braced against it. Her voice was level and cool, steady even.


  But she couldn’t be steady, not if she’d spoken to her folks.


  “Sorry,” he said brusquely. “I know that was rough.”


  “It … wasn’t fun.” She reached over to the table and he saw that she’d been holding a picture. Tate had taken that one. He’d given it to him a few months ago, eyed him oddly, but hadn’t said a word.


  “All this time,” she said softly.


  Shoving off the door, he moved into the kitchen. He opened the fridge, staring inside like it held some answer. All it held was beer, a half-empty carton of eggs, and cheese. No answers there, but he grabbed two beers. He turned and went still as he saw Chris coming toward him.


  Popping the top, he handed her a bottle and then opened his own. Staring anywhere but at her, he said slowly, “I don’t know what to say to you now. I’m sorry. I can’t undo what he did, but I’m sorry—”


  “I’m not here about your father.”


  The bottle clinked against the counter.


  He lifted his head and found her eyes locked on him, a cool glint in them as she watched him, all but daring him to say anything.


  Temper sparked around her.


  He went with the safest thing. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.” She closed the distance between them, until her boots bumped his, her head tipped back to meet his eyes. “You’ve been holding back on me, Guy. For a quite a while. I think it’s time the two of us cleared the air.”


  “Holding back.” Now his heart had gone and done a weird little short-circuit on him, hammering away inside his chest, until he could hardly breathe. It raced, banging against his rib cage until even breathing was a chore. His hands were damp with sweat, while blood crashed and roared in his ears.


  Holding back? He wasn’t holding back on anything.


  Except that one little thing that was everything.


  But she didn’t want to hear that, didn’t want to know about that.


  Unwittingly, he reached up, rested his hand on the curve of her neck and she sighed, leaned into his touch. Something that might have been heat, might have been hunger bloomed in her eyes and it added to the short-circuit thing going on in his heart. It was spreading, too. Spreading from his heart to his brain, throughout his entire being.


  “Chris?”


  “You’re holding back,” she said, her voice insistent as she reached up and curled her fingers into his shirt, her hands demanding little fists as she tugged him closer. Her eyes practically glowed, overwhelming him with their intensity. “Maybe I’m holding back, though. Because I never told you. How could I? I didn’t even admit it to myself.”


  Standing had become a complicated process in the past few minutes and he couldn’t even stay upright on his own. Leaning his weight back against the island, still gripping her against him, he sagged, letting the island support him as he held her to him. “Admit what?” he asked, shoving his fingers into her hair.


  “The truth,” she said simply. “About you. About me. About us.”


  “Us?”


  She curled a hand around his neck, her fingers dipping into his hair while that smile turned sad and sweet. “Oh, come on, Guy. Don’t make this difficult. You know what I mean. There is an us. You might even understand the fact that I’ve been running scared for a long time. After all,” she murmured, rising up and pressing her lips to the corner of his mouth. “Who knows me better than you?”


  * * *


  His arms came around her in a blink, tight and hard, banding her to him.


  “Chris?”


  The sound of his voice, ragged and raw, made her ache and the knot in her throat spread.


  She rubbed her cheek against his. “It was there,” she murmured. “Even then. That weekend, just you and me, a couple years ago. I felt it then, and I lied. I couldn’t let myself see it, because I was scared. I’d lost Mom. Part of me had lost Tate because of the way he pulled back from all of us.”


  She leaned back and although she tried, she couldn’t stop the tears. “I couldn’t lose anything else, so I shut down. I couldn’t lose you if I never had you, right?”


  He yanked her to him, desperate, insistent and she went, every bit as eager as he. The words were a muffled confession against his lips and there were a dozen biting little nips pressed to her mouth, her cheeks, her neck before he let her breathe.


  “You had me all along,” he said after a long, breathless moment.


  “I know.” She pressed her face to his, struggled to calm her ragged breaths while her heart all but beat out of her chest. She cupped his face between her hands and forced herself to take a deep breath. She had to get this out, while she could. “And you had me. I just … I wasn’t ever very good at showing it.”


  He blinked, a struck look on his face. Then, as his arms tightened around her, he sank to his knees, face pressed to her belly. “Chris…”


  Bent over him, she pushed a hand through his hair.


  “I love you, Guy.”


  A hard, brutal shudder wracked his body.


  “I’m done worrying about everything I might lose in life. I’m ready to start looking for everything I might find.”
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