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        Even cowards can endure hardship; only the brave can endure suspense.
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      In the beginning, the dream is always good.

      Her hand gripping his; her scent filling his head.  Her smile.  Anticipation and joy for the night to come.

      Them, together.

      As it should have always been.

      The evening is balmy; humid and fragrant.  The electric pulse of club music ripples toward them on a salty breeze.  To the west, the sun is sinking in a ball of fiery orange-red, streaked by brilliant strands of pink and gold.  Palm fronds dance where the pavement gives way to pale white sand, whispering as the wind strokes through them.

      He can taste chocolate and hops; his belly is full, his wife is laughing, and life…

      Life is fucking good.

      The tingle whispers across his nape as they cross the street; slight, probably nothing.  He ignores the flash of awareness that immediately follows.

      Because no one would dare take him.  Not here.

      Not now.

      The Jeep’s door sticks when he opens it for her. Unusual but not surprising; it’s an old Jeep.  A creak as he closes it, and he makes a mental note to oil the hinges.

      Seagulls watch as he circles the front of the Jeep, and the tingle hardens to a bristle; the fine hair that covers his frame stands abruptly to attention. He hesitates.  And then his wife smiles at him through the glass, and he discounts the flicker of unease, intent on the invitation she emanates.

      Arrogant and thoughtless and fucking stupid.  So many signs⁠—

      He smiles back, and the dream tears like a worn piece of paper; he shimmers into ghostly being, a handful of feet from his fate. Even knowing the words are futile, he begins to scream.

      Stop.  Stop!  Get her out.  Don’t go forward—go back.

      Go the hell back!

      It’s wrong—all wrong—you saw the signs, pay attention, know—KNOW—don’t open that goddamn door⁠—

      The Jeep’s handle is warm from the fading sun; he thinks nothing of taking it in hand.  Of pulling open the door of the vehicle that will take him home, where he will pull his lovely wife beneath him and⁠—

      Click.

      The explosion is instant, ignition so quick there is nothing but sound—a deafening blast and a shock wave so violent it shatters bone.  His eardrums perforate; her scream is soundless as he is launched like a rocket across space and time only to crash abruptly back to earth, his body bouncing over the unforgiving concrete like a stone skipping across water.  His ears ring; his head throbs.  Blood fills his mouth.

      Debris pelts him as he skids to a stop; smoke clogs his throat.  Her face is burned into his mind’s eye; that brief, horrific instant of realization.  And then…flames.  Eating her up.

      He rolls over, his heart ready to burst, adrenaline like acid in his blood.  Ready to leap into action, to save her…only to realize there is nothing left of his right leg but jagged bone and charred flesh connected by only the tiniest sliver of tendon.  For a moment, he feels nothing, as if his mangled femur and disintegrated kneecap belong to another; as if the blood spilling out around him is being pumped from someone else’s veins.

      But he tries.

      To roll onto his good leg, to get it beneath him, to fucking stand up.  But his brain is churning in his skull, and his arms are numb, and his good leg—the only one left—won’t work.  He fights to drag himself to her, but nothing is cooperating, and he can only lie there and watch her burn, smoke acrid on his tongue, his blood a thick, deep, pool in which he hopes he will drown.

      God willing.

      Because the Jeep is black smoke and hungry white flame, and he can’t see her, he can’t hear her, but he knows—he knows—she is in there—just as he knows this is his fault.

      His arrogance.  His stupidity.  The unforgivable certainty of his ability to keep her safe, protected from the realities of his existence.

      She is burning because of him.

      The pool of blood grows deeper, but it isn’t enough.  He has no desire to survive this atrocity.  He is prepared to go—has always been prepared to go—but she isn’t like him.  She is good and strong and true; she brings hope and light and love.

      While he brings only death.

      She has saved him a million times.  From war; from apathy.  From himself.  Tempted him into trying.  Enticed him into believing.

      Seduced him into living.  To live…as she burns.

      Murdered right in fucking front of him.

      As he imagined taking her home to bed, someone watched and waited, breathless with anticipation.  He knows; he can feel them.  Still watching.  Still breathless.

      Hungry for his pain.

      He should want revenge; to survive so he can peel away their skin and splinter their bones; make their world bleed red.  Burn it to fucking ash.

      As his now is.

      But he doesn’t care.  There is no part of him that would sacrifice death for life in search of vengeance.  To avenge her means he must survive.  Without her.  And that is not something he is prepared to do.

      The river of blood that streams away from him is a relief.

      Be with her.

      There is no other option: he will not survive without her.

      Fate could not be so cruel.

      Could it?

      A thought he cannot bear; he turns it aside, tells himself, soon.

      Soon.

      The Jeep burns.  She burns.

      And he watches.
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      I’m being watched.

      Wynn Owens did her best to ignore the heavy weight of the stare that tracked her as she made her way through the collection of booths that lined the Superior County fair building.  Her neck prickled as she surveyed the goods for sale: Mr. Glenn’s raw honey, Mrs. Baker’s ceramic pigs, and old Hanley Jenkins’ homemade salsa.  Organic herbs, fresh cheese, free-range eggs.  A collection of fruits, and berries, and homegrown vegetables.  There was even a booth with fresh fish and an earthy array of wild mushrooms.

      The sight gave her a pang.

      “Next year,” she consoled herself.

      Because stupid birds.

      Greedy and voracious, the raucous black starlings had decimated her yield.  Her apples, and cherries, and sweet, crisp pears.  Heartless vultures.  It wasn’t like there wasn’t enough to go around, or that she begrudged them an easy meal.

      But come on.

      Then, unexpectedly, a red-tailed hawk had appeared.  Two days later, its mate had arrived—and together, they’d made a meal of the starlings.

      “Circle of life,” she’d told the pile of feathers left behind.

      She hadn’t exactly celebrated—death always made her sad—but she had taken heart that her fruit might make it to, well, fruition.  And beyond that, the hawks’ presence was evidence that—finally—the land was beginning to heal.

      Nine long years of fighting blight and pests and leaching toxins out of the soil; of composting and growing field cover and coaxing life from the earth had finally begun to pay off.  This year, there would be plenty of food, and, if she was very lucky, some to sell as well.

      Her heart fluttered at the thought.

      Not just because it meant extra money—which was always welcome—but because it meant success.

      The farm had recovered.  Without fertilizer; without pesticide; without eradicating wildlife.

      It could be done.  Sustained.  And profited from.

      “Shove it up your arses, Superior County Farming Association.”  She punched the air.  “You can suck it!”

      Because she’d done what every farmer in the valley had told her was impossible: she’d turned a barren, overworked, and lifeless patch of ground into a thriving, diverse ecosystem that maintained and enriched the food she grew.  The soil was rich and black; the trees were thriving; the wildlife had started to return. And while she’d had to ride out a long transition—one that tested the limits of both her patience and her hope—the wait had been worth it.  Watching the land reawaken had been a profound experience, one that mended places inside of her she hadn’t known were broken.

      It also provided a much-needed stock of food that was growing more bountiful every year.  And the purpose and joy it gave her elderly tenants…well.

      “Priceless,” she declared and turned down the next long row of booths, acutely aware she was still being watched.  The gaze that followed her was unwavering and intent.

      But Wynn refused to look.

      Don’t do it.

      No matter the temptation.

      She passed fresh pastries and jams but stopped to consider a collection of delicate handmade chocolates.

      They looked…like celebration.

      And didn’t she deserve some festivity?  Not just her—everyone who lived at the Owens Boarding House had worked tirelessly to make the farm a success. Even Jenna, her fourteen-year-old sister, had given up afternoons with friends and after-school events to shovel manure and dig planting beds. This victory belonged to them all.

      “Thank you, Fran,” Wynn whispered, a deep and painful ache in her chest.

      If only you’d lived to see it.

      Life was nothing if not a consistent kick to the face.  That her aunt had not survived to witness the germination of the seeds she’d planted so long ago was profoundly unfair.

      Fran hadn’t gotten the chance to taste the fruit or harvest the corn; she’d never had the pleasure of thrusting her hands into that rich, silky soil.  She’d never⁠—

      “Don’t ruin it,” Wynn scolded herself.

      But old hurts died hard deaths.  Many years had come and gone since her jagged, dark and—let’s face it—fucked up childhood, and yet still, there were nights when she awoke cold with sweat, her heart a drum in her chest, certain she had to run.

      Run!

      Even though those days were long gone.

      Missing Fran was like that—no matter the bounty, all Wynn felt was loss.  And that made her angry.  So angry.  That the beauty and richness of today could be soured and undone by the ugliness of yesterday was infuriating.

      “Looking back just points you in the wrong direction,” she reminded herself.

      And then snorted, because motivational poster, much?

      That Fran had suffered so badly before she’d died—so much so that she’d chosen to pass before her time—didn’t help the healing.  Or the forgetting.  Or the moving forward.

      Not that Wynn could blame her.  There was mercy in letting go.

      Even if it hurt like hell.

      “Stop it,” she ordered.

      Because her grief would change nothing; it would just undermine her joy in this accomplishment.  And she deserved a little joy.

      “A butt load of joy,” she decided.

      Abandoning the chocolates, she moved on.

      The gaze watching her refused to waver, like a fiery beam of x-ray vision burning a hole into the back of her head.  But she resisted the urge to look.  Instead, she turned down the next row of booths.

      Hand-painted scarves…homemade lotions…stamped leather bags…there.

      Buck Ferris and his impressive collection of Damascus steel.

      The best bladesmith in Superior County, no one could match the quality of Buck’s work.  Everything from hatchets and short swords to daggers and the finest kitchen knives decorated his booth, but Wynn was in search of more delicate fare.

      She had two of his pieces: a sweet, serrated hunting knife, and a tactical edge he’d given to her when she turned sixteen, the latter of which she was never without.

      Another remnant of her childhood: her love of steel.

      Or maybe just her love of survival.

      “Wynn?  Is that you?”

      Aw, crap on a cracker!

      Which was not, Wynn knew, the response the man who suddenly stood behind her was going for.  A fact he’d made clear—more than once.

      Crap!

      She had zero desire to deal with him.  All of those fragile male feelings took too much stinking effort; men were exhausting.  But blatantly ignoring him would be inexcusably rude—even for her.  So she made herself turn and look at him.

      “Hey,” Eric Henry said and smiled.

      It was a nice smile, friendly and warm; it really shouldn’t have annoyed her.

      “Hey,” she replied reluctantly.

      Then she continued toward Buck.

      Maybe Eric wouldn’t⁠—

      He followed.  Tall and broad, with coal-dark hair and glinting blue eyes, he was handsome, she supposed.  If you went for that sort of thing.

      She didn’t.

      “It’s been a while,” he said.

      Not really.  Less than a year, since she’d walked into the Department of Natural Resources office where he worked and picked up a firewood permit.  He knew that; he’d issued it to her.  Along with an invitation to dinner, which she’d politely declined.

      Eric was a decent human being. She’d had biology with him in ninth grade, and he hadn’t wanted to dissect a frog any more than she had.  But that didn’t mean she cared to date him.

      She didn’t care to date anyone.

      “How’s everything going?” he asked.

      She stopped in front of Buck’s stand. “Fine.”

      “So what have you been up to?”

      A sigh escaped her.  She shrugged.  Buck approached, his long red beard filled with silver beaded braids, his thick fingers smudged with black.

      “Winifred,” he said with his customary lack of inflection.

      “Buck,” she replied.

      He spared Eric a glance and then ignored him. “What do you need?”

      “A filet knife.”  She looked down at the array of finely honed blades spread across the counter of his booth.  They were beautiful, dazzling, and deadly.  “But I need something with a wider handle.  It’s for Earl, and his grip isn’t what it used to be.”

      “I can make you one if none of these work,” Buck said.

      “His birthday is next week.”

      Buck only folded his arms across his chest and shrugged.   He was a giant of a man, with a thick neck and arms heavy with muscle.  His red hair was cropped short; a fine spray of freckles covered his alabaster skin.  Clad in a Packers sweatshirt and a matching beanie, his coveralls were scuffed and stained.  There was nothing soft in him. His manner was gruff, his pale green eyes were hard, and he seemed much happier in the company of his forge than people.

      But Wynn had known him a long time.  Buck’s mother had been Fran’s best friend, and he knew far more about Wynn than she liked anyone knowing. Which would have annoyed her if he was normal.  But he wasn’t.  Like her, he was an odd duck in a pond full of swans. Which made her far more tolerant—and besides, Buck never trespassed.  He didn’t gossip or prod or poke his nose where it didn’t belong.

      And they’d always been—if not friends—friendly.

      “I can do something with a wide walnut handle,” he said.  “You want the blade a little wider, too?”

      “No, just the handle.”  Wynn eyed him.  “How much?”

      Another shrug.  “We can trade.”

      “Sweet.”  Because the barter system was much kinder to poor folk—of which she was one—than the financial system was.  She could almost always find something to trade; she couldn’t always find cash.  “Thanks.”

      “What kind of trade?” Eric wanted to know.

      They both ignored him.

      “I’ll get to work on it in the morning,” Buck told her.  “I’ll bring it by when it’s ready.”

      “Perfect,” she said and smiled.  “I really appreciate it.”

      He only nodded curtly.  Then he gave Eric a black look and turned away.

      Which cracked Wynn up.  Buck knew she was never unarmed; he’d made the blade she carried.  Still, she appreciated the thought.

      It was nice to know someone cared.

      “What kind of trade?” Eric repeated, his tone hardening.

      Annoying.  And presumptuous.  And why he was always a pain in her rear end.

      She sighed and made herself look at him.  Again. “See you around, Eric.”

      Then she moved to step around him.

      He planted himself in her path like a stubborn weed.  “Why do you always blow me off?”

      Because, no.

      Surely it was obvious?  She was nothing if not obvious.

      Still, she strove for patience.  The hair at her nape was bristling beneath the force of the unrelenting stare that remained locked on her.

      So intense and resolute.

      Determined.  She had to kind of admire that.

      No, you don’t.

      “I’m not going out with you,” she said bluntly.

      Eric blinked and looked annoyed.  “I didn’t ask.”

      “You want to.  I can tell.  But I’m not…”  She waved a vague hand.  “I’m not her.”

      “Her who?”

      “Her.  The one you date.  The one you marry.  Babies and birthdays and…and all that gobbldeygook.”

      He stared at her for a long, silent moment.  Then a slow smile spread across his face and alarmed her.

      “So it isn’t because you don’t like me?” he asked.

      “I don’t like anyone,” she told him honestly.

      The smile grew.  “I’ll have to see what I can do about that.”

      Balls!  Why did words never work with him?

      She looked him up and down; a good looking guy with decent taste in clothes and—she had to admit—a fantastic smile.  “What’s wrong with you?”

      His brows rose.  “What do you mean?”

      “Look at you.” She waved another hand.  “Why aren’t you taken?  The girls in town aren’t exactly picky.  No offense, but if you were a keeper, one of them would have sealed the deal long before now.”

      For another drawn moment, he only stared at her. Then he began to laugh.  It was a pleasant laugh, husky, and deep.  Inviting.  And he smelled like pinecones.

      Still.  Because, no.

      “I have a cow to milk,” she told him. “Later.”

      Then she walked around him before he could protest.

      “Wynn,” he said.

      She ignored him.

      “I will see you later,” he called.

      She didn’t reply.  Instead, she strode toward the door, hyper-aware of the eyes searing into her.

      She could feel them.

      No.

      Don’t even think about it.

      Past the organic peanut butter, the fresh arugula, and spring peas.  Past the sweet corn and dark red cherries.

      You can’t afford him.  You know better.

      One hundred percent fact.  Unarguable.

      So you just keep walking.

      And then he made a sound—a soft, forlorn wail that pierced the deepest part of her.

      Maybe he needs you.

      Maybe you need him.

      Maybe—

      “Oh, for the love of Pete!”  She slapped a hand against her forehead and halted.  “You’re an idiot.”

      Another unarguable fact.

      Still, she felt herself bending.  And it felt good to bend.

      To reach back.

      She sighed. Unable to help herself, she turned back toward him.

      Idiot, she thought again.  But as she grew closer, the gaze boring a hole into her widened.  Grew hopeful.

      Desperate.

      And Wynn knew desperation; it had been her sole companion for years.

      Another sigh.  She stopped in front of a booth filled with homemade rag dolls.  An old cardboard box sat on the counter of the booth, surrounded by handmade Raggedy Anns.  From within the box, a tail began to thump.  The eyes watching her grew almost feverish.

      “How much?” she asked, pointing at the box.

      The girl who stood in the booth shrugged.  “Free.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s the runt.  Nobody wants him.”

      Human nature never failed to dishearten.  The assumption that people were somehow superior to the millions of other species on the planet was profoundly stupid, and yet it seemed like a belief most of the population ascribed to, no matter the evidence to the contrary.

      “I’ll take him,” Wynn said.

      “Go for it,” the girl replied, looking bored.

      More thumping tail.  The dog stood up in the box, wobbly and malnourished.  His coat was dull and thin, his spine a stark ridge of bony beads pressing against his skin.  An odd mixture of German shepherd and something else, something with spindly legs and a weird little tail.  But those amber eyes…

      They glowed.

      Wynn lifted him out of the box.

      Too light; skin and bones in her hands.  A wild, ecstatic heartbeat and a wet tongue.  And…phew.  Stinky.

      But that was easy enough to fix.

      Another mouth to feed.

      But the farm needed a new sheepdog; it had been almost six months since Jesse died of old age.  If this little guy got tall enough, he would fit the bill.  And if he didn’t⁠—

      Well, he was hers now.

      Just freaking brilliant.

      But she wasn’t sorry.

      So what if her biggest weakness was that she couldn’t pass by something in need?  That no matter how abrasive her edges, inside she was soft, gooey mush?

      Let someone call her on it.  She’d kick their stinking ass.

      The pup licked her cheek.  Whined in her ear.  Made her eyes burn with his stench.

      Now, this is a celebration.

      She turned and took him home.
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      Sheriff Beau Greystone stared at his computer screen, the peppermint mocha latte he’d had an hour earlier souring in his stomach.

      Stupid coffee wannabe.

      Not something he would have ever ordered, nor something he would have ever consumed, had it not been brought to him by his Aunt Velma, a willful and wily woman with whom one did not argue.

      But now he regretted it because his belly was churning.  Or maybe that was just the scene playing out before him.

      Goddamn bank robbery.

      What the hell had he been thinking, agreeing to come back to this town?  To sign on to Velma’s crazy write-in campaign for Sheriff?

      Because the worse he would have to deal with was missing livestock and the occasional drunk?

      You’re an idiot.

      It was no less than he deserved.

      His life had effectively ended three years ago.  Taking this job had been a futile attempt at purpose.  Going through the motions to pacify family who were scared shitless he was going to wake up one morning and decide to eat the end of his Glock.

      Not that he hadn’t considered it.

      Every single fucking day.

      But breathing was penance, and no matter how it grated, it would never be enough to earn him absolution. He deserved every painful moment of his existence.  And if he’d thought purpose might yet be possible…well.  All he’d done was saddle himself with duties and responsibilities and accountability he didn’t particularly want.

      But the people of Superior County deserved more from their new Sheriff than apathy.

      No matter how much of a pain in the ass it was.

      A goddamn bank robbery!

      The figure on screen, who held an ancient .45 in a grip besieged by violent tremors, was stooped, stick-thin, and moved at a rate of speed easily overtaken by a herd of turtles.  When the bank teller asked him if he wanted her rolls of quarters, too, he’d had to cup his ear and yell, “What’s that?” three times before he’d heard her.

      He wore a long black Dover, cowboy boots, a wide-brimmed straw cowboy hat, and a red and black bandanna that covered everything but his eyes.

      “Shit,” Beau muttered and rubbed a hand down his face.

      Eight grand and some change.  Hardly worth ending up in the pen.

      What the hell was the old fool thinking?

      Earl Randall Barry, age seventy-three.  Vietnam vet and former Army sniper.  He’d spent his time after the war working a mixture of odd jobs: used car salesman, fishing guide, cattle wrangler.  He had one arrest for public intoxication and thirteen speeding tickets under his belt.  And last year, he’d taken out the Blossom Hills Post Office sign after having his eyes dilated.

      There was nothing on the screen to give Earl away—other than his obvious lack of youth.  No, the old man had managed to drop his grocery card on the floor of the bank—the one that had his name and address on it, which he used for discounts at Eckhart’s Grocery—and if that wasn’t enough to tie him directly to the crime, there was all the blood he’d left behind.

      A trail of bright red drops that led from the teller’s booth right out the front door, where they abruptly stopped.  Beau didn’t know why Earl was bleeding, but he was pretty sure—if he got a court order for the old fart’s blood—it would match.

      Cows and drunks.

      Sure.

      By all rights, he should just go arrest Earl Barry and get it over with.  But…well, shit.

      What the hell was the old rascal doing?

      Because it made no damn sense, and it was up to Beau to get answers.  He had a job to do, one that required more than just a cursory nod at enforcing the law.  The people who’d elected him deserved better than a checked-out Sheriff who didn’t give a damn about their town.

      Even if that pretty much summed him up.

      But he’d never done anything by half-measures.  He wouldn’t start now.

      It wasn’t their fault he’d never expected to win the election.  That he hadn’t even bothered to protest when Velma brought it up because he’d been certain he had a snowball’s chance in hell of walking away the winner.

      But he’d severely underestimated Velma’s determination and astute political acumen.  And the price for that had been success.

      Jesus Christ.

      Beau sat back in his chair and rubbed his aching thigh.  It hurt like hell.  The explosion that had killed both his wife and his desire to keep breathing had also ended his days as a fully functioning human being. Between the surgeries to put him back together, the skin grafts, the steel rods, the pins, and screws and titanium plates, there wasn’t much left of his leg but a long, twisted length of scar tissue—tissue that ached and throbbed and burned every moment of every day.

      He couldn’t run; he couldn’t jump.  Some days, he could barely walk.

      More penance.

      Permanent disfigurement and chronic pain.

      Again, no less than he deserved.

      He’d hoped leaving behind the humidity of Miami would lessen the pain, but the weather everywhere had gone to hell in a handbasket, and there was so much moisture currently in the air that storms churned over the Blossom Hills valley in a never-ending cycle, a constant, extreme fluctuation in barometer that only inflamed his leg.

      Not that it mattered.  Staying in Florida had never been an option.

      He’d spilled far too much blood.

      And even though much of it had never been tied to him, both those he’d hunted, and his former employer, knew full well who was dropping cartel boogeymen like flies.

      They’d feared him.  And for a while, it’d been enough.  Bloody hands and an empty soul; hunting purely for the kill.

      Drowning in death had felt good.

      But then⁠—

      You dishonor yourself—and her memory—by painting it in blood.  Do you even realize that?

      He hadn’t.

      Not until the cousin he’d grown up with, probably the only person left in the universe Beau trusted other than Velma, had been brave enough—or maybe stupid enough—to point it out.

      She wouldn’t want this, Beau.

      The words had cleaved him in two.

      Marie, sweet, gentle, loving Marie would’ve been sickened by the blood he’d shed to avenge her death.  In the beginning, he hadn’t wanted revenge; he’d wanted death.  But fate had cheated him, and when faced with waking anew each day to a life he didn’t want, he’d turned to the only other path that remained: making someone pay.

      So they’d paid.  Not like he had, and not nearly enough, but they weren’t walking around breathing anymore.

      And sometimes a man had to take what he could get.

      Beau would’ve gone on killing everyone involved in turning his life to ash—happily, without remorse, deadened to everything and everyone else—if Tristan hadn’t appeared on his doorstep one day and beaten the homicidal asshole out of him.

      Logic and reason hadn’t done it; nor had threats.  No, it had taken fists, he and Tristan going at it no holds barred like the wild, stupid kids they’d once been.  They’d trashed his apartment, destroyed his furniture, and both broken bones.  But in the end, Beau had acknowledged that his cousin was right.

      Marie’s memory deserved better. And delivering death was no way to live.

      So he’d reluctantly agreed to return to Blossom Hills, the small town in which he’d spent the latter half of his childhood, up until he joined the service at eighteen.

      He was going to make a fresh start.

      God help him.

      And now he found himself with a badge on his belt—again—and the problems of many now solely his.

      First and foremost, Earl Randall Barry, Blossom Hills bank robber.

      Edward Duggar, the man who owned the bank Earl had robbed, was biting at the bit for an arrest.  Even though it was a measly eight grand, and even though he was fully insured.  But Edward Duggar, Beau had decided, was a dickhead.

      He’d met with Duggar immediately after the robbery, and Duggar’s insistence that he “get the job done” hadn’t gone over well with Beau, who’d never had a problem getting any job done.  And it had only served to feed Beau’s reluctance to simply slap the cuffs on Earl Barry and process him without first figuring out what the hell was going on.

      He might be a brooding, moody bastard, but he still, apparently, had a heart and a goddamn sense of decency, and he had no particular desire to see an old man go to federal prison for stealing what amounted to—in bank robbery terms—chump change.

      The mystery of it intrigued him, and Beau hadn’t been intrigued by anything for a long, long time.  In the years he’d spent with the DEA in Miami, the cases had all been clear-cut, no puzzles to solve, no agendas to uncover.  Every crime had been about profit, nothing more.

      But this…what was this about?

      He rubbed at his head, which was beginning to ache.  He looked down at the address he’d scribbled onto a piece of scrap paper and sighed.

      Owens Boarding House, 785 Chokecherry Lane.

      He could take a drive out there.  Talk to Earl.  See if maybe he couldn’t get a confession.  At least then he might be able to work something out with the DA, some kind of plea deal that would keep the old guy from having to spend what was left of his life in the state penitentiary.

      It would be better than just showing up and cuffing him.

      Trying.  It would be trying.

      And that was something he didn’t do much of anymore—another thing that would have to change with his new occupation.  Because he still had some fucking standards.

      Doing the right thing had to be one of them, no matter how much it burned his ass.

      For years, Marie had been his moral compass, especially after Iraq and Afghanistan, when he’d come home and not given a damn about much of anything.

      She’d dragged him into the light.  But then she’d gone, and the darkness had returned.

      Now, if he wanted the light, he had to step into it.

      Freely.

      A far more fitting memory than blood, and death, and dishonor.

      “Shit,” he said again, defeated by his own damn head.

      He grabbed Earl’s address, stared at it.

      Then he pushed painfully to his feet and went to do the right thing.
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      “Winifred, dear?  There’s a man on the front porch.  Perhaps you should comb your hair.”

      Since she needed a man like she needed a hole in the head, Wynn ignored that rather pointed observation.  Never mind that she was trapped beneath the kitchen sink, wrestling with a crescent wrench, which made grooming impossible—and completely useless.

      Stupid crescent wrench.

      What she needed was a proper pipe wrench.  But she didn’t have a proper pipe wrench, and she didn’t have the money to purchase a proper pipe wrench.

      The crescent should work.  Please?

      “Wynn?”

      Crap!

      “I’m in the kitchen,” she yelled.  “Deal with it.”

      “Should I let him in?”

      “I don’t care!”

      “Are you sure?  He appears quite…potent.”

      Wynn fought with the wrench.

      “I really think you should⁠—”

      “Esmeralda!”  For the love of Pete.  “He’s probably here for the room.”  She braced herself against the interior wall of the cabinet and cranked on the wrench.  “Just let him in.”

      “If you say so, dear.  I daresay you’ll be sorry.”

      The wrench moved—a quarter of an inch.  The musty scent of mildew filled Wynn’s senses and tickled her throat; sweat poured down her back. The tight space made it impossible to get any leverage, and the sad truth of it was, she was getting nowhere fast.

      Pipe 1, Wynn 0.

      So it was only fitting that her new tenant would show up a day early.  Before the room was ready.  While she was ankle-deep in a DIY plumbing project at which she was failing miserably.  When she looked like she’d just crawled out of a city sewer.

      Which, really, was just par for the course.

      Welcome!  Are you comfortable with disaster and chaos? Can you deal with nosy, forgetful, meddling housemates who rarely turn off lights and sometimes set fires?

      She pulled desperately on the wrench.  Please come off, you stinking thing.

      Because she couldn’t afford to hire someone to take it off.  Even with a new tenant and the extra cash the farm was producing, it was going to be tight this month.   Scraping by…also par for the course.

      But it wasn’t anyone’s fault.  Certainly not poor Mr. Sanders, who obviously hadn’t meant to die.  He’d passed peacefully in his sleep over a month ago, and she could hardly blame him for having done so, no matter the financial hole it left her in.  That his death made her sad, and she mourned him, wasn’t something she much focused on.

      There was always too much else to do.

      She sighed and swiped her hand across her brow, leaving a streak of grime and several strands of sherry colored hair plastered to her forehead. Beowulf the Runt watched curiously from where he sat beside her, his head tilted in question.

      “I’ve got this,” she told him.  “Really.”

      She knew what she was doing; she had a plan.  She just needed to get the dumb thing apart⁠—

      “…a beautiful day, don’t you think?  Winifred is just through here…I’m afraid we’re having some trouble with the pipes.  But Winifred is very handy…and really, quite lovely.  Don’t let those manly overalls fool you.”

      Wynn gripped the wrench, gritted her teeth, and pulled.

      “Winifred?”

      Her hands slipped off the wrench and it gave, releasing from the pipe. It bounced off her ribcage and slid down to clatter against the floor of the cabinet.  “Aw, crap!”

      Beowulf barked in agreement.

      “He’s…it’s the Sheriff, dear.”

      Wynn sat up automatically; her head slammed into the bottom of the porcelain sink, and she snarled.

      “Winifred?”

      The Sheriff!

      The beer-bellied, tin-star wearing, evil incarnate bastard who’d killed her mother over a decade ago.

      Here, now.

      Her heart stopped, and for a long, motionless moment, she didn’t move.

      Couldn’t move.

      “Did you hear me, dear?”

      “I heard,” she whispered.

      She picked up the crescent wrench and stared at it.  Her heart burst to life and began a too-fast, too-hard tattoo; blood roared in her skull.  She felt sick.

      “Are you coming out, dear?”

      It wasn’t a good idea.

      Because what was to stop her from beating the Sheriff to death with a crescent wrench?

      Nothing.  Nothing at all.

      She fought the surge of adrenaline that poured through her.

      No.  It’s over.

      Done.

      You need to let it go.

      But she never had and never would, no matter the futility of holding on.

      Justice, Wynn had learned, was for the wealthy.  Not for people like her, or her mother, whose life had been erased with the stroke of an official pen.

      Seeking it now would only destroy all that she’d built.  All that she’d sacrificed for.

      All that Fran had sacrificed for.

      So she counted slowly to ten.  And prayed a little.

      Beowulf whined softly as if sensing her chaos.

      You’re grown now.  He can’t hurt you anymore.

      But it wasn’t herself with which she was concerned.

      “Winifred?”  Esme sounded worried.  “Are you alright?”

      No.  But she had responsibilities.  People who relied on her not to murder the local sheriff and end up on death row.

      So she would have to deal.

      Forward, not back.

      “Stupid,” she muttered and forced herself to wiggle out of the cabinet, wrench in hand.  She told herself to put it down, but the child who’d watched her mother die refused to let go.

      “Ms. Owens?”

      The unknown voice made her blink, and she looked up, startled to find a stranger standing next to Esme.

      This was not the Sheriff.

      The man who towered over her bore no resemblance whatsoever to Jasper Hatfield.  He wore no uniform, carried no obvious weapon, and sported no tin star.  Just worn jeans, cowboy boots, and an obnoxiously bright Hawaiian print shirt that was so busy, she felt dizzy looking at it.

      So she just sat there for a minute, staring at him.

      “Are you Winifred Owens?” he demanded and stared back at her.

      He looked…angry.  Dark and stormy and dangerous; the walking antithesis of his cheesy, cheerful shirt.

      “Who wants to know?” she retorted, eyeballing him.

      Her hand flexed around the wrench, and his gaze—which was startling, brilliant lime green—caught the movement and narrowed.

      “Beau Greystone,” he replied, his voice rough and deep and unmistakably grim.  “Sheriff of Superior County.”

      Wynn could only arch a brow.  “Congratulations?”

      He frowned, and it made him look even more sinister.  Which was kind of a shame.  Because he was beautiful in a rough, scary kind of way.  Like a mountain was beautiful.  Or a storm.

      Or a lightning bolt that shot from the sky and cooked you to a crisp.

      Beowulf growled softly, his amber gaze narrow on the giant who hovered over them.  Wynn stroked a hand over his bony back.

      Good boy.

      “Winifred,” Esme admonished, her Mississippi accent gently scolding and ice sharp in a manner only Southerners ever accomplished.  “Don’t be rude, dear.”

      “Where’s Hatfield?” Wynn demanded, ignoring her.

      The new Sheriff of Superior County had cold eyes, a hard mouth, and lines etched deep into the carved planes of his face.  He shifted as he stood there, the muscle that lined his jaw taut, and she realized abruptly that he was in pain.  Oh, you couldn’t see it, not unless you knew what it looked like.  But Wynn knew.  She’d lived with people in some form of pain her whole life.

      Sympathy should have stirred, but didn’t.  Probably because he was looking at her like she’d crawled out from under a rock.

      “Jasper Hatfield is dead,” the new Sheriff said.

      Again, she blinked. A wild, chaotic mass of emotion burst within her, and she laughed.

      “Oh, dear,” Esme said and shook her head.

      “Dead,” Wynn repeated, smiling broadly.  She couldn’t help it.  Hatfield was dead and gone.  RIP—not.  “Hot damn!”

      Beowulf’s odd little tail thumped against the linoleum.

      The new Sheriff leaned down over her.  He looked like he ate nails for breakfast.  “Sheriff Hatfield died in the line of duty.”

      Good.

      It almost escaped.  But a set of dog tags suddenly tumbled from the neckline of the new Sheriff’s horrific day wear and prevented the word.  The tags were dented and scarred, and he looked annoyed as he tucked them back into his shirt.

      A soldier—then or now, didn’t much matter.  Wynn had been around veterans her whole life, too, and she respected them.  Hatfield’s death in the line of duty would mean something far different to him than it did to her.  And he clearly had no clue about her history with the former Sheriff—which was how it would stay.

      So she stuffed her euphoria and rage and grief away, and said only, “What can I do for you, new Sheriff?”

      He stared down at her.  So she stared back.  Tension rose and crackled between them.  Heat flared through her—anger, annoyance, what the hell was he wearing?—and she did her best to ignore how directly he looked at her.

      As if none of her barriers would stop him.

      Esme cleared her throat delicately.  “Well.”  She moved toward the coffee pot with purpose.  “You’re Velma Greystone’s nephew, aren’t you?”

      The new Sheriff scowled faintly.  “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “You knew about him?” Wynn cut in, annoyed.

      “Of course, dear,” Esme replied.  “I am an unashamed connoisseur of local gossip.”

      “And you said nothing?”

      A shrug.  “I saw no need to upset you.  After all, I didn’t expect him to show up on our doorstep.”  She turned and looked at the new Sheriff.  “You came from Milwaukee, didn’t you?”

      He spared her a glance.  “Miami.”

      Well, that explained the shirt.

      “What brought you to Wisconsin?”

      The new Sheriff said nothing.

      Esme only eyed him speculatively, unfazed by his rudeness. She filled the coffee maker with water and coffee and turned it on. “Are you married, Sheriff?”

      If he’d been grave before, now he turned to stone.  “No, ma’am.”

      “I have pipes to wrestle,” Wynn told them impatiently.  “What do you want, new Sheriff?”

      Esme made a sound of censure, but again, Wynn ignored her.

      “I need to speak with Winifred alone,” the new Sheriff said.

      An order, not a request.  A ripple of unease whispered down Wynn’s spine.  She held that brilliant, lime green gaze and tried to pretend dread wasn’t spilling through her chest.

      What could he possibly want?  She hadn’t broken any laws—at least, not lately—and she went out of her way to stay under the radar.

      So what was going on?

      Esme’s silver brows rose.  Her gaze moved between them.  “I don’t imagine I’d win an argument to stay?”

      “No,” said the new Sheriff coldly, “I don’t imagine you would.”

      And Wynn considered smacking him with the wrench.

      “Well, it’s been a pleasure.” Esme smiled, the picture of southern graciousness.  “I must say I’ve heard quite a lot about you.”

      “I’m sure.”  A small, dark, and wholly unexpected smile touched his mouth.    “Please don’t believe any of it.”

      “You have a nice smile, Sheriff,” Esme told him.  “You should share it more often.”

      Red flushed his cheeks, and Wynn bit back a snicker.

      “Ma’am,” he said and nodded.

      Definitely a soldier.

      Esme sent Wynn a sharp look—behave yourself, young lady—and sauntered out.

      “Now that you’ve run her off, can we cut to the chase?” Wynn asked him.

      For a long moment, the new Sheriff was silent.  Studying her with that intent, probing gaze she didn’t at all appreciate.

      “What?” she demanded, exasperated.

      He looked at the wrench she held.  “That’s the wrong tool for the job.”

      A fact to which my ribs can attest.  Thanks for nothing.

      “What do you want?” she asked flatly.

      He looked at Beowulf.  “Who’s this?”

      Beowulf growled at him.

      Good boy.

      “Beowulf the Runt.”  She ran another hand down his back.  “Future sheepherder.”

      The new Sheriff eyed him dubiously.  His gaze moved to her, and for a long moment, he simply studied her.  But then he straightened, took a small step back, and grimaced.  “We can do this at the table.”

      He offered her his hand.  A strong, scarred hand, tanned and capable.

      One she wasn’t touching with a ten-foot pole.

      “I’m good,” she said and ignored the offering.  “But you’re welcome to sit.”

      The scowl returned.  “Ms. Owens⁠—”

      “Wynn,” she corrected.

      “We need to talk, Wynn.”

      His face was dark, his expression grim, but beyond that, she couldn’t read him worth a damn.

      He’d come here, looking for her.  Demanding to speak with her alone.

      Nothing good was going to come of this.

      She sighed and then pushed herself to her feet.  She set aside the wrench—but kept it within reach, just in case—and pulled two old coffee mugs from the cupboard.  Beowulf accompanied her, making sure he kept his scrawny little form between her and the new Sheriff.

      Really, really good boy.

      “Do you take milk or sugar, new Sheriff?” she asked.

      “Black,” he replied tersely.

      “Shocking,” she muttered.  She poured him a cup and made herself one as well—with plenty of milk and sugar—and set his down on the kitchen table.

      He hadn’t moved; he still stood in front of the sink, watching her.

      “Sit.”  She waved a hand at him.  “Let’s get this show on the road.  I’ve got stuff.”

      He went to the table where she’d set his coffee and slowly lowered himself into one of the old wooden chairs.

      Definitely in pain.  Had he been to war?  He had the look. Or was there an accident?  Maybe⁠—

      Shut it down, woman.  Who cares?  Not your problem.

      But he was her problem. Clearly.  Crap.

      She leaned back against the counter and sighed.

      The chair that sat across from the one he occupied was suddenly pushed out from beneath the table by his booted foot.  It slid smoothly across the worn linoleum floor in front of her.  “Sit with me.”

      That bright green gaze double-dog-dared her.

      “I’m good,” she made herself say again.

      “Sit,” he said softly.

      She looked at the wrench.

      “Don’t,” he warned.

      “Stand down,” she told him.  “I’m just fantasizing.”

      One of his brows rose, and something sparked in his brilliant gaze and then was gone.  “Sit down, Wynn.”

      She didn’t want to.  But the longer she argued, the longer he would remain.  So she sat down in the chair and drank her coffee and waited.

      Beowulf took up residence beside her, his gaze alert on the new Sheriff.

      Suspicious, she thought.

      Smart dog.

      “What happened between you and Hatfield?” the new Sheriff asked.

      “Ancient history.” She waved a hand.  “Why are you here?”

      He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a small notepad and slender silver pen.  “This is your residence?”

      “Do I look like I fix other people’s pipes for fun?”

      That earned her a dark look.  “This is a boarding house?”

      “That’s what the sign says.”

      His jaw hardened.  “How many residents?”

      Wynn leaned toward him and said nothing until his gaze met hers.  “What do you want, new Sheriff?”

      He surveyed her, silent.  Her unruly hair and filthy face; her stained overalls and worn t-shirt.  She felt like showing him her battered combat boots but the temptation to kick him might prove too much.

      So she just let him look.

      “There’s a vacancy sign in your window,” he said.

      “Looking for a room?”  She arched a disbelieving brow.  “A man of your overwhelming charm and sweet disposition?”

      That spark lit his eyes again and was gone.  “How many tenants do you currently have?”

      She said nothing, watching him.  Alarm was worming its way through her.

      What was he getting at?

      “I can always talk to them instead,” he said.

      “You leave them alone,” she warned.  “They’ve been through enough.”

      “The woman who answered the door—Esme—said you’d lost one recently?”

      A sudden, unexpected swell of emotion thickened her throat.  Damn it, Esme.  Always gossiping.  The woman simply couldn’t help herself.  “Mr. Sanders.”

      In the hallway, the clock began to chime.

      “I’m sorry,” the new Sheriff said quietly.

      Wynn only blinked at him.

      He folded his arms on the table.  The muscle that roped his forearms shifted and flexed and an awareness she didn’t at all appreciate flared deep within her.  Stupid man.  Like a mountain, alright.  Dwarfing her kitchen and sucking out all of the oxygen.

      “How many tenants, Wynn?”

      She regretted telling him to call her that.  She should have left it at Ms. Owens.  Because who was Ms. Owens?  No one she knew.  “Five.”

      “And Esme mentioned your sister, Jenna?”

      The dread turned to sharp, piercing fear.  “Spit it out, new Sheriff.”

      “It seems like a lot of responsibility,” he continued.  “A younger sister, half a dozen elderly tenants. Leaking pipes.  Livestock.  A farm is a lot of work.  Running this place can’t be easy.”

      Again, Wynn said nothing and stared at him.

      He looked around the kitchen, taking in its battered white cupboards and scarred linoleum floor, the ancient appliances, and ugly florescent lights.  He lingered on the cheerful, sunflower-strewn curtains—courtesy of seamstress Esme—and the pot of stew simmering on the stove before moving his gaze to the small disaster under the sink.  “Money must be tight.”

      She didn’t like the opaque surface of his gaze; the cold expression on his face; the indecipherable, unspoken question he was asking.

      “You have a tenant named Earl Barry,” he said.  “Is Earl here?”

      She sipped her coffee with false calm. “Why?  Did he hit the Post Office sign again?”

      “No.”  The new Sheriff scrawled something unknown into his notebook, his mouth a hard line, and she wanted to grab him by his ugly shirt and shake the stiff out of him.

      What the hell was going on?

      “You’re certain you don’t know where Mr. Barry is?”  he asked again, that brilliant gaze clashing with hers.

      Wynn said nothing.  Of course, she knew where Earl was; her boarders weren’t just tenants, they were family.  They didn’t go anywhere without telling her.  But she would eat her left boot before she spilled those beans.

      The back door suddenly flew open and smacked the wall.  Jenna breezed into the kitchen, clad in her soccer gear.    She stopped short when she caught sight of the new Sheriff.

      “Holy shiny shirt,” she said.  “Who are you?”

      He pushed himself to his feet, shifting his weight carefully, and Wynn found herself watching him closely.  Wondering what had happened.  How.

      Silly goose; he’s the enemy.

      “This is the new Sheriff,” she told her sister.  “He was just leaving.”

      “The new Sheriff?”  Jenna eyed his shirt dubiously.  “Are you sure?”

      Wynn only arched a brow.  The new Sheriff gave her a dark look and lifted the tail of his shirt; a shiny silver badge and a large black Glock decorated the belt he wore.

      “I’m looking for Earl,” he told Jenna shortly.

      “Earl’s gone,” she replied.  She bent down and rubbed Beowulf’s head; his tail wiggled in delight.  Thump, thump, thump.   “He went fishing up in Canada.”

      Wynn was surprised by the sardonic look the new Sheriff shot her.  So a human being lurked in there, after all.

      “Canada,” she said.  “Huh.  Who knew?”

      “When did he leave?” the new Sheriff wanted to know.

      Jenna shrugged.  “Monday, I think.  He said he’d be back Thursday.  Griff went with him.”

      “You’re not respecting our tenant’s privacy,” Wynn chided.

      Another dark look.

      “Did he hit the Post Office sign again?” Jenna demanded. “Why do you want to talk to him?”

      “Yes, new Sheriff,” Wynn added.  “Why do you want to talk to him?”

      “That’s Earl’s business,” was the new Sheriff’s brusque reply.

      Jenna frowned. With her sleek, corn silk blonde hair, slender build, and refined features she was the mirror image of their mother.  Sometimes the resemblance was so close it hurt to look at her.  “Did you tell him?”

      Wynn blinked.  “Tell who what?”

      Jenna rolled her eyes toward the new Sheriff.  “You know what.”

      Uncertainty flickered across her face, and Wynn realized abruptly what she was talking about.

      “No,” Wynn said.

      The new Sheriff looked up to pin her with that glinting green gaze.  “Tell me what?”

      “Nothing you need to worry your big, surly self about, new Sheriff.”  She gave him a wide, phony, prom queen smile. “I’ll tell Earl you came by.”

      “You’re sure?” Jenna asked doubtfully.

      Wynn shot her sister a quelling glance.  “Tell the new Sheriff goodbye, Jen.”

      He turned and set his gaze on Jenna.  “Tell me what?”

      But Jenna just sighed.  “Nothing.”

      “Buh-bye, new Sheriff,” Wynn said.  “It’s been real.”

      Real crappy.

      He made a sound like a growl.  Then he turned and looked at her.

      She only lifted a hand and waved.  “Thanks for coming by.”

      He leaned toward her, and her kitchen table suddenly felt like a school desk.  He was far too big.  Far too intense. And he smelled like…fresh-cut cedar?

      His gaze crashed into hers.  For a long moment, they just stared at each other.  Then he leaned closer and snarled, “Wynn.”

      Beowulf made a surprisingly sinister sound in response, and something foreign and thrilling and terrifying rippled down Wynn’s spine.

      This man was dangerous.

      In more ways than one.  She wanted him out of her house.

      Now.

      Jenna’s phone rang; she pulled it from her pocket and answered it.  A moment later, she was gone.

      But the new Sheriff didn’t move.

      “You need to tell me what that was about,” he ordered softly, his gaze like green fire.

      Wynn had assumed it was anger that he stirred; annoyance, fear, the history she couldn’t seem to bury.  But something deep within her shivered beneath that look, and it had nothing to do with anything other than the agitated, electric current that crackled between them.  Which was a shocking and unnerving revelation; one she didn’t at all welcome.

      It just made her want him even more gone.

      “I need a lot of things,” she told him.  “An oil change. A pipe wrench.  A rebuilt roof.  But the new Sheriff sticking his big, fat nose into my business isn’t one of them.”

      For an intractable moment, they stared at one another.  And then, abruptly, he straightened.  He shoved his notebook into his pocket and pulled out a business card, which he held out to her.

      “For Earl,” he said.

      “I’ll pass it along.”  Wynn reached out and took the card.  But as she moved to pull it away, he held on, until her gaze lifted to meet his.

      “You do that,” he said.

      Something unspoken smashed into the space between them, and awareness licked through her, as hot and searing as any flame.

      His lashes flickered, as if he felt it, too.

      “I’ll be back,” he warned.

      She pulled the card from him and crushed it in her palm.  “I’ll be waiting.”
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