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      Hiding in safety

      Last time I made too many mistakes, that much is clear. Now Shane and Fleur are living under the same roof—the exact opposite outcome from what I’d intended. Now it’s going to be that much harder to accomplish my goals.

      I need to break them apart in such a horrific way that they will never want to see each other again. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but it may not be avoidable.

      What other choice do I have? They’ve backed me into a corner. This was not supposed to happen.

      Shane never should have come back into the picture. But here we are, and now I have my work cut out for me. It doesn’t help that Alpha and Omega have me running errands for them. That, in addition to other new issues in my life, makes it even harder to find time to deal with Shane and Fleur.

      I’ll make time. This can’t be ignored.

      It drives me crazy how those two don’t let anything get in their way. That stupid minivan still sits in the driveway with slashed tires—thanks to yours truly—yet Fleur isn’t stuck at home. She gets around by calling for a ride on one of those apps designed for people without cars.

      They did get rid of the paint. I’m not sure when because it happened when I had my back turned. Probably when Alpha and Omega had me running one of their annoying errands. But what else can I do? If I want to take over the church one day—and I do—then I need to stay on their good side.

      I’m one of their favorites, and I need to change that to being their only favorite.

      All of this is spreading me thin. I thought Fleur would be at my side by this point.

      Shane. He needs to go down. That’s going to be harder than it sounds, because everyone is so intrigued by him now. The idiot has convinced the whole world he didn’t kill his wife and had been tortured for the last two years.

      Granted, it’s all true. But people shouldn’t believe him.

      It’s always the husband. Always.

      Apparently this time he’s the hero. He’s giving exclusive interview rights to his new girlfriend—which nobody finds remotely suspicious—and even that has garnered him more attention and praise. Reporters park themselves in front of the house, eager to get him to answer even one question.

      The whole world is literally these two. The grieving widower and the podcaster who cleared his name and was so generous to share her house with him.

      Generous! That would be laughable, except it isn’t funny at all.

      I’m going to have to do something extreme this time around. Can’t leave anything to chance.

      Nothing.

      Whatever I do needs to be both dangerous and attention grabbing. Something that can’t be ignored. It might upset Alpha and Omega, but that’s a risk I have to take.

      This is going to be my main focus. It’s the one thing that matters.

      Once Fleur is by my side, we can take over the world.

      I may have to burn down this whole town first. That might be for the best. We can rise from the ashes together and start over if we have to.

      There’s only one way for this to end—with Shane dead and Fleur with me.

      Nothing will stop me. Nobody will get in my way.

      I don’t care who I have to hurt in the process.

      People will get hurt. That’s unavoidable in order for me to get what I want. And I always get what I want.

      One way or another.
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      Wednesday, mid-morning

      I sip my coffee as Zorro runs circles around the front yard. Despite the rain and cold wind throwing wet leaves all over, my energetic pup can’t get enough of the outdoors.

      He isn’t the only one. I love the crisp wind, the fresh air. But I can feel somebody watching me. I don’t see anyone, yet I sense I’m the object of someone’s focus. Whether it’s a curious neighbor or a nefarious stranger, I can’t say. Now that Shane has moved back in, my house has even more attention than when it was thought to be a murder house.

      Now everyone knows that nobody was killed here. Emmett Wycliffe took Caroline Porter’s life at his own house and then left her body here to frame Shane, who he was torturing in the same room where he killed Caroline.

      Emmett’s on the run. It’s been four days, and no one has seen him. Not a single sighting.

      It makes me think he could be the one watching me, but he wouldn’t be so bold as to return. Would he? Not with so much focus on this place. There aren’t any reporters out front at the moment, but it’s only a matter of time until one returns.

      I think they’ve gotten bored waiting for Shane to emerge. Hopefully they’ll give up altogether.

      He spent a couple days in the hospital under observation while getting hydrated and fed. They wouldn’t tell me much since I’m not family, but I visited him as often as I could and now I’m taking care of him here.

      The wind picks up, and I call Zorro over before taking one last look around for anyone who might be watching. I can’t see anyone. Maybe it’s just my imagination. I can’t blame myself for being jumpy after everything I’ve been through.

      My pup runs over and shakes all the rain off him and onto me.

      I try to block myself, but it’s pointless. Once he’s done, I open the door and we head into the warm, dry house. Zorro runs to his water bowl for a drink, and I make my way back to the bedroom after taking off my favorite red coat.

      Shane is propped up with pillows, looking at his new phone. He can’t get enough of it after missing two years’ worth of news and events.

      I sit next to him.

      When he wraps an arm around me, he winces.

      “You have to be careful.”

      He scoots up a little. “I’m fine.”

      “Says the guy with his ribs bandaged.” I tousle his hair and get lost in his eyes—after so long, I can’t get enough of them.

      “Nothing’s broken. Just bruised.” He winces again.

      I lift an eyebrow.

      Zorro jumps on the bed and curls up next to Shane. As soon as they met, they became instant besties.

      Ding-dong!

      Shane’s brows furrow. “If that’s another reporter⁠—”

      “I’ll check. You rest.”

      He leans forward. “Let me deal with them. They won’t return after I’m done talking to them.”

      “It’s probably just Mia. She mentioned wanting to stop by with a gift. I’m sure it’s just her.”

      “Mia?” His eyes widen.

      “Don’t look so surprised—we’re friends, remember? Apparently Caroline and I have more in common than just the same taste in men. We pick the same friends, too.” I lean over and give him a quick kiss.

      “Tell Mia I say hello but don’t have the energy to visit.” He leans back and closes his eyes.

      “Good. I’m glad to see you resting. Remember that when the reporters show up.” I hurry to the front door before the doorbell can disturb him again. He has two years’ worth of rest to catch up on, and all he can think about is hunting down Emmett.

      When I peek outside, Darby stands on the porch holding a rectangular serving dish covered in foil.

      I open the door, and she gives me a wide smile. “How are you and the patient?”

      “Shane wants to get up and run around as if he isn’t recovering from two years of being beaten and starved.”

      Darby winces. “I can’t believe he was right there the entire time. Troy and I feel like we should’ve known. I mean, Emmett lives right next to us. How did we not suspect anything?”

      I take the toasty casserole and motion for her to follow me inside. “Shane thinks the room is soundproof. You probably could’ve been inside the house and not known.”

      She closes the door. “Even so, there must’ve been signs we missed.”

      “You can’t blame yourself. I went out to lunch with Emmett and had no clue. He didn’t want anyone knowing, and he was careful.” I set the food on the stove to cool.

      “We’ve been watching the house and checking our doorbell camera. If he returns, we’ll be the first to know.”

      “I have a feeling he’s going to stay far away. He admitted to killing Caroline, so he’d know coming back is risky. He has to know people are looking for him.”

      Darby steps closer and whispers, “The police aren’t.”

      “What?” I exclaim. “When they took my statement, they said it would be their top priority.”

      “You didn’t hear it from me, but they lied.”

      I’m disappointed, but can’t say I’m surprised. “Where did you hear that?”

      She inches even closer. “People at church are talking.”

      If I never have to hear about the Beacon of Truth Fellowship again, it will be too soon. However, I have a feeling I’m only going to have to deal with them all the more in light of all this.

      It doesn’t help matters that I brought attention to them on my podcast. I didn’t come out and name them, but everyone here knows exactly who I was talking about.

      I can only hope their reach doesn’t extend to cops at the state level or the FBI, should they get involved. In most cases, I wouldn’t assume that to be even a possibility. But with this group, anything is possible.

      Darby is still looking at me, clearly expecting a response.

      “There are other agencies that can take over. I’m not worried about it.”

      Her mouth gapes. “You really think so?”

      “Of course. This isn’t the nineteen-fifties. Or even the nineties, when it was so much easier for the good ol’ boys clubs to run things the way they wanted and get away with it.”

      “Well, that’s sure a relief.” She glances at her fitness watch. “I should get going. Troy can only take a short break from work to watch the girls. Do you or Shane need anything else?”

      “Other than new tires? I don’t think so. Thanks so much for bringing over the casserole. We’ll eat that up in no time. He’s already starting to regain some weight.”

      Darby smiles. “That’s great to hear. I can’t imagine what he’s been through—right next to us.” Her face turns a little green. “I can’t believe I never suspected Emmett of being up to something. He just always seemed like a normal guy.”

      “He uses his friendly smile to his advantage.”

      “That’s for sure. I’m just glad I never took him up on his offer to watch the girls.”

      I bristle. “He wanted to babysit your daughters?”

      “He said he was there if we needed him, that he wanted to be a good neighbor. It didn’t seem odd at the time, but now…” She shudders.

      “No kidding. He kept trying to get in here, but I wouldn’t let him.”

      “That’s a relief.” She glances at the time again. “I should get back, but we’d love to have you two over for dinner. Give me a call and tell me when Shane’s up for it. We’ll set up a date.”

      I resist the urge to ask if Troy will be as off-putting with Shane as with me. “Sounds like fun. We’ll definitely take you up on that.”

      “Great. I’m so glad Shane’s okay and it worked out for both of you to stay here.” She squeezes my arm before heading for the door.

      We say goodbye, then I return to the bedroom to see how Shane’s doing.

      He’s digging through the closet.

      “You’re supposed to be resting.”

      “You know me. Can’t sit still.” He steps back and gives me a sheepish expression. “Why haven’t you put your stuff in here?”

      “It’s weird being in a room you shared with someone else. I couldn’t even come in here until I replaced the bed.”

      “I noticed that was new. Why update that and nothing else?”

      “Before finding you, I’d only been here a week.”

      He nods. “Was that Mia at the door?”

      “Darby. She brought food and said they wanted to have us over for dinner when you’re feeling up to it.”

      “With Troy?” His expression is unreadable, though he seems off kilter. Not that I blame him—Troy is an odd guy.

      “I would assume, since they’re married.”

      Shane rubs his side. “I’m sure we can work something out. My main concern is finding Emmett.”

      “Forget about him while you recover.”

      His brows furrow. “I can’t do that. Not after everything he’s done.”

      “I didn’t say never think about him again. Just take some time for yourself.”

      “Not happening.” He steps back into the closet.
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      Wednesday, late morning

      Zorro tugs on the leash as we make our way down the street. After it became clear Shane had no other interest than going through the bedroom closet, I decided to go for a walk through the neighborhood.

      Thankfully there still weren’t any reporters out front—hopefully they’ve all gotten bored enough to stay away. It’s doubtful, but I can dream.

      I make my way to Darby’s street. Also Emmett’s street. I stop in front of his house and stare.

      Shane was in there the whole time. I went out for lunch with Emmett, and he knew where Shane was while acting like it was all a big mystery. He also killed Caroline.

      What else is he hiding?

      I’d expect police tape blocking his door, but the house looks untouched. That can’t be.

      This is the real murder house. Not mine—it’s only where Emmett put her to frame Shane. So, this place should be crime central.

      Except Darby told me the investigation had been shut down. Maybe never even started.

      If the local police won’t look into this, there has to be a way to get another department to come in and take over. The state police. The FBI. Somebody. Emmett killed a woman then held a man hostage for two years. There’s no way a cult can cover up all that.

      It was one thing to claim Caroline’s murder case had gone cold, but now it’s practically in a furnace. We have a confession—for all that’s worth since it wasn’t given under legal means and I didn’t get a recording of it—but I’ve told the police and talked about it on my podcast.

      People won’t ignore this now. A confessed killer is on the loose.

      Zorro whines, obviously wanting to continue walking. I could stare at Emmett’s house forever. Some authorities really should be in there tearing the place apart.

      I need to look into it. Nudge the higher ups. They might not even be aware the local police aren’t doing anything. It’s likely they already offered their assistance and had been refused. Unfortunately, real life isn’t like the movies—the FBI can’t barge in and take over the case. They offer their resources and assist in the process.

      That would certainly move things along faster.

      Zorro paws at my leg, and I relent. Standing here isn’t getting me anywhere. If I want to draw more attention to this, I need to put out another podcast episode and get people riled up. Some of my listeners are already talking about starting an online petition. I doubt that’ll hold much weight, but it’s hard to say what will catch the attention of someone who can actually do something.

      I pull out my phone and snap a picture of the house with no police activity or tape. It just looks like a run of the mill home.

      That should upset people. It needs to be swarming with uniforms.

      Zorro pulls ahead as soon as I give his leash slack. As we make our way back, I wrack my mind for ideas. My social media posts have gone semi-viral, but not enough to pick up any attention from the large media outlets.

      At home, Shane has emptied out half the closet. “Now you can move your things in there.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Of course I did. Because you didn’t.”

      I draw a deep breath. “Will you rest once I put my clothes in there?”

      “If I have to.”

      “You need to recover, Shane.”

      “Do you know how much time I spent doing absolutely nothing?” He holds up two fingers. “Two years. That’s how long I was locked in a single room.”

      “Exactly why you need to let your body heal.”

      “I can’t sit still! Not when I finally have freedom. The last thing I need is someone else telling me what to do. Okay?” He holds my gaze.

      “Hey, I get it. I’m not trying to order you around, though I can see why it’d feel that way. I just want you to recover after everything you’ve been through. I’ll give you some space.”

      Shane visibly relaxes.

      I go into the living room. I’m sure this has to be a massive adjustment for him—not only having me here in the house he used to share with Caroline, but being free after having been held captive for so long. I can only imagine how that affected him, both physically and mentally.

      After sitting at the kitchen table, I jot notes for my next podcast episode. They’ve all been short updates, released at random times. Even though I’m not being consistent at all, my downloads and listens are going up a lot. It’s hard not to refresh the stats—it’s a bit of a dopamine rush to grow in popularity like that. But I know it’s not because of me. It’s because of this case and how unique it is.

      My listenership grew when I moved into the murder house with the intention to solve a cold case. Now I’ve found a victim in the case—though some still think he’s the killer—and have let him into my house. Granted, nobody knows about our previous relationship. Not even people around here.

      Back in high school, everyone knew Shane and Lourdes were together. That was no secret—they were the ‘it’ couple, and people loved them together.

      The problem was, they didn’t love each other. Not even close. But Lourdes couldn’t get enough of the social boost that being with him brought. So when she noticed the way her boyfriend and I looked at each other, she insisted we spend more time together.

      She was actually in love with some guy who was several levels down from her socially. I’m certain part of it was the challenge—could she have a relationship with the cute and sweet kid who would kill her social standing and get away with it unnoticed? She wouldn’t even tell me or Shane who he was. I’d never seen anything give her more of a thrill than holding a secret, and this one lit her eyes like nothing else. Having a boyfriend who could destroy her entire reputation thrilled her in a whole new way. She loved danger and what held more of it for a popular teenager than the threat of losing her social standing?

      Life with my sister was never boring, and I definitely wasn’t going to complain about the time I got to spend with Shane. We were a perfect pair, fitting like fettuccini noodles and Alfredo sauce—which we each acknowledged as our favorite dish at the time.

      Looking back, I wish I’d gone to more effort to find out who the guy was. He might be the missing piece to her disappearance. But we’ll never know.

      I pull my mind back to the current day, where my podcast notes stare back at me from my phone’s screen.

      It’s not surprising that spending time with Shane again is making me think of Lourdes—oh, how she’d have loved that. She always wanted to be the center of attention, forefront in everyone’s thoughts. I know it’s terrible to think negatively of the dead, but she really would’ve loved being immortalized as she was.

      Every picture of her portrays flawless skin, no fine lines, no gray hairs to pluck. None of it. I’m thirty and already dealing with the beginnings of those things. At two years my senior, by now she would be, too. Yet Lourdes found the only way to avoid the signs of aging—by not getting any older.

      Forever seventeen.

      Her favorite photo—in the strapless teal dress with her hair cascading in perfect curls—is how most of the world thinks of her. It’s been posted and shown countless times.

      Forever young. Forever beautiful.

      Footsteps sound, pulling me from thoughts of my sister again.

      Shane gives me a remorseful glance. “Sorry for snapping at you. You didn’t deserve that.”

      I take his hand and rub his palm. “Don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t be ordering you around. You know your limits. I’m sure you’ll rest when you need to.”

      “Maybe I could use a little ordering around.” He sits next to me and intertwines his feet with mine, still holding my hand. “I can’t believe we’re back together—not to make assumptions. We are back together, right?”

      “Of course. I never thought I’d see this day.”

      “Especially after you moved across the country.” He lifts a brow.

      “You’re the one who got married.”

      “What was I supposed to do? Pine after you until my dying day?”

      “That would’ve been nice,” I tease.

      He gives me a little kick.

      “Hey!”

      We both laugh, then he leans back. “I waited a long time, hoping you’d return.”

      “I thought you’d come after me.”

      “You wanted me to follow you to the east coast?”

      “Or at least call. You didn’t even do that.”

      “If I knew that was what you wanted, I would have. In a heartbeat.”

      Regret pushes on me. All those years wasted with Ian, who didn’t care about me in the slightest. “We can’t go back in time. What was up with Caroline?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “People acted like I was her ghost every time I stepped out of the house. Either you were trying to replace me, or you have a serious type.”

      He chuckles. “Don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I knew I’d never get to be with you, but I wasn’t trying to replace you. At least not consciously. You’re the one trying to psychoanalyze me—you tell me.”

      “I’m only trying to make sense of everything.”

      “What about Ian?” Shane leans forward.

      I groan. “What about him?”

      “You two were together a long time but never married. Or did you? I’ve been out of the loop for the last couple of years.”

      “Never married.”

      “Why stay with him so long? He always seemed like kind of a loser, from what I could tell online. Obviously, he’s nothing like me.” He puffs out his chest.

      I grin. “That’s for sure. I suppose if we’re psychoanalyzing ourselves, I’d have to say I went for the emotionally unavailable guy because I was secretly holding out hope you and I would get back together.”

      Shane’s grip tightens. “Really?”

      “Yes. I couldn’t find anyone I feel half as strongly about as you. I never believed in soul mates, but maybe you’re mine. You left your mark on me, and I’ve never been able to fully move on.”

      “Same with you.” He leans closer. Our breaths mingle as our gazes lock, then he kisses me deeply.

      My heart races, and I cling to him.

      “Let’s take this to the bedroom,” he says, his voice like a purr.

      Ding-dong!

      I throw my head back. “Really?”

      “Ignore them. We have fifteen years of catching up to do.”

      “Hold on. I ordered an expensive mic. If that’s what it is, I can’t leave it sitting outside.”

      “Grab it, then we pick up where we left off.” He looks at me with hungry eyes.

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” I give him a quick kiss before leaping up and peeking outside.

      A delivery truck pulls away from the curb.

      That’s what it is—my new equipment.

      I grab the brown box and start to go back inside when something catches my attention.

      A ball of grass, weeds, and flower petals on the railing of the porch. It almost looks like it could be some kind of nest, except it’s nailed there.

      My stomach drops to the ground.

      It’s a witch’s hex. I’ve seen these used in a few of the cases I’ve researched for my podcast. There’s no doubt that’s what this is.

      Someone is sending a strong message.

      They want either Shane or me dead.

      Or both of us.
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      Wednesday, early afternoon

      Shane wraps an arm around me, and I nearly drop the package. He pulls me inside. “Are you okay? You look spooked.”

      “I… there’s a hex on the porch.”

      “A hex?”

      “Yes.” I struggle to catch my breath. “A witch’s hex. I’ve seen them in some murder cases I’ve covered.”

      “Show me.”

      After putting the box safely inside, I point to the ball of grass.

      “It looks like a bug made its home there. That’s more worrisome than a curse.”

      I resist the urge to glare at him. “When was the last time you saw an insect nail its nest to a railing?”

      “Fair point. Unless the nail was there first. Did you put it there?”

      “I didn’t.”

      He steps outside and reaches for it.

      “Stop!”

      Shane whips around with a quizzical expression.

      “You can’t touch it! It’s been cursed.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      “I’ve only ever seen them in cases where the intended target was murdered, so yes.”

      “But how many other times has someone left one of these on a house and nobody got killed? Probably many more times. You just don’t hear about them because nobody died. And you definitely don’t hear about times when people put these somewhere and nothing bad happens at all. People get rid of these and move on with their lives—just like we’re going to do.”

      I cross my arms. “It isn’t worth the risk. Caroline’s already dead, and look what you went through.”

      He gives me a knowing look. “If you’re that concerned about it, I definitely have to move it. I know how you feel about black magic. Clearly that’s what you think this is.”

      “I’m not superstitious anymore, but like I said, every time I’ve seen one of those, someone has ended up dead. I’m not taking any risks—or letting you take any. I just got you back.”

      Shane squeezes me. “How do you propose we go about getting rid of it?”

      “We can’t touch it. That’s the only thing I know for sure. I think we might have to burn it.”

      “Without moving it?”

      “I didn’t say we can’t move it. We can’t touch it.”

      “Not superstitious, huh?”

      I glare at him.

      “Just teasing.” He kisses my cheek. “Pretty sure I have something in the garage that will fit the bill.”

      That still doesn’t sit well with me. “Let’s look it up online. I bet someone posted directions.”

      “Good thinking. You look it up while I see what’s still in the garage.”

      I don’t budge, not daring to let that thing out of my sight.

      “Do you want me to search for it out here?” He shivers, having no body fat to keep him warm out here after Emmett starved him.

      “I have a better idea. Let’s go inside.”

      “If you say so.”

      We head back in, and I peek through the blinds. “I’m going to look this up on my phone while also watching the porch. Maybe whoever put this there will return.”

      “You think so?”

      “It’s worth trying.”

      “Are you going to be okay if I check the garage?”

      “I’m fine as long as we don’t touch it.”

      He gives my arm a gentle squeeze before heading out of the room.

      I hold open the blind with one hand while scrolling my phone with the other. There’s a lot of mixed information about what to do. Some people like Shane think the hexes are utter nonsense and others like me believe in burning the things, and there’s countless opinions everywhere in between. I’m going to stick with the fire. Can’t be too careful when we already have someone who wants Shane dead.

      Emmett made that clear. Whether he’s behind this or not is yet to be seen, but I’m not taking any chances. I’m also not mentioning this on my podcast. No way I’m letting whoever put that there think they’re getting to me.

      Shane returns with a skinny metal rod with a claw-like grabber at the end. “This should do the job. Where should we take it?”

      “To the backyard—but not through the house. I don’t want that thing in here.”

      “Through the gate it is.”

      We go back outside. While Shane maneuvers the grabber device, I look out for anyone who might be watching us. Can’t see anyone. Not that there aren’t plenty of places for someone to hide, including from their own home or behind a shrub or tree.

      Shane finally pulls the hex loose. It falls from the metal claw and lands on the porch. Now it’s touched two parts of our home.

      Maybe I am slightly superstitious. As long as we don’t have to walk under a ladder to burn this, I’ll be fine.

      He picks it up, again with the claw. We make our way through the side gate, then he drops the hex on a patch of dirt. “Do we just burn it?”

      “I guess so.”

      “You guess?”

      “There are no fewer than a million different opinions online.”

      “Let’s hope this works.” He pulls a lighter from his pocket. “It’s been sitting in the garage for two years.”

      I cross my fingers.

      Shane gets it to light on the second try, then he kneels down and runs the flame along the grassy hex. It takes a few moments but finally catches. He wraps an arm around me, and we watch in silence until it’s completely gone. Now only ashes remain.

      He kisses my cheek. “Problem solved.”

      We can only hope. I can’t help worry this is only the beginning.
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