
[image: Cover]









  



    
[image: Book Title Page]



    




   













[image: CoverImage]





Begin Reading


Table of Contents


A Preview of Run from Fear


Newsletters


Copyright Page


In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.




To Gajus, who is always there to remind me I can 
do it, especially when I’m convinced I can’t





Acknowledgments



As always, I have to thank the amazing Monica McCarty. I don’t know what I’d do without you, on so many levels. Thank you also to Kim Whalen, agent extraordinaire, equal parts sweetheart and badass and pure pleasure to work with. And most of all, I have to thank you, my readers. Your emails, tweets, and posts keep me inspired to find ways to tell the stories of the people wandering around in my head.





Prologue



Sandpoint, ID


Fourteen years ago


You understand what a big responsibility this is, don’t you, Kate?” her father said. “You understand that this is your chance to prove we can still trust you?”


Up until three weeks ago, there had been no reason for Senator Beckett and his wife not to. Sixteen-year-old Kate had always been the good twin, the sensible twin. The twin who kept her head on straight and never, ever threatened the senator’s image as an upstanding citizen who fully embraced so-called family values.


But that was before he’d caught her making out in the sunroom with Tommy Ibarra. While her parents had never fully embraced Kate’s unlikely friendship with the local rancher’s son three years her senior, they’d tolerated it. Mostly because Kate’s mother thought it was good for her kids to be exposed to people who existed outside their exclusive circle of Washington, D.C.’s elite. And because as far as they knew, Kate and Tommy’s relationship hadn’t seemed to go beyond a big brother/little sister dynamic.


Not until this summer, at least.


And to say her father wasn’t okay with it was the understatement of the century. Kate was afraid he was going to have an aneurysm when he caught them.


Yet not even his wrath could compel her to keep her promise to stay away from Tommy Ibarra for the rest of their annual vacation on the shores of Lake Pend Oreille.


“Of course,” Kate replied with a smile.


Her father gave her a smile and bent to kiss her on the cheek. “That’s my good girl,” he said, patting her shoulder as he straightened up. “Even after what happened, I know we can still count on you.”


“Of course you can,” Kate replied. As she looked into her father’s eyes, full of warmth and love, she felt a flash of guilt for what she had planned.


“I know you think I’m too strict sometimes, but I just want what’s best for you and our family. And I know you can do a lot better than Tommy Ibarra.”


Her guilt dissolved in a flash of anger, and she fought to keep her hands from curling into fists. Her father had no idea who Tommy really was, had no idea that there was no such thing as doing better than Tommy Ibarra. All he saw was an older local boy trying to take advantage of his teenage daughter.


And while she knew her father loved her and was genuinely concerned for her welfare, he was equally concerned about the scandal that might erupt if the press got wind of her summer romance. As a U.S. Senator whose platform centered on conservative family values, he couldn’t have his daughter’s steamy make-out sessions with inappropriate suitors become public knowledge.


She pulled her mouth into a guileless smile. “Everything will be fine.”


Her father nodded and gave her another quick squeeze. “All right then, we’ll be home tomorrow around lunchtime.”


“Here’s the number where we can be reached.” Kate’s mother pressed the slip of paper into her hand as she was walking to the door.


“I know, you already taped it on the refrigerator,” Kate said impatiently.


Her mom leaned down to kiss her cheek, enveloping Kate in a cloud of perfume and hairspray.


“And your father has his cell phone, not that the darn thing ever seems to work when we need it.”


Kate closed the door behind them and practically danced a little jig. The situation couldn’t have fallen into her lap more perfectly. Her parents would be gone for the night attending a fundraiser in Boise. Her fraternal twin sister, Lauren, was spending the night at the Burkharts’ house with her friend Hailey. Kate knew that was code for she was going to stay out all night partying because everyone except for Kate’s parents knew the Burkharts let them do whatever they wanted as long as it didn’t end in an arrest.


Which left Kate to stay home with Michael, who had come down with a nasty summer flu and wasn’t going anywhere except the living room couch.


Normally Kate would have resented having to be on little-brother detail when there was so much going on, but not tonight. Tonight all she had to do was throw him a cup of soup and send him to bed, and the house would be all hers.


Hers and Tommy’s.


She went into the great room where Michael was sprawled in front of the TV, his attention focused on the Game Boy that seemed permanently grafted to his hand. An empty glass of melting ice and a box of Kleenex sat on the coffee table in front of him. He was surrounded by a dozen or so crumpled-up tissues.


“Can I get you anything?” Kate asked, wrinkling her nose as she picked up a tissue between her thumb and forefinger and threw it in the trash.


Michael’s eyes, blue to match hers, slanted in her direction. “Maybe a pizza?”


“You threw up all morning. I’m not getting you a pizza. How about some toast?”


He shrugged, which Kate took as yes. The phone rang just as she was putting some bread in the toaster.


Kate rushed to answer. She’d told Tommy her parents were leaving at five and to call any time after. “Hey,” she said breathlessly.


But it wasn’t Tommy’s voice on the other line. “Hey, Kate, it’s John.”


“Oh, hi,” she said, her brow wrinkling as she wondered why he might be calling her. She’d known John Burkhart almost her entire life—her father and his had been close since college, and they’d been vacationing here in Sandpoint together for the past six years.


“Is something wrong with Lauren?” She looked at her watch. It was only five thirty, presumably too early for her and his younger sister, Hailey, to have gotten themselves into trouble, but you never knew.


“Uh, no,” he said, clearing his throat uncomfortably. “Nothing’s wrong. I was just wondering, uh, I mean I know you’re home alone with Michael…”


“Yes,” she prompted as his voice trailed off. But the uneasiness in her belly made her unsure if she really wanted him to go on.


“I was thinking I could maybe come over with a pizza and a movie or something and keep you guys company.”


“Aren’t your next-door neighbors hosting their big bonfire tonight? You never miss it.”


“Yeah, well, I’ve been enough times, one summer isn’t going to matter. And I think this would be a good chance for us to hang out.”


“Since when do you want to hang out with me?” Kate asked with genuine confusion. John was twenty, a junior at the University of Colorado, and had always acted like he was way too old and way too cool to hang out with Kate and her sister.


He blew out a harsh breath. “Please, Kate, the fact that I’m interested in you can’t be a total surprise. Why do you think I’m always giving you and your sister rides and going to parties with you?”


Kate practically dropped the phone in shock. John Burkhart was interested in her? Since when? “Uh, I thought it was because you were giving Hailey a ride anyway and we were tagging along.”


He gave a forced-sounding laugh. “Okay, fine, you want me to lay it out there? I like you, Kate. I’ve been interested for a while, but I was waiting till you got a little older to make my move. So what do you say? Can we stop with the pretense that I’m nothing more than a family friend? Let me come over.”


Kate spared a moment to wonder what kind of pheromone she was putting out that suddenly made guys take interest. Kate was the quiet sister who stood around the edges of the crowd while the boys chased Lauren. In any case, though she truly did view John as little more than an acquaintance she never would have known had their parents not been friends, she wanted to let him down easy. “You know my father would go ballistic if he knew I was home alone and had someone over.”


“Kate, it’s me. Your father’s known me all my life. He trusts me.”


“And, more important, he trusts me,” she said, feeling a little pinch of guilt at the knowledge that he no longer had good reason too, “and I can’t risk violating that, even for you.”


“We don’t have to tell him.”


“Even if I don’t, Michael might, and even so, I’m not lying to my father.” Not for you, anyway.


“Tomorrow then. Let me take you to Mary’s for dinner,” he persisted.


“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Kate said warily.


“Kate, do you have any idea how many girls in this town would kill to go out with me?” John snapped.


His arrogance brought an edge to her own voice. “Then ask one of them.”


“What’s the matter, Kate, am I not man enough for you? Do you only get turned on by guys who get dirty and work with their hands, like that gardener of yours? You ever wonder what he does when he’s on his ranch, all alone out there with his sheep—”


Kate’s grip around the phone tightened. Apparently news of her hookup had made it to the Burkhart house. “Good night, John,” she said, and hung up. She buttered Michael’s toast, put it on a plate, and poured herself a Diet Coke over ice. But the sweet fizziness wasn’t enough to chase away the bad taste the conversation had left in her mouth.


The awkwardness was going to be unavoidable—they’d be thrown together constantly for the rest of the summer. She could only hope John would let it go and they could just pretend the whole thing had never happened.


The phone rang again fifteen minutes later and Kate picked it up with no small trepidation, worried it was John going in for another round. But this time it was Tommy. Keeping her voice low, she said, “I think Michael’s going to zone out pretty soon, so I’ll call you after he goes to bed.”


Kate made herself a sandwich and settled on the couch to watch Dumb and Dumber with Michael, who, much to her consternation, didn’t seem in any hurry to head up to bed. When the movie ended and he asked her to put Jurassic Park into the VCR, she replied, “Aren’t you ready for bed?” unable to conceal the exasperation in her voice.


“What’s the difference to you? It’s not like you have anywhere to go.”


Kate gave a little huff of impatience and checked her watch. It was after nine. How long would Tommy wait by the phone before he gave up and came over on his own, revealing everything to her nosy little brother?


Or, worse, decided she wasn’t worth the wait and went out for the night?


“Or maybe,” Michael said idly, his gaze still glued to the television, “you’re waiting for someone to come over here.”


“What makes you think that?” she said, too quickly.


Michael, ever perceptive, slanted a look at her. “It’s Tommy, right?”


“Of course not,” she snapped. “I promised Dad I wouldn’t see him anymore.”


“Oh, come on, Kate, you think I don’t hear you and Lauren gossiping all night? I can totally hear you two from my room.”


“Only if you sit with your head glued to the air vent,” she snapped, and snatched up a throw pillow to clobber him over the head.


“Hey, what else am I supposed to do?” Michael threw down the Game Boy and flung his arms up to protect his face. “You guys are the ones with the TV and the VCR player in your room. I don’t have jack crap.”


“Promise you won’t say anything to Dad.”


Michael narrowed his eyes. “What’s it worth to you?”


Kate glared right back. “My allowance for the next month?”


He shook his head. “Not good enough. I want a ride to and from school every morning. The bus blows.”


“I can promise rides in the morning but not afternoons. Lauren and I will start SAT prep soon and you’ve got soccer—”


“Fine,” Michael conceded. “Rides in the morning and two months of allowance.”


“Fine,” she bit out, and called him a jerk under her breath.


They were silent a few more minutes watching the movie, then Michael said, “Just so you know, I’ve known for about a week and probably wouldn’t have said anything. Tommy seems like a cool guy. I don’t know why Dad gets all up in his head about it.”


Even her father’s disapproval of Tommy couldn’t erase sixteen years of being a daddy’s girl. Kate automatically jumped to his defense. “Because of who he is, he has to worry about how everything will look, and he has very specific ideas about the kind of people Lauren and I date.”


Michael snorted. “He’d have a stroke if he knew what Lauren’s been up to.”


“How do you know what Lauren’s up to?”


“I know a lot more than you think.”


More silence, then Kate asked. “So if you weren’t going to tell, do I still have to give you my allowance?”


“Hell yeah,” he replied. “Between your two months and the six I already have from Lauren, I’ll finally be able to buy that Jet Ski Mom refuses to let me have.”


“You can buy it, but that doesn’t mean you can keep it.”


“Dad will have me covered.”


Kate rolled her eyes and didn’t argue. It was no secret that while their dad adored and was proud of all of them, he had a particular soft spot for Michael and always let him get away with more. Whether it was because he was the only boy or the youngest or a combination of both, Kate had learned a long time ago not to let the favoritism get to her.


Satisfied Michael wouldn’t narc on her any time soon, she dialed Tommy. Her heart squeezed as the phone got to its fourth ring.


It’s too late, she thought. He got tired of waiting…


“Hello?” he answered, a little breathless as though he’d been running.


“So, um, you can still come over if you want to,” she said.


“Of course I still want to!” he said, the unrestrained eagerness in his voice making her smile.


For the next twenty minutes or so Kate watched the front windows, starting at the sight of each pair of headlights going by.


“He lives outside of town,” Michael reminded her after the third time. “It’ll take him at least fifteen minutes to get here.”


“Aren’t you getting really tired and needing to go upstairs to bed?” she shot back.


He gave an exaggerated stretch. “I’ve been sleeping like, all day, so now I’m not even tired. I could probably stay up all night at this point,” he said with an innocent smile she didn’t buy for a second.


Just then there was a firm knock at the door. She rushed to answer, shooting Michael a glare over her shoulder.


“Hi,” she said, unable to hold back her grin at the sight of Tommy, the harsh planes of his face illuminated by the overhead light. “You got here quicker than I expected.” She moved aside to let him in.


“I might have sped a little,” he said with a sheepish smile. He reached out and placed his hands on her hips as he bent his head to kiss her hello.


“Hey, Tommy.” His head snapped up at the sound of Michael’s call, and there was a flash of panic in his eyes.


“It’s okay,” Kate said, taking Tommy by the hand and leading him into the great room. “We worked out a deal.”


Tommy raised a hand in greeting. “Hey. Kate said you’ve been sick.”


“I’m better today,” Michael said, and turned his attention back to his Game Boy.


“But you really should get your rest,” Kate said. “Sleep is really the best thing for your body.”


“I’m getting plenty of rest right here on the couch,” Michael replied.


“Let’s go out on the deck,” Tommy said. Kate shot another glare at her brother as Tommy led her outside. He settled them onto a wicker love seat facing the lake.


He slipped his arm around her shoulders, and she snuggled eagerly into his side.


“You sure we’re okay?” Tommy said.


Kate found it hard to focus with his fingers tracing up and down the sensitive skin of her inner arm. “Yeah,” she finally managed. “He named a price for his silence and I caved.”


Tommy gave a soft chuckle. “I hope it wasn’t too bad.”


“Just some money and having to put up with a smelly thirteen-year-old in my car every morning on the way to school.”


Tommy gave a soft laugh. “Remind me to keep him away from my sister Emilia. She’s only nine but she’s already figured out the blackmail thing.”


“I’m glad you could come over tonight,” Kate said, anticipation buzzing in her veins as she thought about what was going to happen.


“Me too,” Tommy whispered, and bent his head to kiss her. He smelled delicious, soapy and the fresh citrus smell of shaving cream. As always, the second his lips touched hers she went spinning out of control, her mouth hungry against his, her hands clutching at him as though she couldn’t get close enough.


And tonight they would be as close as two people could be—


The sharp sound of shattering glass startled them apart. Kate surged to her feet and started for the kitchen where Michael stood, bathed in light from the overhead fixture. He wore a guilty look on his face, and there was a puddle of lemonade and shards of glass surrounding his bare feet.


“You’re such a klutz,” Kate fumed as she marched into the kitchen.


“I’m sorry, I was just thirsty.”


“More like nosy,” Kate muttered. “You know damn well the mini fridge under the bar is totally stocked. Don’t move!” she ordered when Michael would have stepped forward.


Tension knotted in her shoulders as she and Tommy mopped up the sticky liquid and swept up the glass. Way to set the romantic scene, she thought, spending an evening trying to dodge her thirteen-year-old brother.


“I’m sorry, Kate,” Michael said as she threw away the last of the mess.


“Can you just go to bed?” She sighed tiredly. “Tommy and I really want to be alone.”


Her gave her an exaggerated leer. “What are you going to do?”


She punched him in the arm hard enough to make him wince. “None of your business. Go upstairs.”


His mouth set in a petulant line. “I’m not tired. You can be alone in your bedroom. You go upstairs.”


Kate’s cheeks flooded with heat at the memory of Tommy in her bedroom three days ago, his rangy body stretched out on the twin bed across from Lauren’s. But there was no way she was taking him up there now—not with Michael still awake and tracking their every move.


It was one thing to flirt with her inner bad girl and sneak a guy in her bedroom when the house was empty, but she wasn’t brazen enough yet to do it under her nosy brother’s ever-watchful eye. Knowing Michael, he’d either be at the door with a glass to his ear or hunkered next to that damn air vent.


“Fine. You can hang out in our room,” Kate said, grateful Lauren wasn’t there to punch her in the face. “You can watch movies as late as you want. Just don’t come back down.”


“Awesome.” He tucked the Game Boy under his arm and rushed to the great room to retrieve a stack of cassettes. A few seconds later he was pounding up the stairs.


“And stay out of our stuff!” Kate called after him, knowing full well their room would be ransacked inside of ten minutes.


But it would be worth it, she thought, turning with a little shiver of anticipation back to Tommy, who was watching her from the doorway that led from the kitchen to the great room.


His thick dark hair shone under the lights, picking up the faint gold streaks from all the time he spent in the sun. His deep-set eyes watched her carefully, and as he looked in her face she wondered if he sensed her plans for tonight.


She was suddenly nervous, not sure how to proceed. She couldn’t exactly blurt out that she planned to let him take her virginity that night. Deciding that the best course of action was to let things unfold naturally, she let him lead her to the big leather couch and watched as he made a show of picking out a movie they had no intention of watching.


He had her stretched out under him before the opening credits had rolled, and soon after his shirt was on the floor and hers was tugged from the waistband of her skirt.


Tommy’s hand was making slow, careful progress up her stomach when they heard a large crash and roar. It took her a few seconds to register that the noise came from the TV upstairs, turned up obnoxiously loud, no doubt for their benefit.


But that did nothing to calm the adrenaline spiking in her system and the realization that there was no way she could do this with her little brother in the house.


As though he read her thoughts, Tommy said, “It’s weird having Michael here. I’m afraid he’ll bust in any second.”


“I’m sorry.” She sighed, frustrated. “I totally thought he’d be asleep and wouldn’t even know…”


“I know someplace we can go,” Tommy said, tugging her up from the couch. She followed, hesitating as he reached for the handle of the front door.


“I can’t leave.” She shook her head. “I know he’s a pain in the ass, but I can’t leave him alone.”


“We won’t go far, I promise. Close enough for us to hear if he calls for you, but nowhere he can bust in on us. Come on.”


Kate’s eyes flicked involuntarily up the stairs. She could hear the roar of the television, hoped Michael would stay occupied or fall asleep soon.


“Okay.” She followed Tommy, first to his truck, where he retrieved a sleeping bag and a pillow he’d stashed in the back. Then he led her down the beach, past the last house where the lake was still bordered by forest. Kate smiled in delight as he stopped at a bare patch of sand sheltered on either side by bushes. He spread the sleeping bag out and knelt down and reached out his hand for her to join him.


Though this was not exactly what she’d imagined for her first time, she didn’t hesitate to follow him down when he stretched out on his back.


Kate couldn’t stifle a moan as strong hands slid under the hem of her shirt and slid up the bare skin of her back. Her own hands swept hungrily over the muscular swells of his chest and shoulders.


She loved the way his breath sped up to match hers, the way his skin heated under her touch until she could smell the arousal coming off him in waves. His hand slid farther up her back until it met with the clasp of her bra. His fingers traced it for a second before sliding away.


Not tonight, she thought with a pulse of anticipation that was nearly as arousing as his touch. She pushed up so she was sitting next to him. She could hear the surprised hitch in his breath as she unbuttoned her shirt and let it slide off her shoulders. Then, before she could psych herself out, she reached behind her and unhooked her bra.


“Kate…”


Tommy’s hushed whisper, almost reverent, rushed through her and gave her that last bit of courage she needed to let her bra follow her shirt onto the ground.


Grateful that the nearly full moon was muted by the tree branches, she sank back down until they were chest to chest and felt his own gasp echo hers at the first touch of skin on skin. It shouldn’t be such a huge deal; he’d touched her under her clothes dozens of times. But the feeling of being naked—from the waist up anyway—the sensation of being completely bare against him—sent a wicked thrill that went straight to her core.


Taking her mouth hungrily with his, Tommy rolled her to her back, one big hand immediately swallowing up the curve of one breast. She pushed aside the fleeting moment of embarrassment that she was so small and gave herself up to the sensation of his strong fingers kneading her, the feel of his thumb and forefinger closing over her nipple in a gentle squeeze that startled a cry from her throat.


His mouth licked and sucked its way down her neck, across her bare chest. And before she could give in to the flutter of panic, his lips closed gently over one hard tip.


“Tommy!” she cried, her hands fisting in his hair.


He immediately lifted his head. “Do you want me to stop?”


“No.” Her whisper dissolved into a sigh as his mouth closed over her again. Her body shifted restlessly under his, intense sensation wracking her.


Her legs came up to cradle his hips and her skirt shifted up her thighs. Tommy instinctively moved lower so she wouldn’t have direct contact with the rock-hard pillar she knew was straining against the fly of his shorts.


Kate slid her arms around his body and moved her hands down until they were resting on his hips. She tugged at him and rocked her hips until his body was perfectly aligned with hers. Pleasure hit her with the force of an electric shock, every fiber in her body pulling tight.


“Kate.” Tommy groaned, his hips rocking as though he couldn’t stop himself from moving against her. “We don’t have to—”


“I want to,” she said quickly before she lost her nerve. “I want to feel you against me. And in a little while, I want us both to get naked and feel you for real.”


Tommy groaned and kissed her again, hard, like he wanted to consume her.


“I want you to be my first,” she whispered against his lips.


He swore softly against her mouth. “We don’t have to rush it, Kate. There’s so much other stuff we can do to make each other feel good.”


Kate slid her hands down the back of Tommy’s shorts and dug her fingers into the firm muscles of his butt. “I don’t want to do other stuff,” she said, and gave his earlobe a little nip. “I want to have sex.”


“Kate.” The single word betrayed an agony of frustration.


Kate muffled his protests by covering his mouth with hers and reached one hand in between their bodies, feeling a hot thrill race through her as her hand closed over him through the fabric of his shorts. Two weeks ago, she would have thought herself incapable of such boldness.


But tonight, in the moonlight, her whole body quivered with anticipation as she explored every inch of him, so hard, so hot he seemed to burn her palm even through the heavy fabric of his shorts.


Tommy went stock still, every muscle locked and trembling as his breath heaved in his chest.


“Tommy, I know you’re worried I’m not experienced, but I’m sure about this. I’m sure I want you—”


Her words caught in her throat as his hand closed over her wrist in a grip that bordered on painful. “We can’t,” he ground out.


Kate sat up and jerked her hand from his grip as dread closed its fist in the pit of her stomach. “Don’t you want to? I thought—”


“Of course I want to!” Tommy said in a harsh whisper. “I’ve wanted to since the first time I touched you.”


“Then why can’t we?”


Tommy sat up, shoving away from her until he’d put a couple feet of distance in between them. “Your dad, for one thing,” he said.


“Why does what my dad think matters?”


“Age of consent is eighteen in Idaho, Kate. You think your dad would hesitate for a second to bring me up on statutory rape charges if he found out?”


“He’d be just as likely to want to sweep the whole thing under the rug so the press doesn’t find out his perfect princess of a daughter isn’t as pure as he’d like everyone to think,” she shot back.


Tommy shook his head. “I can’t risk it. My scholarship has a morals clause, and anything like this…”


Kate’s eyes stung with frustrated tears. One escaped to roll down her cheek. Tommy reached out to brush it away with his thumb. The light brush of his callused finger on her skin sent a jolt of awareness through her body, making her all too aware of the unfulfilled desire humming through every nerve. “So what are you saying? Hit you up again when I turn eighteen? That’s over a year from now.” On edge and embarrassed at the idea that on some level he still saw her as a kid, more trouble than she was worth, Kate scrambled in the dark for her bra and shirt and quickly slipped them on.


She stiffened as Tommy’s arms wrapped around her from behind but let him pull her against him, her back to his chest. His breath was warm in her hair and she could feel his heart still beating double time against her back. “For now I think that’s our only option,” he replied.


Kate made a scoffing sound. “What, like you’ll really wait for me? Like you won’t hook up with anyone else for the entire school year?”


He was silent for several seconds, each one of them agony as she waited for his reply. “We never really talked about that,” he said carefully.


Kate wished that the ground would open up and swallow her as humiliation threatened to overwhelm her. “Forget it,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean to back you into a corner. I didn’t really expect this to go anywhere, and I know you’re not serious—”


“Shut up,” Tommy said softly. He caught her chin between his fingers and turned her around to face him. His mouth settled over hers in a kiss that went beyond hunger. Corny as it seemed, to Kate it almost felt like a promise. “You don’t know how I feel, or what my plans are, because we haven’t talked about it.”


“What are your plans?” she asked softly.


Even in the dark, there was no missing the flash of white teeth as he grinned. “Hell, Kate, I wasn’t even sure you wouldn’t slap me the first time I tried to kiss you. And after everything with your dad, I’ve pretty much been winging it and not getting my hopes up too much.”


“You have hopes? What kind of hopes?”


He tucked her back against his chest and rested his chin on the top of her head. “That maybe this doesn’t have to end when I go back to school and you go back to D.C.”


He didn’t say anything else, and though her brain was screaming with questions about what exactly that meant, Kate didn’t push him to elaborate. Instead she wanted to focus on this unexpected gift, on the amazing guy cradling her in his arms and telling her—her! quiet, Goody Two-Shoes boring Kate—that he didn’t want what they had to end when the summer did.


They sat there for several minutes. Once again Kate became aware of the warmth of him against her back, the scent of him teasing her nostrils. The way the hard muscles of his arms brushed against the sides of her breasts. “So,” she said, trying her best to sound nonchalant, “what are some of the other ways?”


“What other ways?”


She turned to face him, rising to her knees so she could settle in his lap, face to face. “You said there were other ways,” she said, bending to deliver a soft nip to his bottom lip, “that we could make each other feel good.”


Tommy kissed her hard, his low groan rumbling through her until once again she was primed, every cell tight with awareness, ready to explode at the slightest touch.


His hand slid up the outside of her thigh, up under the hem of her short skirt until it rested just below the juncture of where her leg met her hip. His fingers spread, his thumb brushed the inside of her thigh, making her jump with nervousness and anticipation. His hand moved between her thighs. She instinctively stiffened, then shifted her weight to give him better access.


Her mouth pressed eagerly against his, her breath coming in harsh, rapid pants as she felt the heat of his skin, the rough brush of calluses against skin never touched by anyone but herself. She felt the slightest brush against the lace edging of her panties, her breath frozen in her chest as he slid one finger under the elastic.


BAM


She jumped at what sounded like a gunshot, followed by the roar of an engine whose muffler had seen better days. Tommy jerked his hand from under her skirt and they both sat there, statue still as they waited to see if their privacy would be invaded. A minute, maybe two passed. “I don’t think they’re coming down here,” Kate said, turning back to Tommy.


She was just about to suggest they pick up where they’d left off when she heard the sound of the engine backfire again and the rumbling muffler. Then the metallic thud of the car hitting something, the sound of shattering glass or pottery. Kate was already pushing to her feet, her stomach turning with dread even before her brain registered that the crashing sound was coming from the direction of her house. She sprinted up the beach, barely hearing Tommy call after her to be careful.


She ran up to her house, but rather than going up the stairs to the deck, she ran around to the front. Sure enough, one of the giant terra-cotta planters that flanked each side of the driveway was smashed to bits, leaving a mountain of dirt and a pile of uprooted rhododendrons in the corner of the driveway.


“Probably just a drunk driver,” Tommy said, breathing hard from his sprint up the beach. In the distance they could barely make out the red taillights of a pickup truck disappearing into the darkness.


She walked back to the house, a vague unease tickling at her brain through the haze of the adrenaline rush. When she opened the front door to the house and saw that it was dark except for the light she’d left on in the kitchen and dead quiet, she realized why the silence felt so wrong.


Michael should have woken up at the sound of the crash. She was pounding up the stairs before the thought had fully formed, the faint unease turning to acrid fear when she flung the door to her bedroom open, flicked on the light, and saw her empty bed. Her eyes did a quick, frantic inventory of the room. The TV was off. Lauren’s bed was pristine, undisturbed, while her own bed looked like a tornado had hit it.


But empty. Undeniably empty.


“Michael?” she called as she raced across the room to fling open the closet. Nothing but her and Lauren’s sundresses and light summer jackets. “Michael?” she called again, higher and more frantic as she headed for the bathroom that linked their room to his.


Again, empty. “Maybe he moved to his own bed,” she said out loud, trying to convince herself nothing was wrong even though every cell in her body was screaming with the knowledge that it was.


“I’ll go check downstairs,” Tommy said when they found no trace of Michael in his room.


She heard the thud of Tommy’s footsteps on the stairs as she went to her parents’ room. Maybe Michael was just screwing with her. When he was little he was a master of hide-and-seek and regularly hid from their mother when it was time to go to school. “Michael, I swear to God if this is some kind of game, I will kick your ass when I find you.” She was greeted by dead silence and nothing but clothes as she flung open her parents’ closets. “Okay, I didn’t mean that,” she said, her voice tight with fear as she tried for a more cajoling tone. “If you come out I’ll give you my allowance for the rest of the school year. Just get out here because you’re scaring the crap out of me.”


But there was no sound but the heavy thud of her heart.


After an hour searching every inch of the house and walking the neighborhood calling his name, Kate and Tommy were forced to face the reality that Michael was nowhere to be found.
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Her entire body went icy cold as her stomach twisted with panic. He’s fine. He’s totally fine, she said to herself over and over again. We’re going to find him and everything will be fine. But she had an awful feeling in the pit of her stomach that nothing would ever be fine again.


Ignoring the late hour, Kate called the Burkharts, the Cunninghams, and every other friend of Michael’s she could think of on the thin hope he’d snuck out. No one had seen him.


They called the sheriff’s emergency number, and Kate gave them the few details they had and hung up to wait for the deputy to arrive. Then with shaking fingers she made the phone call she’d been dreading for the last hour and a half while they searched in vain for Michael.


Please let him not be able to get a signal, she thought as she dialed the number for her father’s notoriously unreliable cell phone. Or better yet, please God send a lightning bolt to strike me down right now so I don’t have to tell my father what happened.


Suck it up, she mentally scolded herself. Michael was missing, possibly in danger, and she had to face reality and take responsibility, no matter how much she wanted to avoid her father’s disapproval.


Her father answered the phone on just the second ring. His response, when Kate told him what was going on, was exactly as she’d expected and feared.


But nothing was worse than having to admit that she hadn’t been in the house when Michael went missing. And having to admit why.


“I was out on the beach,” she said, forcing the words through lips that had gone numb with cold. “I was with Tommy Ibarra.”


Her father was silent for several seconds, the heaviness of it settling over Kate’s shoulders like a lead blanket. “I will deal with you and your lack of morals and discipline after we find your brother,” he said in an icy tone he’d never used with her before, raising goose bumps over every inch of Kate’s skin.


The senator and his wife had to wait a couple of hours before their private jet was able to fly them back from Boise. By the time they landed in Sandpoint’s tiny airport, the first pink of dawn was just peeking over the edge of the mountains.


Since she’d hung up the phone, Kate and Tommy had spent hours going over every detail of the little they’d seen and heard in the moments before they’d discovered Michael’s absence.


“How long were you away from the house?” asked the sheriff, who had arrived on the scene quickly.


The kitchen and great room were teeming with people. In addition to the local law enforcement, the Burkharts had arrived shortly after Kate spoke with her father. Lauren, woken by the phone and worried when she heard Michael was missing, had come with them. They’d decided Hailey and John should stay back at their house, on the off chance Michael showed up there.


A few of the neighbors on the street had come over to see what the police cars and commotion was about, and now a deputy made his way around the room to ask if anyone had seen anyone or anything suspicious.


“I think it was about forty-five minutes, maybe an hour,” Kate said, sniffing back tears as the guilt and shame gnawed at her from the inside. “I didn’t—” She looked at Tommy, whose face was stark with worry and guilt that mirrored her own. “We didn’t think it would be a big deal, we didn’t go far.”


Soft arms pulled her into a warm hug. “I’m sure everything will be okay.” Kate recognized Sylvia Ibarra’s voice as she blindly turned into the woman’s fragrant embrace. Tommy had called his parents as soon as Kate had gotten off the phone with her father. Kate had known them only by sight before tonight, but now she was infinitely grateful for their solid, steady presence, the way they offered her and Tommy support absent of the accusation she could feel seething from the pores of everyone around her.


“Where’s Kate?” Her father’s voice cut like a razor through the room.


Kate lingered for one more second, her face buried against Mrs. Ibarra’s ample bosom as if that could somehow give her the strength to face her father.


Slowly, reluctantly she turned to face him, her stomach twisting when she saw the look on his face. Accusation, of course, burning with such white-hot intensity it was a wonder she didn’t turn to ash right there. But worse, disappointment, and beyond that disgust.


The small crowd parted like the Red Sea as he charged like an angry bull. As he got closer, Kate could see his forearms flex as his hands clenched into fists. Across the top of his forehead a vein pulsed. “What the hell were you thinking, leaving your brother in the house alone?”


She felt his booming voice like a blow and took an instinctive step back, afraid for the first time in her life that her father might actually hit her.


Tommy, who was looking frantically from one to the other, stepped forward. “It was my fault, sir,” Tommy said. “I was the one who suggested we go outside for more privacy.”


Her father wheeled on Tommy and grabbed him by the collar. Though Tommy was at least six inches taller and incredibly strong, he didn’t resist as the senator propelled him until his back hit the paneled wall. “More privacy so you could rape my daughter while my son is left unprotected?” he shouted as he slammed Tommy back against the wall.


Tommy’s father wasn’t about to stand for that. He placed a firm hand on Senator Beckett’s shoulder. “My son would never do anything to a girl unless she wanted it.”


“Your son would seduce a sixteen-year-old girl who doesn’t know any better than to leave her brother unattended in the middle of the night,” the senator said as he turned his angry gaze to Leo Ibarra.


“Maybe you’re forgetting there were two people involved here,” Tommy’s father said tightly.


“You implying my daughter’s a whore?”


Tommy’s dad backed up and held his hands up, signaling for peace. “Your daughter seems like a very nice girl—”


“No, you’re right,” her father said, turning a glare on her so filled with rage he looked nearly psychotic. “Even though I tried to raise her right, she’s nothing but—”


Tommy surged forward before he could finish, his fist cocked back. Kate jumped in front of him and planted her palms against his chest. “Stop it!” she shouted.


She looked around at the many stares focused warily on her. Then she looked at her mother and Lauren, huddled in a corner, their arms wrapped around each other, their eyes showing nothing but fear.


“Stop. Just stop,” she said weakly, her hands dropping from Tommy’s chest. She turned to her father, straightening her spine with all the dignity she could muster. “You can rage at me all you want, but that’s not going to help us find Michael. Right now we have to focus on finding him before something awful happens to him.”


Her father didn’t reply. The rage in his face melted away as quickly as it came, his expression as hard and flat as cement.


“Kate.” Tommy reached out to take her arm, but she eluded his grasp.


“You should go,” Kate said, forcing the words around the softball-size lump that settled in her throat. “I can’t really be around you right now.”


The look of stunned hurt on his face barely penetrated the fog of fear and guilt surrounding her. After the Ibarras left, Sheriff Lyons tried to console them with the notion that the car accident in front of the house could easily be coincidental. “Kids Michael’s age like to start pushing the boundaries, see what it’s like to party with the big kids. He probably snuck out to one of the parties, got hold of some beer, and is at this very moment puking his guts out in the bushes somewhere or passed out on the beach.”


“Or maybe he got drunk, wandered into the lake, and drowned, or got hit trying to cross the highway,” Lauren snapped. “Even if he left on his own, there are a lot of ways he could get hurt.” Her voice broke at the end, and that little sob was like a knife to Kate’s stomach.


Though Kate clung to the faint hope that the sheriff was right, Sunday morning turned into Sunday afternoon, then Sunday night. Another night passed while Kate and her family kept a sleepless vigil.


Monday morning an FBI agent flew up from the Boise field office to help with the investigation. Kate listened mutely as Agent Martins explained that if Michael was the victim of a kidnapping for ransom, they should expect to get a call within thirty-six hours. Kate stared at the phone, clinging to the faint hope that Michael had been taken by a sick jerk who just wanted money rather than that he was somewhere hurt or, God forbid, dead.


While dozens of people canvassed every inch of town, Tommy, his father, and a handful of other ranchers rode out on horseback into the surrounding wilderness area to look for any signs of Michael.


As Monday turned into Tuesday and there was no ransom call and no other sign of Michael, the cold blanket of dread that had settled over the Beckett household grew so heavy and oppressive Kate felt it hard to breathe.


Reporters circled like sharks, thrusting microphones into the faces of family members the second they dared step outside. Kate hadn’t left the house since her first devastating encounter with a reporter. The woman, with her dark hair styled into a helmet and her whiter-than-white teeth, had wheedled her way into the house for a sit-down interview with the family. Kate choked back tears as her parents expressed their grief and begged anyone who knew anything about Michael and his whereabouts to come forward with information.


Lauren had made a similar, tearful plea. Then the reporter turned her attention to Kate. “You were the only one home besides Michael Saturday night, right?”


Kate nodded mutely, staring at her knotted hands resting in her lap.


“You didn’t hear anything?”


Kate shook her head. “The TV was up too loud,” she said, marveling a little at how easily the lie slipped off her tongue. “I didn’t hear anything until the crash.” Her father had managed to convince the sheriff to keep the part about Kate meeting Tommy out of the official report.


It was one thing for her family to know she was a slut. It was another for the world to know it.


Even so, within a few short hours, the world would know her brother was missing because of her carelessness.


Her father had ended the interview shortly afterward, and other than law enforcement, the only people allowed in the Becketts’ house were the Burkharts. Phillip, his wife, Andrea, John and Hailey had hunkered down to help field calls, fend off the press, and make sure there was food to eat, even though none of them had much of an appetite.


“I know you feel terrible,” John said to Kate early Tuesday morning when she wandered, zombielike, into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of orange juice. She startled, splashing juice over her hand and onto the floor. She hadn’t even noticed him sitting at the kitchen table.


“And based on what you think of Tommy, I guess you think I deserve to,” Kate said sharply as she grabbed a towel to blot up the mess.


“I stand by my agreement with your father that he’s not good enough for you, but that doesn’t mean it’s your fault Michael’s gone,” he said gently.


“Of course it is,” Kate said in a choked voice. “I was supposed to be here. I was in charge.”


John rose from his chair and crossed to her. At first Kate resisted as he pulled her against him. But as she settled against his broad chest, felt his hand stroke her hair, it was impossible not to lean into him, absorbing the comfort. She realized, with a jolt, that this was the first time anyone had touched her in nearly three days. Since Saturday night, everyone had kept her at arm’s length, meeting her eyes only briefly before skittering away.


Then there was her father, who hadn’t so much as spoken to her or looked at her directly, as though she didn’t exist.


Hot tears squeezed out of her eyes, and as she broke into sobs against John’s chest, she felt a keen longing to be held by other arms, against another chest.


Tommy.


She hadn’t seen him face to face since Sunday morning, and now she wanted to so badly it was like a physical ache.


Admitting that, even to herself, sent another blade of guilt stabbing through her core. Her need to see Tommy, to be with him, was what had caused this mess in the first place.


John held her as she sobbed harder, her guilt and grief swirling together with the faint pleasure of having someone, anyone, reach out to her in kindness even if she didn’t deserve it.


They didn’t get their first break until Tuesday evening. A local who’d gone camping Sunday morning and had been unaware of the crisis until he and his girlfriend got back to town on Tuesday afternoon said that he’d seen an older-model truck with a bad muffler turning onto Kootenai Drive around eleven thirty on Saturday night, which, once they pieced the timeline together, they figured to be about fifteen minutes before Kate and Tommy heard the sound of the engine approaching.


Though slight, it was something to go on. “Emerson Flannery drives a bombed-out F150, doesn’t he?” the sheriff asked.


The deputy nodded. “Just got his license back after his DUI.”


The sheriff shook his head. “Should have known, if there’s trouble around here the Flannerys would have to be involved.”


“Public intoxication, drugs, theft, sure,” the deputy said. “But I never heard of them harming kids—not outside their family anyways.”


The Flannerys were notorious in Sandpoint and the surrounding area, a family of drunks, addicts, and small-time criminals. But as far as Kate knew, none of them had ever been involved in anything like kidnapping. Still…


“Last week Tommy and I ran into Emerson down by the lake, near our house. He started following us down the beach,” Kate offered.


“Did he threaten you at all, or give you reason to think he’d hurt your family?” Lyons asked.


Kate shook her head. “He was really drunk, calling us names, but I didn’t think he had any idea who I was.”


The sheriff called in an APB on Flannery’s truck. “You come with me,” he said to his deputy. “Even if he’s not involved, I know better than to confront a Flannery without backup.”


For several hours there was no word. Exhausted, Kate curled up into the overstuffed armchair in the great room and fell into a fitful sleep.


She didn’t know what time it was when the phone jolted her awake, but it was pitch black outside and she could hear her parents’ muffled voices coming from the kitchen.


Heart racing, Kate padded to the kitchen and hovered in the doorway. Her parents stood close, their heads angled to the receiver so they could both hear.


Lauren joined her, slipping past Kate to go stand next to her parents. Kate strained but though she could make out the sheriff’s voice, his words were unclear.


But Kate didn’t need to hear the words to know that her worst fears had come true. She could see it in the way her father’s face drained of color and his skin slackened, aging him a full decade in seconds.


She could hear it in her mother’s frantic “No, no!” and the way she buried her face in her hands as she slid to the floor.


Kate rushed forward. “What—what is it?” She knew the answer. But something inside her needed to hear the words spoken out loud.


“Michael’s dead,” her father said in a voice that sounded ripped from his chest. “Flannery killed him, then killed himself.”


Kate felt like a giant fist had closed around her lungs, robbing her of breath. No, no, the denial echoed in her head, but all she could do was sink to the floor and struggle to breathe. Her mind raced with a million simultaneous thoughts, wishes, prayers.


Let me go back and do it over again and I’ll make sure nothing happens.


Please, God, let this be a mistake.


Take me instead. Let him come back and take me instead.


She didn’t know how much time had passed before she heard a car approach and a knock on the door. Her mother sprang to her feet and raced to the door. Her father followed more slowly, as though he could delay facing reality.


As the door swung open, Kate saw the broad shoulders of Sheriff Lyons. Photographers snapped frantically from behind, bathing him in a strobe of light. He stepped inside, his face pulled into a solemn mask of grief.


Kate’s mom backed away until her knees hit the couch and she collapsed back onto its cushions. Her father sat beside her. Sheriff Lyons took a seat in the armchair and rested his elbows on his knees, his back bowed as though he bore the weight of the world on it.


Kate and Lauren hovered anxiously in the doorway. Kate reached out blindly with her hand, her eyes filling with fresh tears when she felt her sister’s cold fingers twine with her own.


“We found Flannery’s truck parked in front of his trailer about a hundred yards from where the fire road dead-ends into a hiking trail. About thirty yards in is a small cabin that the forest service and hunters still use. We found Flannery and Michael inside. Michael was tied to the woodstove.”


“How—” Her mother’s question choked off on a sob. “How did he die?”


The sheriff hesitated. “You sure you want to do this right now?”


“I need to know everything,” her mother said, her voice rising. “He was my baby, and I need to know exactly what happened to him.”


If her father felt the same, he didn’t show it. He sat statue still, his gaze locked on a point somewhere over the sheriff’s right shoulder.


The sheriff’s gaze flicked to Kate and Lauren.


“Go upstairs, girls,” her father said, barely audible.


“No, I—” Kate started.


“Get the hell upstairs!” her father roared, and sprang to his feet so quickly Kate jumped back a foot. “After everything you’ve done, the least you can do is listen to me!” The vein in his forehead was back, along with the rush of florid color in his cheeks.


Kate and Lauren sprinted up the stairs to their room. But no sooner had they shut the door than Kate carefully pushed it open and slipped out into the hallway. Lauren joined her, and soon they were perched on the third step from the top, hidden from view but able to hear everything.


“Michael was shot at point-blank range twice, once in the chest, once in the head,” the sheriff said, unable to keep the quiver out of his voice. “Flannery then turned the gun on himself. He left a note,” the sheriff continued, “apologizing for what he’d done, explaining that he was going to put himself down to keep himself from hurting anyone else.”


Kate’s mother made a sound like a wounded animal that shook Kate to the bottom of her soul.


Kate felt like she was being sucked into a black hole. She must have made a sound, because her father’s gaze snapped up to the gallery to where she and Lauren listened. The white-hot anger in his eyes was so fierce, Kate was sure there was going to be nothing left of her but a pile of ash.


When he spoke, his voice, though quiet, seemed to echo through the room. “It should have been you.”





Chapter 1



Sandpoint, ID


Present day


As Kate Beckett steered her rented sedan off Highway 95, she felt her stomach clench with dread. Though she’d had nearly an hour and a half during the drive from the airport in Spokane, as she pulled off the highway and headed for the center of Sandpoint, Idaho, her heart rate doubled and the lump in her throat threatened to choke her.


While her dashboard display claimed it was a toasty eighty-three degrees outside, typical for the end of August, even in the mountains of Idaho, Kate felt like ice water was pumping through her veins, her fingers numbly clutching the steering wheel as she glanced down at her phone to double-check the directions.


Her route took her through the center of town and past Sandpoint’s City Beach. Fourteen years had passed since Kate had been here, and she felt she was seeing the town as though through a dream. Everything at once searingly familiar yet oddly different as she cataloged the changes the town had undergone in a decade and a half. First Street was still crowded with tourists, as it always was in summer, families enjoying the last gasps of summer on the lake before school started.


The shop that had once sold beautiful hand-sewn quilts was now occupied by a Starbucks. But there was still a line trailing down the block in front of Ike’s ice cream store. Kate watched two teenage girls and a boy, tanned and waterlogged from a day on the lake, towels draped around their necks, emerge from the shop. As they laughed and jostled each other around licks of enormous soft-serve cones, Kate felt her chest pinch and a burning behind her eyes.


How many times had she, Lauren, and Michael finished up a day of water-skiing and suntanning with chocolate dip cones from Ike’s? They had been that carefree, that joyful, completely unaware of the asteroid hurtling toward them, moments away from blowing life as they knew it to smithereens.


Kate gave herself a mental shake and continued along the lakeshore. She needed to keep a sharp eye out for street signs, not lose herself in wallowing in the past.


The truth was, anything and everything in Sandpoint—from the way the piercingly blue sky competed for brilliance with the azure of Lake Pend Oreille, to the scent of the air—sunbaked earth mingled with crisp pine—to, yes, something as simple as the sight of an oversize ice cream cone—could send her hurtling back into the black hole if she let it.


But right now there was no time for that. Now she had to be strong, focused. Another girl, another family needed her and her expertise. She needed to be completely focused on getting her back to safety. To save the girl who still had a chance and waste no time grieving over the one who was long gone.


Kate turned down Kootenai Bay Road and tried to calm the trembling in her stomach. She knew this road, which wound its way through one of Sandpoint’s most luxurious developments, all too well. She knew so many of these houses, houses occupied by her “lake friends,” as she, Lauren and Michael had called them. Families who, like Kate’s, had rented the same houses at the same time every year, until they’d formed something of a community, albeit one that only lasted a month or so out of every summer.


Once Kate and her family had been deeply entrenched in that community. But after the tragedy—as Mother called it—it was as though the previous seven summers hadn’t existed, as though she and her sister and brother hadn’t spent eleven months of the year anticipating the one they would spend here. This part of their lives—all the joy, friendships, everything—had been excised from their existence like a cancerous tumor.


She’d often wondered if their little community had gone on without them. She knew some had reached out to her parents and tried to keep in touch, but only because Kate had found cards and letters unopened in the trash. Put there by her father’s social secretary as per his and her mother’s instructions.


Did the Michaelsons still rent number 293? she mused as she drove by a familiar, massive post-and-beam house that edged up onto the lake.


There was another, even more impressive log home two houses down. Did the Burkharts, who lived most of the year outside of San Francisco, still own what they loved to call “their little lakeside retreat”? Did teenagers still gather around their bonfire before pairing off into the darkness to make out?


At the thought, a face flashed in her brain. Dark eyes sparking with amusement, a flash of white teeth against tan skin. Tempting her to sin even as she knew there would be hell to pay if she ever got caught…


She gave herself a mental smack, sent the image fleeing.


She pulled up in front of number 540, which, had been rented by the Cunninghams the last summer she’d spent here. Kate hadn’t spent much time there since the Cunningham kids were a few years younger. But her brother, Michael, had made fast friends with the oldest, Billy, the summer they were both eleven and had spent the next two summers having sleepovers here when they weren’t watching movies and camping out in the Becketts’ spacious rental about a quarter mile away.


She noticed the sheriff’s car parked along the curb as well as the news van and the small throng of reporters and felt an eerie sense of déjà vu. Though she dealt with reporters all the time, seeing them in this setting was unnerving. Reminding her, reminding the world, that even in an idyllic setting such as this, evil could still lurk in the shadows.


She pulled into the driveway and braced herself before knocking. The noise from the crowd hit her like a wave as she marched determinedly up the front walkway. The press, anticipating her arrival, came at her like a swarm. She pushed her way through, ignoring their questions and saying only “I won’t be making a statement until I meet with the family and the local authorities.”


She barely had time to knock before the door swung open, revealing a middle-age woman dressed in khaki shorts and a light blue polo shirt. “It’s good to see you again, Kate. Come on in.” The woman gestured her in with a sweep of her hand. “Though I wish it could be under better circumstances,” she quickly added.


Kate cocked her head at the woman’s greeting. Kate was on television often enough that occasionally she was recognized, but the familiarity in the woman’s voice and smile said that she should know her. She studied the woman’s face for a moment, and then she got it.


Trade in the salt-and-pepper hair for dark brown and erase a decade and a half’s worth of lines from the woman’s face, and Kate recognized Tracy Albright who ran the quilt shop—now Starbucks—down on Main Street. “It’s nice to see you too, Mrs. Albright,” Kate said, smiling automatically though it felt strained at the edges.


She waved a hand. “Oh, call me Tracy. You’re not sixteen anymore, and having a grown woman call me Mrs. Albright makes me feel about a hundred years old!”


“Are you a friend of Mr. Fuller’s?” Kate asked as she followed Mrs. Albright—Tracy—through the slate-tiled entryway to the great room that adjoined the kitchen.


“Not exactly,” Tracy replied over her shoulder as Kate took stock of the house where Michael had spent so much time that last summer. Though Kate herself hadn’t spent tons of time here, she’d visited often enough to notice the changes. The layout of the house was the same—a massive great room with a stone fireplace adjoined the kitchen and was the center of the main floor. A wooden staircase led up the hall to the second floor with a gallery looking over the great room and two bedrooms on either end. A hallway off the great room led to two more rooms.


Two sets of sliders offered an unimpeded view of the lake and the Bitterroot and Selkirk Mountains above. Outside, the house was surrounded by a wooden deck with stairs that led down to the communal dock reserved for the houses clustered along this stretch of beach.


And across the lake, Kate could see dozens of Jet Skiers and power boats. In two weeks the lake would be virtually empty, no one left but the locals to enjoy the mountain paradise.


The mission-style couches and tables Kate remembered were gone, replaced with an overstuffed leather sectional and love seat. The kitchen, she noticed, had been completely remodeled. The terra-cotta tiles she remembered had been replaced by hardwood floors, the appliances all shiny stainless steel, the kind you’d find in a restaurant kitchen. Yet more evidence that life here had continued after the Becketts had left.


“After I sold the shop last summer, I thought I’d spend my retirement kicking back on the boat in the summer and cross-country skiing all winter,” Tracy said as she led Kate down the hallway off the great room. “But turns out after working my tail off every day for thirty years, I don’t have much patience for sitting around on my duff dangling a fishing pole over the side of the boat. I was bored stiff after just two weeks. Not to mention Art—my husband,” she clarified, “thought that since I was home all the time, it meant I was going to turn into his personal servant. Got all ticked off when I wouldn’t cook him a hot lunch every day. Thirty-five years of marriage and I’ve never made him a hot lunch, and suddenly I’m supposed to be Betty Crocker?”


Despite the circumstances, Kate felt the corner of her mouth quirk up at the woman’s exasperated yet affectionate tone. She’d forgotten that about this place, how friendly the people were, inviting you into their homes and sharing confidences as if you were lifelong friends even if she hadn’t set foot in the town in fourteen years.


Not to mention, they—her father, in particular—hadn’t left on the best of terms with several of the locals.


“So anyway, instead of staying home thinking up ways I could kill Art without getting caught, I realized there are a lot of renters here with extra cash who might want to spend it on someone who can help with the grocery shopping, the cooking, the boat rentals, all that kind of stuff so when they get here they’re all set up to enjoy the lake. So now the rental agency hires me out as sort of a personal concierge for renters who request it.”


“That sounds like a great business,” Kate said politely, though as she heard the low rumble of male voices coming from behind the closed door at the end of the hall, she felt a surge of anxiety, a need to get down to business. In the back of her mind she could hear the clock ticking with every beat of her heart, each second forward more foreboding than the last.


“These last couple of days I’ve been putting in some extra time here with the Fullers,” Tracy continued, her face now somber. “I don’t want Jackson and Brooke to worry about anything as silly as cooking dinner. I’m sure you can relate,” she said, a sad smile tugging her lips as she reached out to pat Kate’s arm.


Kate nodded, resisting the urge to yank away from the other woman’s touch.


She knew the other woman meant nothing but kindness, but to this day, she couldn’t help her violent, gut-deep resentment of such empty gestures. The sympathy, the pats on the hand or shoulder, the look of false understanding.


No one who hadn’t gone through it could really understand. And even then, each person experienced the loss in a different way. Each family endured their unique crisis in their unique way.


She masked all of this behind the bland smile she’d perfected for the cameras and whispered a quiet thank-you to Tracy.


“That poor family,” Tracy said with a sorrowful shake of her head. “First they lose the mother to cancer, and now this happens.”


Kate’s heart squeezed in sympathy, thinking how unfair the universe could be. Jackson’s wife, Suzanne, had died of cancer less than a year ago. To face the possibility of losing a child…


She swallowed back the lump in her throat and followed Tracy down the hall to the office. As Tracy knocked on the door, she straightened her shoulders and brought her focus back on the here and now. The past was the past. Now nothing was more important than to make sure the people behind the heavy wooden door did not become one of the people in the world who could truly relate to what Kate had gone through.


The door opened to reveal a tall, broad-shouldered man in his late forties. His face was haggard—Kate couldn’t imagine that he’d slept in the past thirty-six hours. Deep lines were carved into either side of his mouth, and his silver-dusted blond hair looked like he’d run his hand through it a thousand times. Still, he was handsome, with his square jaw, sharp cheekbones, and blue eyes that glimmered with intelligence behind their strain.


Kate held out her hand. “Hello, Mr. Fuller,” she said, unsmiling, her gaze locked on his. “Under different circumstances I would say it’s nice to meet you, but I wish you didn’t need my help here.”


There was a faint twitch of his lips, a ghost of a smile. “Thanks for that. I have to say I agree. But I’m glad CJ was able to get in touch with you—any support we can foster in the community and the media will help.”


At the mention, Kate smiled at the man who was lingering behind Jackson Fuller. Though she’d dreaded coming back to Sandpoint, she couldn’t deny the flash of warmth she’d felt when she’d heard CJ—short for Cody James—Kovac’s voice on the line yesterday morning. She’d met CJ when she was twelve, when his family had rented a house a few doors down from the Becketts. Two years later, his father decided to cash out of his successful software business and moved the family out to the lake full time.


Kate and Lauren had joked that with his sun-streaked brown hair and tanned, muscular—and usually shirtless—torso, CJ would have looked more at home on the beaches of San Diego than on a mountain lake in rural Idaho. With his quick smile and easy charm, CJ had taken it on himself to be their ambassador in Sandpoint. Once he’d earned his official townie status, he started taking them to all the cool parties none of the tourist kids ever got invited to.


Now she couldn’t help noticing that his once-smiling green eyes had a somber cast. Partly due to the reason she was here, she was sure. But she knew most of the shadows had to do with the last year of his own life and the circumstances that led him to leave a promising career with the FBI and return home to Sandpoint.


It was funny seeing the boy who’d once smuggled a six-pack of Coors Light under his sweatshirt dressed in the brown and tan of the Bonner County Sheriff’s uniform. And as she stepped forward to give him a hug, she couldn’t help notice that he’d gotten a few inches taller and the muscular torso had filled out solidly enough that it strained the fabric of his uniform shirt.


“You look good, Kate,” he said simply as he engulfed her in a hug. “I see you on TV all the time, but I’d forgotten how pretty you are in person.”


Kate felt a flush of heat in her cheeks. At one time, CJ had made no bones about the crush he was nursing on her. But then Kate had only had eyes for another local boy.


She pulled away from CJ, turning her attention back to Fuller when she caught a movement from the shadows of the office from the corner of her eye.


“You—” The word got stuck halfway up her throat, and she took a step back as though punched by an unseen fist. Tommy Ibarra stepped fully from the shadows, and her mind spun with a thousand memories, a thousand questions. She stood there, dumbstruck, as one managed to squeeze its way to the surface of the quagmire. “What are you doing here?”


“Jackson asked me to join you,” he replied.


Every cell in her body came alive at the familiar rumble of his voice, deeper now than it had been at nineteen. Yet there was nothing familiar in the flat, stony stare that met her own or the tight, grim line of his mouth.


Even as he looked at her with none of the warmth or tenderness she remembered, flashes of hot and cold tore through her and her stomach dove for her feet.


Get it together, she scolded herself. She’d known damn well when she decided to help with the Fuller case that she ran the risk of running into Tommy. She didn’t know if he still lived here or not—it wasn’t like she kept tabs on him. No matter how strong the urge to Google him sometimes became.


However, as his parents had lived here for generations, their sheep ranch one of the oldest in the area, their roots were so deep and so strong she couldn’t imagine them ever leaving.


Apparently Tommy hadn’t either. Maybe he’d given in to his parents’ pressure to take over the ranch.


Looking at him now, he didn’t look much like a rancher. Sure, his body was as lean and fit as it had ever been, as it would be if he did hard physical labor every day. But the boy she’d remembered as tall and lanky had packed on several inches—he now towered nearly a foot over her own five foot six inches. And judging from the way the muscles of his chest, shoulders, and arms stood out against the soft cotton of his button-down shirt, he’d put on at least twenty-five pounds, and not the kind you got from eating too much of Ike’s soft serve.


And his face… God, it had fared just as well as the rest of him. The last time she’d seen him, his nose and chin were still a shade too bold for his lean face. Now that he’d filled out, the strong, chiseled features and deep-set dark eyes that told of his Basque ancestry had created a face that, while not classically handsome, was so compelling she couldn’t imagine any straight female would be able to tear her eyes away.
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