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Chapter 1



You ready to go?”

Krista Slater looked up and nodded at King County Prosecuting Attorney Mark Benson, who stood in the doorway of her office, briefcase in hand and an overstuffed accordion folder under his arm. She gathered the notes she’d made on the witness statements she’d taken in the past month, trying to summon up that hungry feeling that used to overtake her every time she prepared for court.

Come on, Slater, eye of the tiger, she told herself as she shoved her files into her briefcase. She needed to be on her A-game today. No room for self-doubt or mistakes, not when they were facing off against a slick fish like Roman Karev and his team of five-hundred-dollar-an-hour attorneys. Karev, a restaurant owner with known ties to the Russian mob, was accused of murdering a local businessman and his wife.

Today was the pretrial hearing, and while she was damn sure their case was rock solid, she knew any mistake, any slipup could and would be used to get crucial pieces of evidence thrown out. She couldn’t afford to be distracted by anything, especially not—

The phone on Krista’s desk buzzed, and she pushed the button on the intercom. “What is it, Lisa?”

Her paralegal’s voice sounded on the speakerphone. “Ms. Slater, I have a phone call for you. He won’t say who he is, only that he was told to call you—”

As casually as she could, Krista punched Lisa off speakerphone and picked up the handset. She shot Mark an apologetic look, praying her elevated pulse rate and the twist of anticipation in her belly didn’t show on her face. “I have to take this.”

Benson looked pointedly at his watch. “We need to be there in ten minutes, and I need to go over some last-minute details.”

“Two minutes, I promise.” Krista ignored Benson’s impatient sigh. “Put him through.” She glanced up, stifling a grimace when it became clear Benson had no intention of leaving.

Krista swiveled her chair, turning her back to Benson, a thousand questions racing through her mind in the seconds it took for Lisa to put the call through.

“Is this Krista Slater?” asked a hoarse male voice.

“That’s me,” she said. “Who’s this?”

“This is Jimmy, Jimmy Caparulo.”

“I’m so glad to hear from you. I’ve been waiting for you to call.”

“Uh, yeah,” the man replied, his confusion at Krista’s borderline flirtatious tone evident.

Her heart thudded against her ribs. Jimmy Caparulo, the man Nate Brewster had tried to frame as the Slasher before Nate had been caught and killed. “I’m really glad you called,” Krista said. “My friend mentioned you might be in touch.”

The “friend” was private investigator Stew Kowalski, whom Krista knew through his work on several cases with the prosecuting attorney’s office. But this time Stew wasn’t working in any official capacity, so she was careful not to mention him by name in front of Benson.

Krista had hired Stew a couple of months ago to look deeper into the Nate Brewster case. Even though there was no doubt Brewster was guilty of killing seven women, including Evangeline Gordon, some things about him just weren’t adding up. Too many gaps of information, too many things screaming at her that what happened to those women didn’t begin and end with Nate Brewster.

But everyone from the FBI agent in charge of Brewster’s case to Krista’s own boss seemed content to let it go. The Slasher had been caught. They had incontrovertible proof in the form of video that he’d killed all seven victims—eight in total if you included Evangeline Gordon, the victim whose murder Sean Flynn had been sent to death row for. Flynn had been exonerated, freed, and generously compensated, and now everyone seemed content to put the entire embarrassing episode behind them.

Except for Krista, who couldn’t let it go. When it became clear there was no way to keep the investigation active, she hired Stew on her own dime to find out the real story behind Brewster and the prostitution ring he’d run out of one of Seattle’s most exclusive nightclubs. Up until now, he hadn’t been able to find anything. The trail was cold, and Krista realized she needed to resign herself to the fact that sometimes the bad guys got away.

Flynn was free. She should be happy about that.

Then, a few days ago, Stew had made contact with Jimmy Caparulo. Krista told herself not to get her hopes up. Even so, this call from Jimmy sent her back on high alert. “I told Stew I would only talk to you. I knew the way you helped Sean. You’re the only one I can trust with this,” Jimmy said, his words coming out in a rush.

“I wish you’d called sooner.” Krista injected a pouty note into her voice and snuck a glance at Benson. His expression was one of disbelief.

“I knew they would hurt my aunt if I ever said anything,” Jimmy continued, unable to stop himself now that the words had started. “But now Nate’s dead and she’s gone too. I can’t keep it in anymore. I should have said something sooner. I should have helped Sean—”

Krista cut him off before he got rolling. She couldn’t completely focus with Benson tapping his foot and giving her the wrap it up sign, and she didn’t want to miss a word. “I really want to talk to you more, but this isn’t the best time. Can I call you later, or better yet, why don’t we go out?”

“Go out? Yeah, this will be better in person. Where do you live?”

“Wow, you don’t waste any time!” she said with a little laugh. “How about we at least meet for a drink before you invite yourself over?”

“What on earth are you doing?” Benson whispered incredulously. “We have to leave, now!”

Krista held up a finger and mouthed Sorry, as she grabbed a pen to write down the name of a coffee place near Jimmy’s aunt’s house. “Tonight at eight. It’s a date,” she said before she hung up.

She gathered her things, avoiding Benson’s eyes as she braced herself for the scolding that would begin in five, four, three, two…

“What was that all about?” Benson said, exasperated, his footsteps echoing off the hard floors of the corridor that connected their office wing to the courthouse. “Ten minutes before we face off against Karev is not the time for a personal call.”

Krista bit back a smart-ass response. Relieved as she was that Benson had bought her performance, it galled her that he really thought, after working with her for over seven years, she would be that frivolous. Still, he’d be furious if he knew she was investigating Brewster after he’d told her to drop it. “I know, and I’m sorry. But I made a commitment to myself to give a little more balance to my personal life, and my friend has been trying to connect me with this guy for months now, and I’ve been really excited to meet with him.”

At least that part was true. Ever since the truth about Sean’s innocence had come out, Krista had wondered if Jimmy had known all along that Nate was guilty. When Jimmy had testified against his friend Sean, had he known he was covering for Nate Brewster?

To date, Jimmy hadn’t given any indication that he knew more about Brewster and his activities than he’d let on. Even when Brewster had tried to set Jimmy up as the Slasher, Jimmy wouldn’t say a word other than that they’d become close friends in the army but had lost touch over the years. Nothing new, nothing Jimmy’s aunt, who Jimmy had cared for during the last years of her life, couldn’t tell them.

But now…I knew they would kill my aunt if I ever said anything.

Her heart skipped a beat. They. So she was right. Nate Brewster hadn’t been working alone.

It looked like Jimmy had something to say after all. It took all of her restraint not to share the news with Benson, but she needed to play her cards close to the vest until she had something concrete to go on.

Then all bets were off.

Benson paused and stayed Krista with a hand on her arm. “You know Rae and I would love nothing more than to see you settled down and happy. But really, Krista, couldn’t you have had Lisa take a message and called him back?”

Krista forced a smile. “Aren’t you the one who always told me to seize an opportunity as soon as it presented itself? I’m not getting any younger, and Lord knows I’ve given enough of my life to the job these past few years. I need to find some kind of a balance, especially after…” She let her voice trail off.

Mark frowned down at her, his face creased with paternal concern. “I know the last few months have been hard on you, and I know it’s hard to drive forward after a mistake like that.”

She couldn’t suppress her indignant squawk. “A mistake? Mark, what happened to Sean Flynn was a catastrophe. And we were the engineers.”

Mark gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “We did the best we could with the evidence we were given. No prosecutor would have acted any differently.”

Nothing but cold comfort, Krista thought. She couldn’t just shrug off her guilt.

Mark rubbed his thumb over the crease between his brows. “Mistakes were made. It happens in this job. But you learn from those mistakes, move on, and do a better job the next time.”

Krista swallowed hard. She knew he was right, that the cases they prosecuted were rarely black and white, cut and dried. She did the best she could with every case, but she couldn’t afford to agonize over every case that didn’t go exactly the way she wanted it to.

Even though months had passed since Flynn’s release, she still couldn’t put it behind her. It was starting to take its toll, and it showed.

As though reading her thoughts, Benson said, “You’ve lost that fire, that passion that got you to where you are, and where I know you want to go.”

Oh, Jimmy’s call had lit a fire all right, but it had nothing to do with advancing her career with the prosecuting attorney’s office.

“This is a big deal,” Benson continued, “being part of the Karev case, and I put you on it because I know you’re the best. This is your chance—our chance, to put the whole Sean Flynn disaster behind us.”

“And I appreciate that,” Krista said. She truly did. She knew Mark, her mentor who had hired her straight out of law school, was handing her a great opportunity to get her career back on track. But she wished he wasn’t quite so eager to nail the lid shut on the Brewster/Flynn case. Was he becoming so embroiled in the politics that surrounded his position that he no longer cared about seeing justice done?

No, she knew Mark better than that, Krista thought as she shook off her cynicism. Mark was a good man, and he had also been shaken to the core after the events of the past few months. He had every reason to be cautious when it came to dealing with such a high-profile case.

Exactly why she needed to keep her little side investigation to herself until she came up with something concrete.

And just because they’d messed up royally with Sean Flynn, that didn’t mean the whole system was broken. There was still good to be done, criminals to get off the street. Especially those who might have been working with Nate Brewster behind the scenes.

The mere thought of it was enough to make her blood simmer.

She made herself focus that fire, channeled it into the here-and-now as she walked into the courtroom. Roman Karev’s mud-green stare raked her from head to toe, his greasy smile making her yearn for a shower.

I’m going to nail you, asshole, she thought, picturing the bodies of Aurelia and Nico Salvatore clinging together after Karev and his thugs had beaten them to death for reasons that changed depending on whom you talked to.

Some said it was because Nico had failed to pay back a loan he’d taken out to keep his trattoria running when business slowed to a crawl. Others said it was because Nico refused to let Karev’s men use the apartment of the restaurant as a holding area for stolen goods after Nico had already taken payment.

Either way, Nico made a fatal mistake when he decided to do business with Karev, and now it was up to Krista to prove it.

As hard as it was to follow Benson’s lead and let go of Flynn’s case for the time being, right now she had to focus on the big picture. For her, this job was all about doing right, making sure sleazebags like Karev got their due, and on the rare occasion that she fucked up, doing everything she could to make sure the truth came out.


 



Forty-five minutes later, Krista gathered up her files, her gut churning at the debacle that had just occurred. “I can’t believe it,” she murmured again. “Without Baker’s eyewitness account, we’re screwed.” In a move that had blindsided them, the judge had granted the defense’s motion to make their key witness’s testimony inadmissible in the trial.

“It’s a blow,” Benson replied.

“It’s more than a blow,” Krista hissed low so the other side wouldn’t hear. “All we’re left with is circumstantial.” The chances of getting a jury to convict were now hovering somewhere around zero, and Karev and his sharks knew it.

“Keep your head,” Benson warned. “We’ll regroup back at the office.”

Krista nodded, gathering her composure around her like a protective force field. Never let the defense see your cracks. It was one of the first lessons Benson ever taught her. No matter what, never show anything but supreme confidence to the enemy.

She slung her briefcase over her shoulder and stormed out of the courtroom. Mark followed a few steps behind. Karev and his team were standing outside, shaking hands and patting backs. Karev’s lead counsel, Matt Swanson, shot her a sympathetic look and shrugged as if to say, Better luck next time.

Krista ignored the friendly gesture from the man she’d known nearly half her life, wanting nothing more than to get away from them before she completely lost her cool.

“Roman, congratulations,” a masculine voice boomed. A wave of dread paralyzed her. As if this morning could get any worse. “Matt, I heard you did a great job. Sorry I couldn’t be there myself, but, well, there are certain conflicts.”

Krista looked up to see a pair of familiar grayish-green eyes on her. “So why are you here, Dad?”

“I came down to observe. I wanted to see how everything went.” He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek, and Krista forced herself not to wipe it off.

She didn’t even need to ask how he felt about the outcome. They may have shared the same eye color and light-blond hair, but that was where the similarities between Krista and her father, John Slater, ended. While Krista had focused her career on using the system to make sure criminals got what they deserved, John Slater cared about one thing: winning.

And today his partner at the highly regarded law firm of Slater, Swanson, and Miller had scored a major victory against his own daughter.

Decades of disappointment and disdain roiled in her stomach, and underneath that the sharp ache that never failed to assault her whenever she saw her father. Mark, who knew her history with her father, gave her a sympathetic look and she did her best to keep her turmoil from showing.

“Mark, good to see you,” her father said, reaching past Krista to shake Mark’s hand. The two exchanged pleasantries and Krista felt like her head was going to explode. She started to move past them.

Her father caught her by the arm. “Will I see you at the Maxwell luncheon on Friday?”

Krista gave her head a curt shake. “Political fund-raisers aren’t exactly my thing.”

“David has been a friend for years.” Her father’s scolding tone made her feel about five years old.

Krista refrained from reminding him that just because someone paid your firm hundreds of thousands in legal fees didn’t make them your friend. “I have to work.” Then, because she couldn’t resist: “Not everyone can take off in the middle of the day to spend a thousand dollars for a plate of rubbery chicken.”

“You could if you wanted to,” her father said quietly. “You know I always have a place for you.”

He still didn’t get it. After everything that had happened, he couldn’t accept that she would never be like him.

Mark shifted uncomfortably beside her and murmured something about getting back to the office.

Before they could go, Karev spoke, his English thickly accented and dripping with arrogance. “I would hire you. You come work for me, you never have to worry again.” The smug grin he exchanged with her father made her jaw lock.

“Don’t think this is over,” she said, hitting him with an icy glare that had felled better men than him. “You may have slithered your way out today, but I’m going to nail you for what you did to the Salvatores.”

Karev’s smile pulled into a sneer and he stepped close enough for her to pick up the cloying scent of hair gel. “You can try. But I will give you some advice. Think of today as a bullet you dodged and quit while you’re ahead.”


* * *



Six hours later, Krista’s gut was still churning as she entered the coffee shop where she was supposed to meet Jimmy Caparulo.

Though she’d dismissed Karev’s threat for the macho posturing that it was, what had happened today had left her with a bad taste in her mouth. She’d faced down hundreds of lowlifes in the courtroom, but it wasn’t often that she left the room feeling so contaminated by the people she came in contact with.

Now that boil on the ass of society was going to walk free unless she could come up with another witness to put him at the scene when the Salvatores were killed.

And her own father had shown up to rub her nose in it. She supposed she should be grateful her father had recused himself from the case and let his partner handle it. No doubt he was still working behind the scenes in an anonymous advisory role, pitting himself against her.

Trying to demonstrate, yet again, that Krista’s quest for justice was not just misguided, but ultimately futile. Waiting for the day when she finally tucked in her tail and admitted Daddy was right, that she was wasting her life in a thankless government job when she could be making millions as the daughter and protégé of one of the top defense attorneys in the Pacific Northwest.

The mere thought made her skin crawl. It was one thing to take money from wealthy businessmen like Maxwell to protect them from lawsuits. It was another to help a scumbag like Karev get away with murder, and God knew what else.

She ordered a latte and forced herself to stop brooding over today’s failure and instead focus on how she was going to salvage the case.

Jimmy was late, so she pulled out Karev’s case files to review while she waited. Her irritation escalated as eight turned into eight-thirty, eight forty-five, and finally nine o’clock passed, and still no sign of Jimmy Caparulo.

Two phone calls at the number he’d given her dumped straight into voice mail, and her texts went unanswered.

She swore under her breath as she looked up Jimmy’s address from the report Stew had given her. Jimmy was not the most stable person in the world, with documented PTSD and a history of alcohol and drug abuse. Most likely he had gone on a bender and either forgot about their meeting or passed out before he could meet her.

Which also made whatever information he provided less than reliable, she reminded herself as she walked the short distance to the house where Jimmy lived with his aunt.

Still, it was a start, and maybe if it wasn’t all bona fide he’d give her something—

Her inner monologue stopped short as she registered the flashing blue and red lights in the driveway halfway down the block. She bit back a swear when she saw it was Jimmy’s house.

As she got closer, she could hear the voices popping over the radios and the murmurs of the small crowd gathered on the front lawn.

A woman was sobbing inconsolably against the shoulder of another woman. “It was awful, so awful. Thank God Angie wasn’t here to see it.”

Krista recognized one of the uniforms controlling the perimeter. “Roberts! What happened in there?”

Roberts looked at her in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

“I was supposed to meet with Jimmy Caparulo about an hour ago,” Krista admitted. So much for keeping their meeting secret until she’d built up her case, but with her number popping up all over his cell phone in the last hour, there was no way to keep a lid on it. “When he didn’t show I decided to come by.”

Roberts let out a mirthless laugh. “Guess he was too busy blowing his brains out to keep your date.”

Krista’s stomach bottomed out at the news. “He killed himself?”

“They’re not gonna call it right now, but from where I’m standing, there isn’t much question he ate the business end of his Glock.”

She swallowed back a surge of bile. “Who found him?”

“Neighbor,” Roberts said, indicating with his head the direction of the sobbing woman. “She found him about fifteen minutes ago and called it in.”

“How’d she get in the house?”

“She has a key. She was a friend of Jimmy’s aunt, and since she died a couple weeks ago, they’ve been taking turns bringing him dinner. Came over to deliver a plate of enchiladas and got one hell of a surprise.”

“Neighbors didn’t hear anything?” The houses on the Caparulos’ street were close together. “Seems like someone would hear a gunshot.”

“It’s an older neighborhood,” Roberts said, and as Krista took a closer look at the crowd milling on the lawn she saw a lot of white hair and hunched backs. “The lady next door says she might have heard it but at the time she thought it was the TV.”

“She say what time?”

“About seven-thirty.”

Krista pulled her wool coat tighter around herself. All that time she was waiting for Jimmy at the coffee shop, and he was already dead.

And he just happened to kill himself on the day he was supposed to meet you.

A shiver that had nothing to do with the damp spring night slithered down her spine. “Okay if I go inside?”

Roberts frowned. “The M.E.’s still in there and they haven’t even moved him yet—”

Krista cut him off with a wave of her hand. “I’ve seen worse.”

Yet Krista could see a thousand bloody crime scenes and nothing would ever prepare her for the smell. She was brutally reminded of that the second she stepped into the small one-story house. She flashed her ID at a uniform and didn’t bother to ask where Jimmy was.

It was all too easy to follow the odor of violent death. Sickly sweet, metallic blood and excrement mixed with an indescribable stink, like she could smell the body already rotting though he’d been dead for less than two hours.

She followed the smell and sounds of activity down a short hallway, past a bathroom on the left, and through the second door on the right. Like a homing beacon, her gaze skipped right to the headboard of the double bed and the wall above. A wall that was painted white now displayed a splatter pattern of blood punctuated with the occasional pieces of gray brain.

Despite the cavalier attitude she’d shown Roberts, Krista’s knees went a little wobbly and her vision started to tunnel. She leaned carefully against the doorjamb and took a deep, quiet breath as she kept an iron-clawed grip on her composure. She’d worked for the prosecuting attorney’s office for seven years, dealt with some of the bloodiest crime scenes imaginable, and had never shown even a hint of weakness. She wasn’t about to start now.

She forced herself to look at the scene analytically. She knew the crime scene guys would do a thorough investigation, but she wanted to take her own look around and see if there was anything going on here that would indicate it was anything other than a gory suicide scene.

Jimmy was flopped back on the bed, his booted feet resting on the floor, knees bent over the edge of the mattress. His right hand was flung out to the side, and there was a chalk mark on the bed to indicate where the gun had fallen.

Flashbulbs popped as the techs took pictures of the scene and she recognized Medina from the coroner’s office leaning over Jimmy’s body. She greeted him, and immediately regretted it when he straightened up, giving her a good look at Jimmy’s face. What was left of it anyway. Her stomach lurched and she pinned her stare to a blank spot on the wall until she was sure she wasn’t going to hurl up the coffee she’d drunk.

“This guy wasn’t screwing around,” Medina said as he snapped off his gloves and dropped them into a biowaste container. “We’ll need ballistics to confirm it, but judging from the way it took off half of his skullcap, Mr. Caparulo used a hollow point, which expanded on impact.”

“Roberts said the Glock was registered to him.”

Medina nodded. “I guess so—that’s for these guys to figure out.” He gestured at the crime scene techs.

“You’re sure he did it himself?”

Medina frowned like the question confused him. “I need to do a full postmortem, and the forensics will have to confirm it, but he has powder residue on his hands.”

A cold breeze wafted through the room, providing momentary relief to the suffocating stench. The shade flapped against the window frame. “The window is open.” Krista lifted the shade and saw the screen was still in place. She turned to one of the techs, an Asian woman wearing wire-frame glasses who was dusting Jimmy’s desk for fingerprints. “Was it like that when you got here?”

“I’m not sure. You’ll have to ask whoever was first on the scene.”

Krista started to ask who that was when her gaze snagged on a silver-framed photo on Jimmy’s desk. She recognized Jimmy Caparulo, dressed in army fatigues. He looked younger, smiling into the camera with his arms slung over the shoulders of the two other men in the photo. Her breath caught as she recognized the other two.

Flanking Jimmy on the left, looking like a fallen angel with his dark hair and piercing eyes, was Sean Flynn, the man whose face had haunted her, waking and sleeping, from the day she’d watched him walk out of the courtroom a free man.

But the man in the picture wasn’t the Sean Flynn she knew. Gone were the deep, grim lines in his cheeks, the tight mouth, the eyes dark with anger.

In the picture was a Sean that Krista had never seen. Eyes sparkling with humor, mouth wide open and laughing, his teeth bright white in contrast to his sun-baked skin. So happy and gorgeous it was hard to believe she’d ever thought he was a murderer.

And on Jimmy’s right, Nate Brewster, the epitome of an American hero, his flawless blond, blue-eyed perfection hiding the well of evil at the root of his soul. Evil that had ruined the lives of the men who considered him a friend.

Now Jimmy was dead, just as he was about to reveal the secrets Brewster had killed to keep.

Despite Medina’s assessment, Krista knew in her gut it was no coincidence. “Make sure you check the window outside for signs of forced entry,” she said to the tech dusting for fingerprints, who looked confused by the order but nodded in agreement.

Who else could be hurt by the information Jimmy had? What was she missing?

Before she could ponder the question further, her phone rang. When she recognized Stew’s number, she ducked out of the bedroom and into the bathroom across the hall, closing the door before she picked up.

“Jimmy Caparulo’s dead,” she said.

“I know,” Stew said. “The late local news already picked it up. They’re saying he killed himself after the trauma of being framed for the Slasher murders.”

“Conveniently on the same night he was going to meet me,” Krista said. “I don’t care how the ruling ends up. I don’t think this was a suicide.”

“I’ll look into it. But that’s not why I called you. I think I found something.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve been tracking Brewster’s financials and I think I’ve found something. Could be something big.”






Chapter 2



Krista went through everything one last time before she headed for Benson’s office. She wanted to make sure all of her ammo was in order.

She hadn’t been surprised in the least when he’d left a message last night at midnight asking that she meet him first thing. By then he must have found out about Jimmy Caparulo’s alleged suicide and about how Krista showed up at the scene after her number popped up on Jimmy’s phone about half a dozen times.

Benson was understandably curious. Curiosity that would be followed shortly by anger once she told Benson she was meeting Jimmy Caparulo as part of an independent investigation into a case that he considered emphatically closed.

He didn’t disappoint. “What part of ‘drop it’ don’t you understand? Nate Brewster is dead, Sean Flynn is free, and we don’t have the time or the resources to waste on some theory you have that Brewster wasn’t working alone.”

“We have every reason to believe there were others involved. There are witnesses who are willing to give statements to that effect.”

Benson cocked a skeptical brow at her. “Witnesses? Don’t you mean witness? One that has disappeared off the face of the earth?”

Krista forced herself not to drop her gaze like some timid teenager. “Talia Vega could have important information.” Unfortunately the prosecution’s star witness in Sean’s original trial had disappeared almost immediately after she’d been rescued, along with Megan Flynn, from Nate Brewster’s brutal clutches.

“And you only know that secondhand, from Sean Flynn’s sister. Hardly a reliable source.”

Krista’s eyes narrowed. “I consider Megan a reliable source, and even if I didn’t, you know as well as I do that Detective Williams is solid.”

Benson replied with a skeptical grunt.

“And you can’t tell me the files deleted from Brewster’s computer don’t raise a red flag,” Krista continued.

“Yes, they do, but with nothing else to go on, our hands are tied.”

“And yesterday Jimmy Caparulo turns up dead, right after he tells me he has information about Brewster. You don’t think that’s a little too much of a coincidence?”

Benson’s thick gray eyebrows raised above the wire rims of his glasses. “He was a disturbed young man struggling with serious PTSD and addiction issues. I imagine you’d have to take any information he provided with a huge grain of salt.”

Krista opened her mouth to protest but Benson silenced her with a raised hand. “We’ve been through all of this, and I keep telling you, there’s not enough to go on—”

“What about this?” Krista had been waiting for the right moment to break out the new information Stew had discovered. She slid the paper across Benson’s desk and perched on the edge of her seat as she waited for his reaction to her bombshell.

“What am I looking at?”

“A bank statement, from one of Brewster’s offshore accounts. One we just found, under a dummy corporation.”

“He had several, including the one he used as a holding company for Club One. What makes this one different?”

“There are three ten-thousand-dollar deposits: one on May fourth, one on October sixth of last year, and one on March third this year.”

“So?”

Krista kept her jaw from dropping. Benson was only in his early fifties, and she had never known him to be anything but razor sharp. Was it possible that edge was starting to dull? “March third was when Bianca Delagrossa was murdered.” She’d been found in a trailer park, tortured, raped, and murdered in the Slasher’s signature style. “And at least one of the other deposits coincides with when he murdered another victim.”

“Which means what?”

“Which means it’s possible someone was paying Nate to kill those women.” She sat back and folded her arms, waiting for Benson to congratulate her on her insight.

Instead, Benson leaned back in his chair, slipped off his glasses, and rubbed his eyes. “Krista, you have got to stop spinning your wheels on this. I think you’ve gotten so close to this case you’ve lost all perspective.”

“What do you mean? What if someone was paying him to kill those women?” She knew her theory was radical, but when dealing with psychotic minds you had to allow for all possibilities.

“Brewster was sick. He killed several women. He also ran a very successful legitimate computer consulting business. Don’t you think it’s possible that a customer might have happened to pay him on the same day one of the murders occurred?”

This time Krista couldn’t keep her jaw from falling open. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Why won’t you even consider that he wasn’t working alone—”

Benson slammed his palm to his desk, sending a stack of files to the floor. “Because we have a backlog of three dozen fucking cases, we’re going to lose at least three people because of budget cuts, and one of my best prosecutors is wasting her time on a case that was closed months ago!” He snapped his mouth shut and closed his eyes. When he spoke again, his voice was calmer, but the lines of tension around his mouth were still there. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t speak to you like that.” He rubbed his eyes tiredly and when he looked at her again, it was with a paternal smile edged with exasperation. “Krista, your thoroughness and your commitment are things I appreciate most about you, but I’m asking you, please. Let this go. For both our sakes, I need you to turn your focus to something that really matters.”

Krista could barely see through the red fog hazing her brain. She couldn’t believe the man she’d looked to for advice on everything from whom she should call on as an expert witness to whether she should buy a house or a condo was dismissing her suspicions out of hand. “Sean Flynn was sentenced to death and Jimmy Caparulo is dead along with seven other women because we went after the wrong guy. Now I come across evidence that Nate might not have been working alone and you think that doesn’t matter?”

“There’s a difference between information and evidence, Krista. I can’t open an investigation based on what you’ve given me.” He reached down to gather the files he’d knocked to the floor. “Now, we need to find another angle in the Karev case. We need to think about…”

Krista barely heard a word as he droned on about his strategy for the investigation. He really expected her to drop it. Just tuck her tail between her legs and ignore the fact that she was sure Brewster hadn’t been working alone. When she’d first been hired fresh out of law school, she would have shrugged aside her suspicions and trotted obediently away.

But that was before she’d encountered Sean Flynn.

“I have a lot of vacation days piled up,” she blurted out in the middle of Benson’s speech.

“What?” he said, startled. “You can’t. After today’s setback we have to completely rebuild our case against Karev—”

“Chandler can take it,” Krista said. “He’s dying to get in on Karev’s case.” Luke Chandler had been hired three years ago, and he was hungry for a big case to beef up his profile.

“I don’t want Chandler on this case. I want you.”

Krista shook her head. “My head isn’t in the game, not like it needs to be. You said so yourself. Just give me a couple weeks to get it straightened out. Let me see this through.”

“You’re on the fast track here, Krista,” Mark said, not unkindly. “If you take off in the middle of a case like this, you could be risking everything you’ve worked so hard for.”

Krista didn’t have the heart to tell the man who had taken her under his wing and fostered her from the very beginning that, after the last few months, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be on any track in this office, fast or not. “I understand,” she said. She rose from her chair and gathered her printout of the bank statements.

“Leave that here,” Benson said. Krista shrugged and handed over the copy. Maybe if he took more time to study it he’d finally see what she did.


 



Mark Benson waited until Krista had shut his office door behind her before he reached into the bottom-right-hand drawer of his desk. He grabbed the bottle in the back without looking.

He kept the bottle of fifty-year-old Macallan to commemorate his greatest victories, like the day Sean Flynn was pronounced guilty and Krista had knocked back two fingers with him in celebration. At the time they’d been flush with the triumph of nailing a sadistic killer to the wall.

He also kept the bottle for the days when things went to utter shit. Like when, two years later, Sean Flynn’s conviction had been overturned and the whole thing had blown up in their faces, and the open-and-shut case had revealed itself to be more complicated than anyone ever could have imagined.

When he’d gone for the death penalty, he’d believed with every fiber of his being that Flynn was guilty. He’d had no idea that conviction would land him in a quagmire of shit with no visible way out.

The public relations nightmare that had ensued after they’d sent an innocent man to death row had been hell. The Seattle PD and the prosecuting attorney’s office were painted as a bunch of bloodthirsty incompetents, and even Krista’s work to make sure Sean was cleared of all charges hadn’t done much to repair their reputation.

If only that was the worst of it. But right now his image issues were the least of his problems. And Krista’s unrelenting crusade to discover the truth about Nate Brewster threatened to send it all erupting to the surface, spewing forth like lava, destroying everything. Destroying the lives and careers of countless others.

Others who understood that sometimes people had to die to keep their secrets safe.

Damn it.

Despite their efforts to make it look like the murders and the prostitution ring began and ended with Brewster, there were too many loose ends for Krista to track down and tie together.

Now they were calling on Mark to stop her, to help them get this mess cleaned up before the whole world found out how deep the rot really went.

He wished he could tell them they had nothing to worry about, that Krista would never find anything, that they were safe. He squeezed his eyes against the burn of tears. Krista, damn her, was one of the only people smart enough, relentless enough, to piece together the truth if she wasn’t stopped.

And she wasn’t going to stop on her own. She’d made that clear when she walked out the door.

He stared at the phone. Maybe he should play dumb. Pretend he had no idea what Krista was up to, act blindsided when she went public with her accusations. As soon as the notion crossed his mind, he dismissed it. If Krista wasn’t stopped in her tracks, the fallout would be immeasurable. Starting with him, destroying his family before it spread like a virus until the whole damn city fell apart.

It wasn’t even nine in the morning yet, but he knew he needed the whisky’s bracing effects to handle what he needed to do next.

He poured himself half a glass of scotch and swallowed it in two gulps. The next glass he sipped more slowly, thinking about Krista and the way she’d come out of law school, figurative guns blazing in the name of truth, justice, and the American way.

Young and fresh with her startling, old-Hollywood ice-princess beauty—not that she’d ever tried to use her looks to get ahead. A real ballbuster, but with a heart of gold and an unshakeable core of integrity under her no-nonsense attitude. Making her way in the boys’ club with a no-bullshit demeanor that had the toughest gangbangers reluctant to face her in the courtroom.

She reminded him of himself thirty years ago, full of zeal and passion. Before he’d learned the compromises and tradeoffs he’d have to make to climb this high. Before he’d realized who really controlled the system of so-called law and order in which he worked.

He swallowed the last of his scotch, his hand shaking as he reached for the phone. The liquor churned in his stomach like acid and he hesitated. Maybe there was another way. Maybe he could throw her a bone, let her carry on her investigation while making sure she was fed enough misinformation…

No. They wanted her stopped. They’d made that clear. And he knew Krista too well. He could toss her all the false leads he wanted, but as long as she was digging, she was bound to discover something.

He’d had his chance to stop her and he’d failed, and in the meantime she’d already discovered too much. Brewster had done a damn good job moving his money around, but Krista had easily connected the dates with the deposits. It was only a question of when, not if, she figured out who had been paying him and why.

Now Mark needed to man up and accept the fact that a woman he looked on as a daughter would be lost as collateral damage in the aftermath of Brewster’s death. That was just the way it needed to be.

He picked up the phone and dialed. “It’s me. I tried to get her to drop it, but she won’t let up.”

“I’ll see it’s taken care of. I’ll call you when it’s over.”

“Wait,” Mark said before the other man hung up. “Promise me they won’t…hurt her.” Images of Brewster’s victims flashed through his head and his throat burned with bile. The other people they used were capable of equal brutality.

“I make it a practice not to micromanage,” the man said. “You’ll know when it’s taken care of.”

The line clicked. Mark barely got his head to the trash can before the scotch came spewing back up.


 



Thunk. Crack. Thunk. Crack. Krista followed the rhythmic sound as she picked her way down the rutted driveway to what she hoped was Sean Flynn’s cabin. When Megan Flynn, Sean’s sister, had told her Sean was living in their family’s hunting cabin outside the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it town of Winton, it had only taken a quick call to Stew to track down the address.

Problem was, about an hour out of town the GPS on Krista’s phone had crapped out, displaying an endlessly spinning pinwheel instead of the designated route. Luckily, it didn’t take too long for her to find someone in town familiar with Sean to direct her to his cabin.

At first, the man working behind the counter in the combination gas station, grocery store, and post office had eyed her with suspicion. “What do you want with Sean?” he’d asked when Krista asked if he knew where she could find his cabin.

“I’m a friend of his,” she lied. “He’s expecting me.” Also a lie, though to be fair she had left him four voice mails in the past two days, explaining that she urgently needed to talk to him about what had happened to Jimmy Caparulo. If Sean didn’t want people showing up on his doorstep, he should return their calls and tell them so.

“Go around the south side of the lake and take Forest Service Road Twenty-Two,” the man working at the gas station in Winton told her. “About a mile in, there’ll be a fork in the road. You’ll wanna go left. Follow the road up the hill until the paved road ends, and about five miles in you should see a red mailbox. That’ll be the Flynns’ place. And as long as you’re goin’ up there, give him this.” The old guy handed her a pile of mail neatly stacked and bound together with a rubber band. “This is all that came in for the week.”

She took the woodworking catalogs, a couple of bills, and offers for credit cards and tossed them on the front seat of her Toyota. She followed the old man’s directions exactly, but eight miles past where the paved road ended there was still no sign of the red mailbox. Her low-slung sedan had threatened to bottom out half a dozen times on the rutted road, and Krista was about to give up and head back down the hill. Then she spotted a rusted-out box balanced precariously on top of a rotting wood post. There were about two square inches of red paint still visible on the side, but it was the closest thing to a mailbox she’d seen in miles.

The driveway was deeply rutted and after only a few yards she knew her car wouldn’t make it without severe damage to the undercarriage. She’d pulled her car over and grabbed Sean’s stack of mail from the passenger seat.

Now she winced as her big toe slammed into an unseen rock and a couple of magazines slipped off the pile. She snatched them up, cursing as she wondered why someone would live like this, all alone in the middle of nowhere, at the end of a dirt road that probably closed down after the first big storm of the winter.

A nervous flutter settled in her belly as she made her way down the drive. She didn’t kid herself that Sean felt anything but hostility for her.

As the driveway curved, the woods gave way to a grassy meadow and Krista gasped, her anxiety forgotten for a moment. Okay, she wasn’t exactly outdoorsy, but she couldn’t deny the stunning view of the lake in the distance. The mountains still topped with white in late spring rose up like sentinels from the lake bed. Even she could put up with the boondocks for a few days if she got to look at that view every morning.

There at the end of the drive was Sean’s cabin, a small but sturdy looking log structure with a porch that wrapped around it, with seats on the east-facing side to take advantage of the breathtaking view. A stream of silvery smoke piped up from the metal chimney on top.

On the other side of the cabin was a huge metal shed with an ancient blue pickup truck parked out front. She followed the thunk-crack sound to the back of the shed, and as she rounded the corner she stopped dead as Sean Flynn came into view.

The thunk-crack was from the ax he wielded as he split firewood on top of a thick stump. Impervious to the chill of the mountain air, he’d stripped off his shirt, and Krista’s mouth went dry as his muscles rippled and bunched with the steady swing of the ax. The tattoo on the inside of his right forearm undulated as his big hand gripped the handle. The skin of his back and shoulders was a deep burnished tan, and as Krista took a step closer she tracked a bead of sweat as it rolled down the deep groove of his spine to the waistband of the jeans hanging off his narrow hips.

Oblivious to her presence, he tossed the wood onto the growing pile and bent to grab another thick log. Krista couldn’t stop herself from staring at the hard line of his glutes flexing against the soft denim.

Heat curled in her belly and rose in her cheeks. She forced an image of Jimmy Caparulo’s bloody headboard into her brain. She was here to talk to Sean, not ogle him, and hopefully get some much-needed answers in the process.

She cleared her throat to get his attention, and it was hard not to gape all over again when she was hit with the full force of Sean’s piercing green stare. He really was an amazing specimen of masculine beauty. Krista had been struck by it from the beginning, but it was easy to ignore when she believed he was guilty of brutally raping and murdering a woman.

Then, his chiseled features and black Irish beauty had made him all the more repulsive, as she’d convinced herself he’d used his good looks to charm Evangeline Gordon into trusting him, paving the way to her doom. Now that she knew beyond a reasonable doubt he was innocent…she was anything but repulsed.

After several seconds she realized his full lips were moving and she forced herself to focus.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he said, dark eyebrows drawn tight over the bridge of his nose.

Krista kept her gaze locked on his face, not on the arrow of dark hair that bisected what had to be an eight-pack ridging his abdomen. She held out the stack of catalogs. “Mail call.”

The green eyes narrowed, and Krista could feel the hostility radiating off him. “You didn’t come all the way here to deliver my mail.” His grip tightened around the ax handle, and Krista’s skin prickled. She knew in her gut Sean wouldn’t hurt her. Still, she was out in the middle of nowhere with a man who hated her. And he was holding an ax.

Krista took a step back and rolled onto the balls of her feet in case she needed to run. Maybe cornering Sean on his own turf wasn’t such a bright idea after all.

Her tension uncoiled a notch when Sean leaned the ax against the stump and reached for the shirt draped across the back of a plastic lawn chair.

Krista bit back a sigh when the muscles disappeared under a layer of blue-and-black flannel. “You’re right. I wanted to talk to you.”

“You didn’t need to come all the way out here.”

“I called. Several times.”

“Maybe you should have taken the hint when I didn’t call back.”

He turned his back and started stacking the logs against the side of the cabin, underneath the overhang of the metal roof.

Krista moved closer and picked up the scent of clean sweat and wood smoke emanating from him. “I assume you’ve heard about Jimmy Caparulo?”

Sean froze for a second and then resumed stacking. “Megan called me right after it happened.” He shook his head. “Goddamn crazy Jimmy,” he muttered, but Krista could hear the catch in his voice.

“What if I told you I’m not sure it was a suicide?”

He straightened and pinned her with a hard stare. “What are you talking about?”

“I spoke to Jimmy the afternoon before he died,” Krista said. She was close enough to see the bump on the bridge of Sean’s nose from where it had been broken. She didn’t remember him having it during the trial. It must have been another souvenir from prison. She watched him closely, gauging his reaction to her news. “He told me he had information about Nate Brewster, but he couldn’t tell anyone before because Nate threatened to hurt Jimmy’s aunt if he told. I was supposed to meet with him Wednesday night, but he never showed. When I went to his house, I found out he was dead.”

“And you think someone killed him to keep him quiet?” Sean raised a skeptical brow.

Krista shrugged. “It seems like kind of a crazy coincidence, don’t you think?” She could read nothing in Sean’s stare. “Any idea what he wanted to tell me?”

Sean shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“When he talked to me, he said he should have said something sooner, that it would have helped you.”

His mouth pulled tight, and Krista fought the urge to smooth the deep lines that grooved his cheeks. “He sure as hell could have helped me by not testifying at my trial, but he’s a good three years too late for that.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “Jimmy was messed up. He saw some things…We all saw some things…” Sean’s voice trailed off and his gaze blurred, became that thousand-mile stare. The look of a man who was there but not there, too caught up in the horror replaying in his head to see what was in front of him.

He shook his head to clear it and ran a hand through his dark hair. It had grown beyond the short buzz he’d worn in prison, long enough to wave a little as the sweat dried. “I’m sure Jimmy thought he knew a lot of things, but I guarantee it was just paranoid ramblings. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some work I need to finish up.”

Krista reached out and grabbed his arm as he went to turn away. Corded muscles rippled under her fingers, the heat from his skin singeing her palm. She snatched her hand back as an electric buzz pulsed through her body. “I don’t think Brewster was acting alone when he framed you and killed those women,” she said.

Sean folded his arms across his chest. “One phone call from Jimmy told you that?”

“No. But Brewster’s computer was tampered with after he was killed and before the police seized it. We could tell files had been deleted, but so far no one has been able to restore them.” She pulled out another copy of the bank statement Benson had blown off. “And two days ago the investigator I’ve been working with found this.”

Sean’s eyes narrowed as she pointed out the correlation between some of the large deposits and the other murders.

“Nate was a sick bastard, and who knows, maybe he was working for hire. But even if that’s true, what does that have to do with me?”

Krista drew back. Even when she’d been convinced Sean was evil incarnate, she’d never thought him thick. “Other people might have been involved in covering up for Nate after he framed you for Evangeline’s murder. Doesn’t that matter to you?”

“I’m out of prison and the man who tried to kill my sister is dead. That’s all I care about.” But the cold, closed look on his face was that of a man who didn’t care about much of anything at all. “If what you think is true, I’m sure the cops are more than capable of getting to the truth of it.” Was that a note of sarcasm in Sean’s voice?

“They’re not investigating, and that’s the problem,” Krista said, irritated that she had to tilt her head back so far to look him in the eye. “You’re the only link I know of between Nate and Jimmy, and if there’s any chance—”

Sean cut her off. “I don’t know anything. And even if I did, the last thing I want to do is dig all that shit up again. Now, I’d really appreciate it if you’d leave.”

Krista shook her head like she wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. “If I’m right, the people working with Brewster are still out there, getting away with it, getting away with hurting Jimmy—”

“People get away with shit all the time,” Sean said coldly. “And innocent people take the heat for things they don’t do. You know that as well as I do.”

That arrow hit her straight in the chest and exploded on impact. “Then you should want to make this right as much as I do.”

Sean shook his head. “If you need to clear your conscience, that’s your problem. I just want to get on with my life and forget the last three years ever happened.”

Ignoring her protests, Sean turned his back and walked to the shed. Krista followed after him, cursing as her foot hit a stray log that hadn’t made it into the woodpile. “Sean, wait.” She tried to catch him as he went through the door. The door slammed in her face with a metal clank, followed by the snick of a bolt sliding home.

She tried the door. Sure enough, the bastard had locked her out. She pounded the metal wall with her fist, cursing as pain radiated up her arm. A second later she heard the high-pitched whine of some kind of power tool surging to life.

She knocked and kicked for several more minutes but got no response.

She gave the door one last kick and slumped down onto the stump, weighing her options. Sean Flynn thought she’d give up so easily? He must have forgotten who he was dealing with.






Chapter 3



Sean regretted slamming the door shut almost immediately. Not because he felt bad for how he’d treated Miss Deputy Prosecuting Attorney—she could pound on the damn door till her knuckles were raw and he still wouldn’t give her the time of day. But the closed-up shed made his chest tight and his heart pound. If he didn’t get a breeze going through here pretty soon he’d be in a cold sweat and feeling like he was having a heart attack.

Mild cleithrophobia, the shrink had said. Unlike claustrophobia, where someone was scared of tight spaces, Sean got antsy if he felt like he was confined, even if the space was a mostly empty forty-by-fifty-foot work shed. He’d refused the anxiety meds they’d offered and discovered that as long as there was a door or at the very least a window open, he could keep it all in check.

When he’d bought the prefab shed to use as a woodworking shop, he’d special ordered a model that had oversize windows along one side. He slid three open and took a deep, bracing breath of the cold, clean air. He picked up a hickory two-by-four and slammed it onto his table saw.

He could hear Krista outside, stomping around in the gravel, and he hoped to hell she was heading back to her car to haul her ass out of here.

There were a lot of people he had no interest in seeing—ever—and she was right there at the top of the list for a lot of reasons. Coming around and stirring up shit he wanted nothing more than to leave behind was the least of it.

He clenched and unclenched his hands, willing himself to relax, to stop shaking. If he wasn’t careful he was liable to lose a finger working on the handmade rocking chair.

He slid on a pair of safety goggles to protect his eyes from sawdust, picked up his iPod, pushed his earbuds in, and cranked the music up loud. Loud enough to muffle the sharp whine of the saw, loud enough to drown out the questions buzzing in his mind, questions he didn’t want to think about, didn’t want to answer.

Krista Goddamn Slater. Couldn’t she just leave him alone? He shouldn’t have been surprised she showed up unannounced, but her appearance had hit him like a hammer to the chest. He had hoped she’d get the point when he hadn’t returned her calls. Damn stubborn woman.

Why couldn’t she just leave it alone? Leave him alone? He just wanted a little peace, for fuck’s sake. He was still getting used to life on the outside, something he was afraid was going to take a lot longer than anyone could have anticipated. The two years in solitary with minimal contact had left worse scars than any wound he’d received in combat. And then at the end, facing the certainty of his own death…

In order to survive he’d checked out, shut down, and months after he was freed he was still struggling to emerge from the numbing fog.

Things were piercing through it though, things like Jimmy’s suicide. Their friendship had ended ugly even before Sean’s arrest, but the news of Jimmy’s death made him feel like he’d lost a limb.

They’d once been closer than brothers, seen each other through shit straight out of a nightmare. And now Jimmy was dead. Rather than face his life for another day, he’d decided to eat the business end of his Glock.

Sean could relate to the feeling. So much so he’d left his handgun back in Seattle in a gun safe in his sister Megan’s closet.

There were a few too many nights by himself, one shot of Jack too much, when he craved the taste of the gunmetal. When it got bad, he kept the urges at bay by telling himself that if he just kept moving forward, just made it through one day and then another, eventually the pain of the past few years would fade and he’d start to feel normal again.

But now Krista had to show up and blow everything to hell. Calling everything into question one more time, even Jimmy’s death. Making him wonder if Nate, the third brother, their betrayer, had somehow reached beyond the grave to cause Jimmy’s death.

Questions, still so many questions unanswered, questions Sean had managed to force from his head. He had his own suspicions about Nate and whether he’d been working alone. But now that he was out, Sean only wanted to move forward, to put the past away for good. Too much blood had already been shed, too much pain had already been caused.

Christ, he’d nearly lost his own life. Worse, his baby sister had nearly been killed proving his innocence. Didn’t he deserve to get on with the future, free and clear? He carefully guided the plank against the blade, let the hum of the saw calm him as he felt the machine’s vibrations rumble through his hands and up his arms as he held the plank steady.

He tried to focus on the project, lose himself in the process of taking raw lumber and turning it into something else.

What if Jimmy really was murdered? Don’t you care about your friend?

His hand jerked, jogging the plank to the right. The plank spit out a chunk of wood, and only the safety shield kept his fingers from being pulled into the blade.

He swore as much at the ruined lumber as at Krista for barging into his life with all of her questions about stuff he’d just as soon let die.

Like Jimmy died.

Guilt twisted in his gut as he tossed the wood aside and went to work on an armchair that needed a final sanding. What if Jimmy had been murdered? What if it had something to do with Nate and the people who might have helped him cover up not only Evangeline’s murder but the other murders as well?

Goddamn it, he did not want to think about it.

Maybe someday he’d want answers, but not now. Right now it was all he could do to hold his own shit together. And even if they had gone after Jimmy—much as it made him sick to think about it—it had nothing to do with Sean. He didn’t know anything about what Jimmy and Nate might have been up to, and as long as he kept his head down and minded his own business, Nate’s mysterious colleagues seemed content to leave him in peace.

Exactly like he wanted. And if that made him self-centered and uncaring, too bad.

And if Krista Slater wanted to go looking under rocks for slugs, that was her damn business.

He was content here, alone, working on his furniture and hitting town once a week or so to have an in-person conversation. He’d had enough trouble in the past few years. The last thing he was going to do was go chasing it.

Yet as he sanded the final rough spots from the wide armrest of the chair, he couldn’t get the damn woman out of his mind. What was it about her that got so far under his skin? It wasn’t just that she was beautiful. Sean had been with lots of beautiful women in his life, and no one ever gave him that grabbed-by-the-balls feeling that had overcome him at the sight of her standing in his driveway.

She wanted to make things right, did she? Right now he could think of about a thousand different ways she could make a lot of things right in his world.

He ran his hand over the smooth maple of the armrest, oiled and polished to a high sheen. Her skin would be even smoother, he thought. And the color of cream instead of the warm gold of the wood. Warm and giving under his hand.

He snatched his hand away, felt his face warm along with the rest of his body as he realized he was getting a hard-on.

What the fuck?

He’d chalk it up to needing to get laid, which given that he hadn’t had sex since before his arrest would make sense. Three years and counting.

Problem was, he wasn’t exactly plagued with unfulfilled lust. Despite his longest dry spell since the time Mary Hinky had given him a blow job under the bleachers sophomore year in high school, his balls weren’t tightening up for anyone. Not for Wendy, the pretty single mom who ran one of the two bed-and-breakfasts in town. Not for the attractive travelers passing through town—though granted this time of year the pickings were pretty slim.

Lack of prospects was no excuse, or it hadn’t been in the past. Sean had had some dry spells during his years in the Army Rangers. And while he wasn’t proud of it, his standards had gotten a little compromised after a six-month deployment with nothing but a bunch of smelly guys and his own right hand. At that point, any girl in a bar with a pretty smile and a pulse would have done.

But in the months since he’d gotten out, his body had barely reacted to a woman. And if it had, he quickly lost interest when one of two things happened: The woman would recognize him and get a look on her face that said she was scared shitless, or worse, even more turned on that she was about to score with a convicted felon. And if she didn’t recognize him, Sean would have to explain what the fuck he’d been doing in the three years he’d been out of the army. He could skirt around the issue as much as he wanted, but Sean wasn’t a liar, and he wasn’t about to keep his prison time a secret just so he could get laid.

And nothing killed the mood like telling a woman you’d been on death row.

Then there was that damn numbing wall he couldn’t break through. Wasn’t sure he wanted to. But it was deadening his body along with his emotions, and he knew that if he didn’t figure some way out of it, it would eventually kill his soul.

So he should take it as a good sign, he thought bitterly, that the blood was running thick and hot through his veins and he was as hard as a spike behind the fly of his jeans. And he would have, if it had been for anyone but her.

What kind of sick fucker was he that the only woman who could make his dick stand up and say hello was a woman who had once wanted him dead? Granted, once she’d realized her mistake, she’d done everything in her power to make sure he was released from prison and his name was cleared.

But that couldn’t give him back two years of his life—three if you counted the agonizing year of the trial. Couldn’t take back the suffering of his sister, both from the emotional pain of Sean’s trial and conviction and the physical danger from Nate, the sick fuck who’d been walking around free. Free to foster his obsession with Megan. Free to torture and kill helpless women.

And what if he hadn’t been working alone? What if Krista was right and there was more to the murders than just Nate getting his fix and covering his tracks?

Sean shoved the thought aside. Don’t borrow trouble. He’d learned it the hard way when he’d tried to help Evangeline Gordon and ended up framed for murder and gotten within days of the death chamber.

And regardless of his body’s perverse reaction to her, every cell in him screamed that Krista Slater was nothing but trouble. He took out his earbuds. It took a few seconds for his eardrums to recover from the scream of Alice in Chains. He heard nothing but the rush of wind through the birch and pines and the squawk of birds.

She had to be gone by now.

He checked his watch and saw that he had enough time for a run to siphon off some of the energy surging in his veins and still get the finished chair delivered. The run wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying as a long, lusty fuck with a certain prosecutor, but it would serve to take the edge off, not to mention be infinitely better for his sanity.

He cleaned the shop, vacuumed up sawdust, and put the tools away in their proper places, a process that had been drilled into him first by his father and then reinforced in his years in the army.

He stepped outside and reflexively lifted his face to the sky and sucked in a deep lungful of fresh air. Like his brain wouldn’t accept he was outside until he looked up and saw the sky. The soles of his work boots crunched on the gravel driveway. The air smelled like wet dirt and pine needles, and through it the cold bite of winter still clinging to the mountain air.

He grabbed an extra armful of firewood as he walked past the pile. Even though it was mid-May, he’d have to get the wood-burning stove cranking before bed if he wanted to stay warm tonight. He pushed open the front door of the cabin and was greeted by the familiar smell of the cedar paneling and wood smoke.

There was something else underneath it, a hint of something that didn’t jibe with the smell he’d always associated with the cabin. Something kind of flowery and soapy and…

Exactly like Krista Slater, who was perched on his leather couch, wearing his green fleece pullover and holding a cup billowing steam like she owned the fucking place.

He closed his eyes, hoping it was a lust-induced hallucination, but nope, she was still there when he opened his eyes, a sheepish smile and an apologetic look in her eyes. “What the hell are you still doing here?”

Her smile slipped and he could see her cup shake a little as she set it carefully on his slate-topped table. “My car won’t start.”

His eyes narrowed. “Really? What a coincidence.”

She rose from the couch. “What? It’s not my fault the roads around here beat the hell out of my Camry.”

“You shouldn’t have come up here in the first place,” he pointed out.

“I would have called a tow truck, but I couldn’t find your phone.”

His boots thumped across the wood floor as he walked into the kitchen to wash the sawdust from his hands. “That’s because I don’t have a landline.” He splashed water on his face to get the worst of the dirt off.

Her eyebrows, two shades darker than the butter-colored hair that hung past her shoulders, drew together over her nose. “What number did I call?”

“My cell.”

“I don’t get any service up here,” she said, flashing her phone at him.

“Neither do I.”

“Then how do people get in touch with you?” she asked like she couldn’t comprehend a world where people weren’t available twenty-four/seven.

He dried his hands and face on the kitchen towel next to the sink. “There’s a spot about a mile down the road where I get reception. A couple times a day I take a walk, pick up messages, and return calls if I feel like it.”

Her blue eyes narrowed. “And you didn’t feel the need to call me back.”

“Getting the hint yet?” He grabbed her purse off the table and fished around until he found her keys. “Let’s go take a look at your car.”

She followed him through the doorway and out to the driveway. He ate up the distance in long strides, and he could hear her breath speeding as she struggled to keep up in the higher altitude. The soft panting did nothing to quell the tight ache in his groin. He walked faster.

Undaunted, Krista trotted beside him as they neared the end of the drive. “I don’t understand why you won’t just listen to what I have to say. What happened to you didn’t start and end with Nate Brewster. There are still people out there messing with people’s lives—”

Something in him snapped. A red fog flooded his brain and he turned on her, grabbing her by the shoulders and lifting her bodily off the ground. “And now you want to mess with mine? Whatever they were doing, it has nothing to do with me, and I want to keep it that way. I just want to be fucking left alone. Don’t you get it?”

Her eyes were wide in her pale face. This close, he realized they were not blue as he’d always thought, but a grayish-green color, the color of the ocean on a stormy day.
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