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In the sleepy town of Mountain Pine, Pennsylvania, the weeks before Christmas are marred by murder and intrigue.

Everyone imagines murdering their boss at one time or another. When someone actually does knock-off the Mountain Pine’s bank president and all evidence points to loan officer, Gina Rizzo for the murder of her boss, Gina’s life goes into a nose dive. The only reason she doesn’t hear the final clink of the jail keeper’s gate is because of the man who, years ago, broke her heart. What dark secret causes the handsome solider to perjure himself and step up as her alibi?

For Marine Cole Hanson, staring down death is easier than facing the woman who stole his soul and then betrayed him. He’s committed to do what he came back to do and get the hell out Mountain Pine when evil explodes and brings the sleepy town to its knees. His gut tells him shocking events are on the arisen and witnessing his beautiful Gina handcuffed confirms his angst. To stop injustice and poke at the hornet’s nest, he willingly steps up as her alibi.  But can he defend his vulnerable heart while protecting her?

As they work side by side to learn the truth, old feelings resurface, secrets are unveiled, and guilt over the past is battled. After that, the question remains. In the presence of evil, will love survive?
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Ivan Petro lurked in the den’s shadow. He listened for David Dodd’s voice and watched Anna Dodd in the room across the foyer. His heart pumped harder, faster as the anticipation of his hunt heightened.

She was his prize.

He’d put up with so much for so long, for her.

Each time he caught a glimpse of her curves as she searched the formal living room for her husband’s pint-sized mutt, his heart sang. The Chihuahua had sunk his teeth into the cuff of his pants and had been rewarded with a swift kick.

Who the fuck named their dog Markie?

Markie now cowered under the twelve-foot Christmas tree hugging the entire arc of the winding staircase. The dog was a whimpering coward just like his master, David.

Markie was a mark, just like his owner.

Ivan scanned the house. David’s entire vanity home gleamed in readiness for his party tomorrow night—a party that most of the bank’s board members would attend.

He bit back his laughter. The men who thought they controlled David had no clue who he really owned his soul.

Well, David wouldn’t enjoy holiday festivities this year.

Ivan captured a sneeze and cursed silently against his fist. The odor of the cleanser Anna’s maid used and the magnitude of pine branches adorning every windowsill burned his sinuses. He was going to free Anna from this Goddamn bacteria-free cell and take her away from this snow-capped mountain.

His groin tightened imagining her naked body kissed by the sun beneath him.

“There you are.”

Anna’s voice snapped him from his muse.

His muscles clenched. Had Anna seen him?

He remained still, waiting.

The click, click of her heels against the tile stopped.

From his hiding place next to the bookcase, he leaned forward. Anna’s sweetheart-shaped ass strained against the woolen cloth of her long skirt as she bent over and peered under the tree.

He wanted to take her now, but he couldn’t. The girl was here.

In the family room off the kitchen Sabrina, Anna’s little girl, sang along with some kid’s video on the television.

Anna reached for the dog and he snapped at her and then raced toward the front door.

“Damn it. I don’t have time for your games today, Markie. Come here.” Anna raced after the mutt. Her blond hair whisked against her flushed cheeks as she slipped on the foyer’s quartz tiles.

Ivan stifled the amusement rising in his chest. His kitten chased the dog with the fury of a bobcat.

Yapping loudly, Markie made a dart for the stairs, but, in mid-jump, Anna hooked a finger through his collar and snatched him off the floor. She stuffed him into the crook of her arm and pinched his snout closed. “Shut up or I’ll wring your damn neck.”

Her anger made him smile.

“Mommy, you said a bad word.”

At the sound of Sabrina’s voice, Ivan jolted back into the corner.

“I know, babe. I’m sorry. I’ll put a dollar in the curse jar later.” Regret filled Anna’s tone.

What a wonderful mother she truly was. Children had to be protected from the evil of the world—until they could handle it.

“We’re late.” Anna smiled and brushed back her daughter’s bangs. “Grandma Dodd is waiting for you. Run upstairs, and brush your teeth.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

“And grab your backpack,” Anna called after her daughter, her own voice fading as she apparently moved toward the kitchen.

As soon as the patter of the girl’s footsteps ascending the stairs vanished, Ivan slipped from the den. He made his way down the hall to the laundry room located off the kitchen in time to see Anna kneel and drop the dog into its kennel.

Quickly he moved in behind her.

She stood and turned.

He captured her cry with one hand while the other circled her waist. With his body anchored against hers, he pushed her through the door which opened into the garage.

Pinning her against the upright freezer, he held his Glock a whisper away from her nose. Slats of sunlight coming through the design on the garage doors cut across her forehead and cheeks. His kitten loved when he played rough. “You will not scream. Understand?”

Dark lashes shaded her wide, green eyes while her moist lips tickled his palm, causing his blood to race. His urge to make her his now intensified, but he had to be patient.

“We must talk.” He lowered the gun to his side.

“Mommy, I can’t find my sticker book,” Sabrina’s cry came across the intercom. “I want to show it to Grandma.”

Fury lit Anna’s eyes as she struggled against his restraint. “Damn you. She’ll see you,” she cursed harshly against his relaxed hand.

“It does not matter. She has seen me before.” He released her mouth and traced a finger across her collarbone and along the V of her sweater. He saw her nipples pebble against the cashmere.

“Yes. In church. You shouldn’t be here. I told you I would meet you.” She shoved past him and pressed the button on the intercom with her manicured finger. “Look in your toy room, Sabrina. You had it in there last night.”

From behind, Ivan pressed Anna against the finished drywall and positioned his hips so she’d know what lay in store for her later tonight, when he was done with David. He brushed her shoulder length hair to the side and let his hot breath caress her neck with each word. “Plans have changed. You must listen carefully.”

“To who? You?” Her hands held his hips, and she pushed back into him.

“Yes, my kitten.” He reached around her and stroked the shaft of his Glock across her mound.

A moan of desire escaped her, sending a heated charge to his cock.

“Tell David to be at the church tonight. It is important he be there at six forty-five. No later,” he whispered between placing kisses along the cord of her neck.

“Tonight?” She twisted around to face him.

The scent of Anna’s sweet perfume, heated by her passion, rose from her breasts swelling in the V of her sweater.

Her eyes sparkled anxiously waiting for his answer.

“We wait no more. I’m going to— How do you say it?”

“You’re going to take care of David?”

It took willpower to pull his gaze from her full lips. “Da, but more. I’m going to kill the hawk and the goose with one shot. Tell him Leo wants to make sure everything is in place for the telethon.”

Her eyes widened, and she grasped his wrist. “Leo? Why?”

“He will not think anything if Leo has asked for a meeting.”

Worry dimmed the light in her eyes as they traced the tiny white scar separating the hair of his right brow. The scar she traced many times not only with her eyes, but with her lips.

“Do not worry, my kitten. In a week, the three of us, we will finally be together—far from here, where the family will never find us.”
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David Dodd’s chest expanded. “In view of the situation, I believe repossession is our only alternative.”

Wait! Gina Rizzo slid forward on her chair. What the hell was David doing? They’d discussed this file just yesterday afternoon.

Knowing she’d been lied to and screwed, she clamped her molars together and listened as he continued his speech to the bank’s board members.

“We are a business.” David emphasized his point by jabbing the table with his index finger. “We must set an example.”

Gina picked up her mug. The last thick droplets of cold coffee mingled with the taste of bitterness already coating her tongue. She mentally counted to ten.

David, no doubt, was a sharp businessman. He’d made the Mountain Pine Bank more money in the short six months he’d held the president’s position than the institution had in years, but the actions he proposed now were dead wrong. And ruthless.

She glanced around the table. The board members were nodding in agreement.

Warm air pooled around Gina like a stale void, suffocating her. She hooked a finger over the turtleneck collar of her dress while her stomach shriveled into a ball of concrete tension. She knew what she had to do. But could she?

Over the past six months, the few who had opposed David had been thoroughly chewed out by him, given their severance pay, and then escorted out the front door. She had a feeling David would’ve much rather seen them stoned.

Gina wiggled her foot, pecking her boot heel at the carpet. Did she have the guts to convince at least half of the bank’s board members that Mr. Armbuster was worth a little more time? Voicing her opinion could cost her the position of head loan officer.

What the hell! Stopping David was the right thing to do.

Gina shot from her chair, sending it wheeling back against the wall. She ignored the blush warming her cheeks and faced David. “Excuse me, Mr. Dodd.”

“We’ve discussed this matter all that we’re going to, Ms. Rizzo.”

His glare told her to sit down. She couldn’t. David had painted Marvin Armbuster as worthless and lazy. “And I thought we agreed.”

“No. You assumed.”

She hadn’t assumed anything. She’d seen David scratch Armbuster’s name off his agenda. Why had he changed his mind?

The eight men seated around the conference table shifted in their seats, some with ample effort, and their attention zeroed in on her. Rusty Roth, seated across the table, winked.

Knowing she had her friend’s support, Gina tossed her self-doubts away and with her fingertips anchored to the conference table said, “I’ve known Mr. and Mrs. Armbuster for years, as many of you have. They’re good people. Mr. Armbuster didn’t quit his job or get fired. The factory where he worked for more than twenty years closed. You all know that. Then, two weeks later, the family’s home was damaged by fire.”

“I’ve heard all this before.” David sneered. “The man is doing all the work himself to save cost and so on and so on and so on.”

Gina drew a deep breath tempering the hot anger rising from her gut. “He and his wife are only two payments behind. The mini-van is the only vehicle they have. If we repossess it, how will Mr. and Mrs. Armbuster get to work, much less run other errands? This town doesn’t have public transportation.”

“He doesn’t work. That is why his family is in a financial crisis.”

“I have every confidence he’ll find employment, she snapped back at David fully aware she was jeopardizing her career at the bank. “He’s submitted numerous applications and has been called back for a second interview for an opening position in Millerstown. However, it’ll be a month or two until the company is up and running.”

Wearing a smug I-got-you grin, David settled back in his chair and waited.

She wondered what was going through his mind.

She had to choose her words carefully. A wrong step and he’d pounce.

“And in the meantime, he’s rebuilding the damaged portion of his house, by himself.” Gina reached out to each man with her compassion. “The man works hard. The whole family is doing the best they can on Mrs. Armbuster’s paycheck and what Mr. Armbuster collects from unemployment.”

David snapped up a pen and clicked it twice, drawing the men’s attention to him again. “Let me ask you a question, Gina. Who gave you this information? Armbuster?”

“Yes.”

He chuckled. “When I decided to keep you on, I didn’t think you were so naïve? The man would tell you anything to save his ass.” David slapped the file in front of him closed and shoved it to the side.

Was that all he had?

Gina refused to lighten the anger heating her glare. “Actually, the Armbusters are my parents’ neighbors. They have been for fifteen years. I’ve seen the fire damage to their home personally.”

She revealed her checkmate smile and watched David’s color change from tanning salon bronze to a beautiful shade of holiday crimson.

While David recovered from her verbal sucker punch, she snatched the opportunity to visually grab each of the board members by the proverbial throat. “The Armbusters are long-time customers of the bank. They’re not behind on their mortgage payments. In fact, before Mr. Armbuster lost his job they were paid well ahead on both their loans.”

“That says plenty about their characters,” Rusty Roth interjected.

“Exactly,” Gina replied. The atmosphere in the conference room seemed to take a positive lift and her blood skipped through her veins.

The leather chair under David squealed as he chucked his pen onto the polished surface of the table. It pinged off his coffee cup. “You’re excused, Gina.”

Although she trembled inside, Gina refused to back away from David’s malicious glare. He was dismissing her like a servant and she didn’t appreciate his total lack of respect.

“If we have any more questions, I’ll call you,” he punctuated each word.

Rusty coughed. His slight nod toward the door indicated it was time to back off, and his wink assured he’d pick up the gauntlet.

She gathered her notepad and files into a neat pile, but before she stepped back from the table she focused on the other board members. “Gentlemen, you all know Mr. Everett hired me. Most of you stood beside him while he built this institution. He told me over and over that the individual account holders were the backbone of the bank, not the corporate accounts. Mountain Pine is still a small community. I hope you’ll consider his advice and not make a bad decision that will affect this bank’s good name.”

She picked up her files, raised her chin and met David’s glare. “I’ll be in my office.”

The moment the door clicked closed behind her Gina exhaled a curse under her breath. Bitterness singed her cheeks, feeling like she’d just faced off with the devil’s hangman.

“That good?” Lillian, David’s secretary, glanced up from her work.

David was the only bank officer ever to have a personal secretary. He’d chosen Lillian for one reason. Well, two. She was blond and stacked. Gina was sure Lillian was qualified for the job, but that probably hadn’t mattered to the man. David loved blondes. His wife was a blonde.

Thank God she was a brunette. Her battles with her boss had all been verbal and never had leaned toward the physical.

“Yeah. I was just royally dismissed. However, not before I said what needed to be said.”

“Good for you. Dodd’s in rare form today. The moment I walked in the door, he slapped on my shackle.” Lillian swung her chair around and displayed her ankle, mimicking a ball and chain attached to it. “I haven’t had my second cup of coffee, or had time to go the rest room.”

Gina pushed away from the door. “This place has changed. I miss Mr. Everett.”

“We all do.” Reverence softened Lillian’s voice. “I can’t believe the police haven’t turned up one suspect. The way he was shot down in the courthouse parking lot, in broad daylight, you’d think someone would’ve seen something. Or some fact would have surfaced.”

“You’d think so.” Gina scanned the empty hall. Everyone who worked behind the scenes in the bank was probably also chained to their workstations. She laid her files on the corner of Lillian’s desk. “Look. I have a minute, if you want to run and get your coffee, I’ll answer your phone.”

“Are you sure?” Lillian jumped from the chair. The opportunity to have a second cup of coffee had her posed for a mad dash toward the break area.

“Yes. Go. It’ll give me a chance to eavesdrop at the door.”

Lillian’s jaw fell as she dropped back onto her chair and her manicured nails gripped her desk’s edge.

“You wouldn’t. If Dodd found out, he’d fire me. He’s a huge pain in my ass, but being his personal secretary pays better than working as a clerk at the drug store or a waitress at Turner’s. I’ve got one kid in college and another starting next year.”

Looking at the woman’s shocked expression, Gina chuckled. “I’m kidding. Go before they wrap things up in there.”

She switched places with Lillian and pulled herself closer to the desk and picked up the phone. “I told David he could reach me in my office, if he needed me, which I doubt he will. I’ll just let Marge know to transfer my calls here for the next fifteen minutes.”

Lillian back-peddled down the hall. “I’ll only be ten. Thanks.”

After calling Marge, Gina spun the chair around and through the open door scanned the rich interior of David’s newly decorated office. She normally dashed by his door, so this was her first opportunity to really see the room since its remodel. It was Donald Trump posh. The morning sunlight exposed the rich character of David’s cherry desk and reflected like lasers off of two silver picture frames. The old red carpet had been replaced with a plush colonial blue pile and the synthetic scent of new carpet filled the air.

After Mr. Everett’s death, David had settled into his position as bank president and called every employee into his office one at a time and reviewed their employment file. Some had lost their jobs immediately. Most were told they needed to improve their job performance. Including her.

She’d gone from a confident, driven employee to someone who questioned her every decision. However, after working for David for more than six months, she no longer questioned herself. And, she sure as hell had her concerns about him.

David’s favorite platinum pen rested in the same spot on his desk pad it had the day of her review. Everything had a place in David’s world and everything within his office was in its place.

Seconds ticked off while chatter from the main lobby flowed down the deserted hall. With nothing to do but wait, Gina studied the tiny, barely noticeable, doodles of linked hearts penciled in the corners of Lillian’s desk pad and wondered if the widow had found a new love.

The muffled discussion coming from the conference room suddenly grew louder. Heated.

Gina checked the hallway and seeing she was alone, rolled her chair toward the door. Dodd sounded pissed and Rusty’s barely audible comments urged him on.

She grinned. How she wished she could be a winter fly on the wall inside.

Lillian’s phone buzzed and Gina nearly jumped off the chair.

“Damn.” She grabbed the chair’s arms, scooted forward and snapped up the receiver before the third buzz. “Mr. Dodd’s office.”

“Lillian, get David right away.” The woman on the other end sounded frantic.

“This is Gina Rizzo. I’m sorry but Mr. Dodd is in a meeting at the moment. May I take a message?”

“Gina who? No. I don’t want to leave a damn message. This is his wife. Get him on the phone. It’s an emergency.”

She’d met Anna Dodd once. A strawberry blonde, beautiful, built, and dressed as if she were a model for Neiman Marcus. The moment had been enough. “One minute please. I’ll see if he’ll take the call.”

“He’ll take the call.”

Gina ignored Anna’s bellow and placed the call on hold. She knocked once before opening the boardroom’s door.

Rusty was saying something about Mr. Armbuster’s community involvement. Dodd was seated with his arms sealed across his chest. His cold expression rooted her feet to the carpeting.

“I’m sorry to interrupt. Mr. Dodd, there’s a phone call from your wife.”

“Tell her I’ll call her back in twenty minutes.”

“She said it was an emergency. She sounded pretty upset.”

Dodd’s stormy eyes shifted around the table, warning the men not to make any decisions until he returned. Rising, he adjusted his suit jacket and buttoned a single button. “Gentlemen, we’ll continue this discussion when I return.”

The wiggle of Rusty’s brow told her things were going very well, for their side.

She hid her smile as Dodd rounded the table and pushed passed her, grumbling, “Where’s Lillian?”

“She ran to the ladies room.” Gina closed the door quietly behind them.

“It’s not time for her break.”

Gina lowered her gaze. “She has...”

Dodd grimaced and put his hand up. “I don’t want to hear about woman problems. I’ll take the call in my office.”

“Line two,” Gina called after him as he stalked through the threshold.

David slammed the door closed behind him with enough force to cause it to hit the jam and swing open again.

Inside the room, he grabbed the receiver and pushed the button on his phone. “What do you want, Anna? I’m in the middle of a board meeting.”

Gina backed away, slid into Lillian’s seat, propped her elbows on the desk, supporting her chin and had no choice but to listen to David’s half of the conversation.

“My cell is off. Who? Calm down. He what?”

A long silence.

“He took Markie. Son-of-a-bitch. I’ll, I’ll—”

David’s words choked.

Gina studied him over her shoulder. He stood with his back to her. His shoulders slumped like snow laden pine branches. Whatever happened had knocked the wind out of him. David Dodd was a cold-hearted man, no doubt, yet she’d thought he might actually cry.

David tilted his face toward the ceiling. “He didn’t hurt Sabrina did he?”

Another long silence.

Adrenalin surged into her system while she waited for David to order her to call 911.

“Of course, I’m worried about you, but you’re talking to me, so I assume he didn’t hurt you.”

David paced as far as his phone cord allowed.

“Okay, Anna. Okay. I hear you. Stay home. Don’t go anywhere. You understand?”

Silence.

“What did the note say?”

Silence.

“I’ll be home as soon as I meet with Leo. In the meantime, don’t say anything to anyone.” He turned. His expression hardened into the I-am-God lines Gina knew well.

Expecting him to tell her to call for help for his daughter, Sabrina, Gina rose and stepped to the threshold.

“Hold on.” David dropped the phone onto the desk and crossed the room, never letting his stormy gaze waver from hers.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t help but overhear.” Gina swallowed hard. “Is everything all right? Do you want me to call the police?”

“No, I don’t want you to call the damn police. Get Lillian back at her desk now.” He slammed the door in her face.

Gina stood, staring at the door. Why wouldn’t he want her to call the police? It sounded like someone had broken into his home and taken Markie. Whoever Markie was.

Gina slid back onto Lillian’s chair.

Leo.

No. Not someone. He said Leo.

There was only one Leo in town that she knew of. Leo Tomich, the director of Hope for Children, and she had a dinner date with him tonight.

Why was Leo at David’s house?

“I didn’t do too bad. A coffee and a potty-break in under ten.” Lillian raced up to Gina breathlessly as if she’d sprinted from the break-room. “Okay. Fifteen. I wish I could get my son to move just as fast in the morning. He wouldn’t miss the bus at least three times a week.”

“Lillian, who is Markie?”

“Markie?” Lillian’s spine stiffened like she’d received a jolt from an electric socket. The coffee she held dribbled over the mug’s lip. Her eyes darted to the closed office door. “Is Dodd in there?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, man.” Lillian quickly rounded the desk and waved for her to move out of her chair. “Is he pissed?”

“No. It’s okay. I led him to believe you had your period and really had to take care of business.” Gina moved out from behind the desk and Lillian dove onto her seat. “Do you know who Markie is?”

“Markie is Dodd’s dog.” Lillian shifted items on her desk, this way and that, a fraction of an inch. Items she hadn’t touched. “He really loves the mutt. He even has a picture of him on his desk. Why?”

“A dog.” Okay, the bits of conversation she’d heard now made sense. Had the dog attacked Sabrina and paid for his action? Knowing David, he’d have a huge, badass guard dog. “Nothing. His wife called. I guess she had a situation with the dog.”

“Anna hates the dog. She calls Dodd at least twice a week and complains about the animal.”

“Really? Why doesn’t David find another home for him?” She raised her hand. “Don’t answer. I know why.” Gina picked up her files. “I’m going back to my office. Do me a favor.”

“Sure. I owe you one.”

“If you get a chance, tell Rusty to stop by my office when he gets out of the meeting.”

“You got it.”

Gina glanced at David’s closed door. She hoped David’s daughter was okay.
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Cole Hanson stood on the town’s edge. The two-lane highway ahead which meandered between the mountain’s swells reminded him of a black snake winding its way through thick beds of pine needles, over moss covered logs and around hundred-year-old tree trunks in search of its home. Gray clouds rolling in from the north lay claim to the blue sky inch by inch and reinforced his knowledge nothing ever remained the same. The world turned. Seasons came and went. People died. Love was lost.

Part of him wished he could reverse time’s march and change the past, but he knew he couldn’t. He was the one who hadn’t stood up for himself and had been banished from this hick town. He was the one who hadn’t fought for the girl he loved, and because of his weakness had lost her.

A deep-rooted chuckle of disgust constricted his chest. Back then, he’d thought he was such a bad-ass kid, someone to be reckoned with, but in all actuality he had been nothing more than a scared kid who had taken Gina’s betrayal as something he deserved, and he had ran.

Over the years, as part of his self-preservation, he had refused to ask his best friend, Rusty, about Gina. From the little bits his friend dropped into their conversations, Cole knew she still lived in Mountain Pine, worked at the bank, and that she hadn’t married and had the six kids she’d wanted.

His eyes traced the outline of the town peeking out of the valley in front of him and he sighed. He couldn’t change what was cemented by time and shrugged off the sense of loss weighing on his shoulders. In a few days he’d be back on the path he’d set for himself years ago. Alone.

The old gas pump kicked back.

“Damn it.” Cole jumped away from the overflow splatter. He should’ve been watching what he was doing instead of thinking about the past.

His fingers chilled under the moisture, but he fought off an impulse to dry his hands on his all-weather coat. Why had he worn his uniform?

A gust filled with winter’s promise carried his answer. He wore his dress attire on the off chance he’d run into Gina. He wanted her to know she hadn’t ruined him. And after speaking to Millie, Rusty’s wife, there would be a good chance of that happening. His friend wanted Cole to meet him at the bank.

Rusty had something up his sleeve and, no doubt, Gina would be involved.

With care, Cole pushed the gas nozzle into its saddle, replaced his Jeep’s fuel cap and headed into the sadly-in-need-of-remodel repair shop’s restroom to wash his hands.

He found the men’s room located at the side-rear of the building and shouldered the restroom door open. Inside, he slapped the water value on.

“Da. I am here.” A voice boomed from behind the closed stall door.

Cole stiffened. The heavy Baltic accent wasn’t one he expected to hear in Mountain Pine.

“You take care of Leo, and I’ll take care of him and the girl? Seven. Da. No worries, my friend. I won’t be late.”

Behind the partition a toilet flushed. A moment later the peeling gray stall door swung open, and a giant who still zippered his pants replaced it.

Meeting Cole’s gaze in the mirror, the stranger’s gray eyes darkened and then an all too familiar uneasiness prickled the hair on Cole’s neck as the guy’s gaze trailed over him.

Cole waited for movement by the stranger while he finished washing the gasoline from his hands, but none came. Side-stepping away from the lone sink, he reached for the paper towel dispenser.

He expected the giant to step up to the sink, but instead the giant remained rooted in place.

“Am I in your way?”

“Na.” A smirk played on the stranger’s lips. Then he grabbed the door’s handle and left.

“What the hell was that all about?” Cole caught his confused expression in the mirror. He tossed the crinkled towel into the trash bin and hurried outside.

Parked at the side of the building, the guy’s black SUV moaned under his weight as he climbed behind the wheel. A moment later, the man peeled out of the station’s lot and headed away from the quiet little town.

Good Cole thought. His tighten gut meant the guy was trouble and he wanted none of it this week.

Within ten minutes, Cole made his way into the heart of Mountain Pine and parked down the block from the bank. He couldn’t believe he was back here, in this backwoods town.

He climbed from his Jeep, and a quick muffled horn blast sounded behind him. He turned in time to see a couple walking up Main Street wave to the driver.

Traffic still ran light through the town. The two-acre park across the street, with its meandering paths and iced-over fountain, centered the business district. The library was a tiny, one room. The post office wasn’t much bigger. The pizza shop was run by a guy name Bill. There were no Sam-marts or chain drug stores in the tiny Appalachian town.

Not much had changed since he’d been that smart-ass kid full of hate brought here by the system. He had stepped off the bus with a plan already concocted to escape from the Concern Boy’s group home. Determination to flee had festered in his belly, until he met Gina. She had made him laugh like he never had before. Gina had made living here fun.

Sorrow fell across his shoulders. That summer had meant more to him than it had her.

Why had he come back?

Because of the only person he considered family, Rusty. His best friend was worth picking his way through a mine field for. Anxious to see Rusty, Cole headed toward the bank.

The door to the old bank was new—a sharp contrast to the building surrounding its casing. Above the threshold’s arch, Mountain Pine Bank was etched deep into the granite. Its founders had meant the institution to last for centuries, and it had, for one.

Cole’s gut rolled like the waves that crashed against the cliffs of Mohair. Why was he stalling? He’d crawled through the world’s muck of hell without the slightest bit of hesitation for Christ sake.

Training and Gina.

Training was the reason he could take out Satan. Gina was the reason he stood rooted in place. Yes, it was a long time ago, but he still wore the scar across his soul.

He had to give Gina credit though. If it wasn’t for her, he’d probably be rotting away in jail today—a product of how the system helped a delinquent kid out of juvy. Gina had made him want to make something of himself. He had. He was a Marine.

He drew in a sharp breath, filling his lungs with crisp winter air in the hopes of settling his jacked-up nerves.

From inside the bank’s foyer, an elderly man pushed on the other side of the door. Cole jumped back. He hadn’t heard the old man’s first tap.

A searing white stab to his injured leg, still not quite healed, shot a reminder through his system that he couldn’t jolt his entire body weight to his right leg. He winced and immediately shifted his stance.

The old gentleman nodded a thank you as he passed by, and Cole took a double take. The man’s black hair had turned gray and thinned. His cheeks were hollow but even after twelve years, Cole recognized the restaurateur. “Mr. Turner.”

The old man stopped and shuffled a turn. Cole caught the gleam of respect in the old man’s narrowed gaze as it drifted over him. He knew it was because of the uniform he wore.

“Son, do I know you?”

He turned his head slightly to the right to hear the man better with his bum ear. “Sir?”

“Do I know you?” The man asked louder.

“Yes, sir. It’s been a long time, but I used to visit your restaurant a lot one summer while I was—” He broke off, embarrassed by his past. “Cole Hanson, sir.”

“Cole Hanson. Cole Hanson.” Mr. Turner trapped his thin chin between gloved fingers. After a few seconds, his eyes brightened as if a light bulb came on behind them, and then quickly narrowed into wary lasers. “From the group home for boys out on Baker’s farm. You were the hellion who was Rusty’s friend?”

Cole fought the urge to pull his gaze from Turner’s. His actions as a youth had cost the man hard earned dollars. “Yes, sir. Hellion is as good a word as any to describe me back then.”

Regardless of the twenty-something temperature, a bead of sweat formed under Cole’s starched collar while Turner recalled the smart-ass kid he used to be.

“I’m glad you made something of yourself, boy. You should be damn proud, serving your country.” Turner offered his hand. “What are you doing back in Mountain Pine?”

Pride swelled Cole’s chest and with dignity he lifted his chin a notch while gripping Turner’s thin hand. “Visiting. Rusty and his wife, Millie, invited me to stay with them over the Christmas holiday.”

“Very good. Rusty turned out okay too. He’s inside.”

“I was told I could find him here.”

“Come out to the restaurant while you’re home. Your dinner’s on me. Maybe we can share some war stories.”

“The meal I’d be grateful for, but the war stories are still too real.”

“They always will be, son.” Turner patted his forearm. “You have good day.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The man who owned the only full-service restaurant in Mountain Pine made his way down the sidewalk. Turner wasn’t as tall and his shoulders weren’t as broad as Cole remembered, but the old guy’s mind was as sharp as any officer he’d served under.

With renewed confidence, Cole entered the bank. Tellers to the right. None of them remotely resembled Gina.

Why did he care if she was here?

Writing shelves filled with assorted bank slips were to the left. A wooden banister separated the lobby from the rear offices.

Cole chuckled to himself. The idea that the thigh high fence would stop any criminal from entering the bank’s think tank was amusing. A woman, mid-fifties, probably a grandmother, guarded the gate. Her smile said she was customer relations.

Removing his cap and tucking it under his arm, he crossed the forty-foot lobby, fully aware heads turned. Masking the pain shooting up his leg, he kept up his pace.

Without a question, the woman’s fingers skimmed along the underside of the desk. The gate unlatched, and her smile broadened as he entered her domain.

“Can I help you?”

The silver cross she wore sparkled against the backdrop of her black sweater and reminded him there were only two churches in Mountain Pine. Everyone in town belonged to one or the other. The whole town supported both. “Yes, ma’am, I was told I could find Mr. Roth here. Rusty Roth. My name is Cole Hanson.”

Her penciled brow disappeared behind her bangs. “I believe Mr. Roth is still in a meeting, but let me check.” She picked up her phone and pushed three buttons and then studied him more. “Lillian.”

“Cole!”

The woman’s eyes darted to the right, and she held the receiver away from her ear, pointing toward the hallway.

Cole turned. Rusty, his brown skin flushed with excitement, took long strides toward him.

“You made it. It’s good to see you, man.” His friend ignored his extended hand, pulled him into an embrace and clapped his back.

Aware everyone stared at them, Cole, used to the shadows not the limelight, stiffened and pulled back. “We’re causing a scene here.”

“Who the hell cares? When I saw you in the hospital, you didn’t look too good. I’m glad you’re okay. How’s the leg?”

“Near one-hundred percent.” Cole tapped his upper thigh. He hadn’t told his friend about his flawed hearing. “Ready to get back to work.”

“I wish you’d reconsider upping.”

“Let’s not talk shop.” Cole gave a slight nod in the secretary’s direction. “We’ve got three weeks to work out my life.”

“I can do a lot of convincing in three weeks.”

“I remember.” Rusty led him toward the waiting area where Cole placed his cap next to several financial magazines, which were displayed on a table. “I stopped by the house.”

“Then you’ve seen the girls too.” Rusty clicked his fingers near his temple. “No. Right. They’re in school.”

“Millie seems happy. I guess you were right to get out and move back here. It was a good choice for you.”

“It could be for you too.”

“I don’t think so.” Cole glanced around him, noting the everyday activities of the town’s people. Nothing he did on an everyday basis over the past five years was normal. “Mountain Pine is not my idea of a retirement resort. Never was.”

“Well, we’ll throw that into our conversation too.” Rusty’s smile grew again. “Damn, it’s good to see you.”

“You too.”

Rusty’s gaze shifted beyond Cole’s shoulder and an uneasy feeling crept up his back. He turned and his gaze took in the beautiful woman who walked toward them.

“I thought you had to get back to the hardware store, Rusty.” When her gaze jumped to Cole, she stopped cold.

Cole’s heartbeat echoed in his ears like the sharp, piercing, rapid fire that had ended his career. Those eyes. He remembered them whenever loneliness slipped past his guard and grabbed him by the throat. “Gina?”

A slight, hesitant smile formed on her face.

Rusty went up on his toes. “Look who’s here.”

“Son-of-a—,” Gina said.

She almost took the words right out of his mouth. Cole took in every inch of her, starting at the leather boots she wore, which added a few inches to her five-foot-five height, and worked his way up. Gina had changed. She wasn’t the lanky sixteen year-old girl he remembered. She had a woman’s curves.

Her rust-colored dress brought out the red highlights in her mass of long curls. Curls he knew coiled tighter when wet after a late afternoon skinny-dip in Harvey’s Lake.

Gina crossed the short distance between them, holding his stare until she looked at Rusty. “You didn’t tell me Cole was coming.”

His name carried a quiver.

“I wanted to surprise you.” It was evident Rusty was enjoying the scene. The guy was practically hoppin’ in place.

“Well, you did that.”

Cole saw the rise of her breasts with an intake of air. Then, with the stark determination he remembered she met his gaze head on.

“So what brings you back to Mountain Pine? I know small town is not your lifestyle of choice.”

“That’s true. Rusty invited me for the holidays.”

Gina’s dark lashes did little to hide a flash of the storm seething inside her, and he wondered why she thought she had the right to be angry.

“Is that how you greet an old friend? Go ahead, hug the guy.” Rusty grabbed her elbow and urged her closer.
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