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By Alexandra Ivy


Pretend You’re Safe




About the Book
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He sees you . . . He knows you . . . And he’ll never let you go . . .


First came the floods. Then came the bodies. The victims – strangled, then buried along the shores of the Mississippi – have finally been unearthed, years after they disappeared. He remembers every satisfying kill . . . each woman’s terror and agony. But there’s only one he truly wanted. And fate has brought her within reach again . . .


Jaci Patterson was sixteen when she found the first golden locket on her porch. Inside were a few strands of hair wrapped around a scrap of bloodstained ribbon. Though the ‘gifts’ kept arriving, no one believed her hunch that a serial killer was at work. Now Jaci has returned home . . . and the nightmare is starting once more.


Back then, Rylan Cooper was an arrogant deputy sheriff convinced that Jaci was just an attention-seeking teen. It was a fatal mistake. There’s a murderer in their midst, someone determined to settle old scores and keep playing a twisted game. And it won’t end until Jaci is his forever . . .


Look for the next novel of page-turning suspense from Alexandra Ivy, What Are You Afraid Of?




Dedicated to Sheriff David Parrish
and the Lewis County Sheriff’s Office
for their loyal dedication and their willingness
to go above and beyond the call of duty.
That includes their incredible patience
in allowing me to hang out at the office,
and answering my endless questions.
Any mistakes can be attributed directly to this author.




Prologue


Frank Johnson had endured his fair share of floods. He’d been born and raised on the small farm that butted against the bank of the Mississippi River. Which meant he’d spent the past sixty years watching the muddy waters rise and fall. Sometimes sweeping away crops, cattle, and during one memorable year, the barn that had been built by his great-grandfather.


The levee that’d been built by the Corps of Engineers over a decade ago had provided a measure of security. Not that he’d been happy when they’d come in and scooped up his fertile land to create the barrier. Frank was a typical midwestern farmer who didn’t need the government poking their noses, or bulldozers, into his business. But eventually he’d had to admit it was nice not to have the waters lapping at the back door every time it rained.


But this was no typical rain.


On the first of February the heavens had opened up, and six weeks later the torrential rains continued to pound the small community. The river had become an angry, churning, destructive force as it swept toward the south. Frank watched in concern as the water had inched closer and closer to the top of the levee. He knew it was only a matter of time before it spilled over the ridge and into his back field.


But when he woke that morning, it wasn’t to find the levee had been topped. Nope. It had been busted wide open. As if someone had set off an explosion during the night.


With the resignation of a man who’d lived his entire life dependent on the fickleness of nature, he’d pulled on his coveralls and boots before firing up his old tractor and heading down to see the damage.


Dawn had arrived, but the thick clouds and persistent drizzle shrouded the farm in a strange gloom. Frank pulled the collar of his coveralls up to protect his neck from the chilled breeze, starting to feel like Noah. Had he missed the memo from God that he was supposed to build an ark?


The inane thought had barely formed in his mind when he allowed the tractor to roll to a halt. As expected, his fields had become pools of brown, brackish water. In some places the nasty stuff was waist deep. There were also the usual leaves, branches, and pieces of flotsam that’d been caught in the swirling eddies.


What he hadn’t expected was the long, dark object that he spotted floating in the middle of his pasture.


His first thought had been that it was a log. Maybe a piece of lumber torn from a building. But a piece of wood wouldn’t make his stomach cramp with a sense of dread, would it?


Climbing off his tractor, he’d reached into his pocket for his cell phone. His unconscious mind had already warned him that whatever the floodwaters had washed onto his land was going to be bad.


And it was.


Really, really bad.




Chapter One


First came the floods. And then the bodies . . .


Jaci Patterson was running late.


It all started when she woke at her usual time of four a.m. Yes, she really and truly woke at that indecent hour, five days a week. On the weekends, she allowed herself to sleep in until six. But this morning, when she crawled out of bed, she discovered the electricity was out.


Again.


The lack of power had nothing to do with the sketchy electrical lines that ran to her remote farmhouse in the northeast corner of Missouri. At least not this time. Instead, it could be blamed on the rains that continued to hammer the entire Midwest day after day.


When the lights grudgingly flickered on an hour later, she had to rush through her routine, grateful that she’d baked two dozen peach tarts and several loaves of bread the night before.


As it was, she’d barely managed to finish her blueberry muffins and scones before she had to load them into the back of her Jeep. Then, locking her two black Labs, Riff and Raff, in the barn so they didn’t destroy her house while she was gone, she headed toward Heron, the small town just ten miles away.


Predictably, she was barreling down the muddy lane that led to the small farm that’d once belonged to her grandparents, when she discovered the road was blocked before she could reach the intersection. Crap. Obviously the levee had broken during the night, releasing the swollen fury of the Mississippi River.


It was no wonder her electricity had gone out.


Grimacing at the knowledge that her bottom fields, along with most of her neighbors’, were probably flooded, she put the Jeep in reverse. Then, careful to stay in the center of the muddy road, she reversed her way back to the lane. Once she managed to get turned around, she headed in the opposite direction.


The detour took an extra fifteen minutes, but at least she didn’t have to worry about traffic. With fewer than three hundred people, Heron wasn’t exactly a hub of activity. In fact, she ran into exactly zero cars as she swung along Main Street.


She splashed through the center of town, which was lined with a small post office, the county courthouse that was built in the eighteen hundreds, with a newer jail that had been added onto the back, a bank, and a beauty parlor. On the opposite side was the Baptist church and next to it a two-story brick building that the local celebrity, Nelson Bradley, had converted into a gallery for his photographs. Farther down the block was a newly constructed tin shed that housed the fire truck and the water department. On the corner was a small diner that had originally been christened the Cozy Kitchen, but had slowly become known as the Bird’s Nest by the locals after it’d been taken over by Nancy Bird, or Birdie, as she was affectionately nicknamed.


Pulling into the narrow alley behind the diner, Jaci hopped out of her vehicle to grab the top container of muffins, which were still warm from the oven. Instantly, she regretted not pulling on her jacket as the drizzling rain molded her short, honey-brown hair to her scalp and dampened her Mizzou sweatshirt and faded jeans to her generously curved body.


With a shiver she hurried through the back door, careful to wipe the mud from her rubber boots before entering the kitchen.


Heat smacked her in the face, the contrast from the chilled wind outside making the cramped space feel smothering.


Grimacing, she walked to set the muffins on a narrow, stainless-steel table that was next to the griddle filled with scrambled eggs, hash browns, sausage, and sizzling bacon.


The large woman with graying hair and a plump face efficiently flipped a row of pancakes before gesturing toward the woman who was standing at the sink washing dishes. Once the helper had hurried to her side, she handed off her spatula and made her way toward Jaci.


Nancy Bird, better known as Birdie, was fifteen years older than Jaci. When the woman was just seventeen she’d married her high school sweetheart and dropped out of school. The sweetheart turned out to be a horse patootie who’d fled town, leaving Birdie with four young girls to raise on her own.


With a determination that Jaci deeply admired, Birdie had bought the old diner and over the past ten years turned it into the best place to eat in the entire county.


At this early hour her clients usually consisted of farmers, hunters, and school bus drivers who were up before dawn.


“Morning, Birdie.” Jaci stepped aside as the older woman efficiently began to place the muffins on a large glass tray that would be set on the counter next to the cash register. Many of the diners liked to have a cup of coffee and muffin once they were done with breakfast.


“Thank God you’re here.”


“I’m sorry I’m late. The electricity didn’t come on until almost five.”


Finishing, Birdie grabbed the tray and bustled across the kitchen to hand it to her assistant.


“Take this to the counter,” Birdie commanded before turning back to Jaci with a roll of her eyes. “The natives have been threatening to revolt without their favorite muffins.”


Jaci smiled, pleased by Birdie’s words. She’d learned to bake at her grandmother’s side, but it wasn’t until she’d inherited her grandparents’ farm that she’d considered using her skills to help her make ends meet.


Leaning to the side, she glanced through the large, open space where the food was passed through to the waitresses.


The place hadn’t changed in the past ten years. The walls were covered with faded paneling that was decorated with old license plates and a mounted fish caught from the nearby river. The floor was linoleum and the drop ceiling was lit with fluorescent lights.


There were a half dozen tables arranged around the square room with one long table at the back where a group of farmers showed up daily to drink coffee and share the local gossip.


At the moment, every seat was filled with patrons wearing buff coveralls, camo jackets, and Cardinal baseball hats.


Jaci released a slow whistle. “Damn, woman. That’s quite a crowd,” she said, a rueful smile touching her lips. The rains meant that no one was able to get into the fields. “At least someone can benefit from this latest downpour.”


“Benefit?” Birdie sucked in a sharp breath, her hands landing on her generous hips. “I hope you’re not suggesting that I’m the sort of person who enjoys benefiting from a tragedy, Jaci Patterson,” she chastised. “People want to get together to discuss what’s happened and I have the local spot for them to gather.”


Jaci blinked, caught off guard by her friend’s sharp reprimand. Then, absorbing the older woman’s words, she stiffened in concern.


“Tragedy?” she breathed.


Birdie’s features softened. “You haven’t heard?”


Jaci felt a tremor of unease. She’d already lost her father to a drunk driver before she was even born, and then her grandmother when she was seventeen. Her grandfather had passed just two years ago. She was still raw from their deaths.


“No, I haven’t heard anything. Like I said, the electricity went out last night and as soon as it came back on I started baking. Has someone died?”


“I’m afraid so.”


“Who?”


“No one knows for sure yet,” Birdie told her.


Jaci blinked in confusion. “How could they not know?”


“The levee broke in the middle of the night.”


“Yeah, I figured that out when I discovered that the road was closed. . . . Oh hell.” She tensed as her unease became sharp-edged fear. The levee had broken before and flooded fields, but the neighbor to her south had recently built a new house much closer to the river. “It didn’t reach Frank’s home, did it?”


Birdie shook her head. “Just the back pasture.”


“Then what are you talking about?”


“When Frank went to check on the breach, he saw something floating in the middle of his field.”


Jaci cringed. Poor Frank. He must have been shocked out of his mind.


“Oh my God. It was a dead person?”


“Yep. A woman.”


“He didn’t recognize her?”


Birdie leaned forward and lowered her voice, as if anyone could hear over the noise from the customers, not to mention the usual kitchen clatter.


“He said it was impossible to know if she was familiar or not.”


“I don’t suppose he wanted to look too close,” Jaci said. If she’d spotted a body in her flooded field she would have jumped into her Jeep and driven away like a maniac.


“It wasn’t that. He claimed the woman was too . . .” Birdie hesitated, as if she was searching for a more delicate way to express what Frank had said. “Decomposed to make out her features.”


“Decomposed?” A strange chill inched down Jaci’s spine.


“That’s what he’s saying.”


Jaci absently glanced through the opening into the outer room where she could see Frank surrounded by a group of avid listeners.


When Birdie had said a body, she’d assumed it had been someone who’d been caught in the flood. Maybe she’d fallen in when she was walking along the bank. Or her car might have been swept away when she tried to cross a road with high water.


But she wouldn’t be decomposed, would she?


“I’ve heard that water does strange things to a body,” Jaci at last said.


Birdie tugged Jaci toward the back door as her assistant moved to open the fridge. Clearly there was more to the story.


“The body wasn’t all that Frank discovered.”


Jaci stilled. “There was more?”


“Yep.” Birdie whispered, as if it was a big secret. Which was ridiculous. There were no such things as secrets in a town the size of Heron. “Frank called the sheriff, and while he was waiting for Mike to arrive he swears he caught sight of a human skull stuck in the mud at the edge of the road.” Birdie gave a horrified shudder. “Can you imagine? Two dead people virtually in his backyard? Gives me the creeps just thinking about it.”


Jaci’s mouth went dry. “Did Frank say anything else?”


Birdie shrugged. “Just that the sheriff told him to leave and not to talk about what he found.” Birdie snorted. “Like anyone wouldn’t feel the need to share the fact they found a dead body and a skull in their field.”


A familiar dread curdled in the pit of Jaci’s stomach.


She was being an idiot. Of course she was. This had nothing to do with her past. Or the mysterious stalker who had made her life hell.


Still . . .


She couldn’t shake the sudden premonition that slithered down her spine.


“Is Mike still out at Frank’s?” she abruptly demanded, referring to the sheriff, Mike O’Brien.


“Yeah.” Birdie sent her a curious glance. “I think he was waiting for the Corps of Engineers to get out there so they could discuss how long it would take for the field to drain.” She wrinkled her nose. “I suppose they need to make sure there aren’t any other bodies.”


More bodies.


A fierce urgency pounded through her. She might be overreacting, but she wasn’t going to be satisfied until she spoke to Mike.


“I need to go.”


“You haven’t had your coffee,” Birdie protested.


“Not this morning, thanks, Birdie.”


“Okay.” The older woman stepped back. “I’ll get your money and—”


“I’ll stop by later to get it.” Jaci turned to pull open the back door.


Instantly a chilled blast of air swept around them.


“What’s your rush?” Birdie demanded.


“I have some questions that need answers,” she said.


“With who?” Birdie demanded, making a sound of impatience as Jaci darted into the alley and jogged toward her waiting Jeep. “Jaci?”


Not bothering to answer, Jaci jumped into the vehicle and put it in gear. Water trickled down her neck from her wet hair, but when she’d gone into the diner she’d left the engine running with the heater blasting at full steam.


Which meant she was a damp mess, but she wasn’t completely miserable.


Angling the vent in a futile effort to dry her soggy sweatshirt, Jaci stomped on the accelerator and headed back toward her house. This time, however, she swerved around the barrier that blocked the road, squishing her way through the muddy path that led along the edge of Frank’s property.


It was less than ten miles, but by the time she was pulling her vehicle to a halt, her stomach had managed to clench into a tight ball of nerves.


It didn’t matter how many times she told herself that this had nothing to do with the past, she couldn’t dismiss her rising tide of fear.


Ignoring the avid crowd of onlookers who were gathered at the edge of the field, Jaci skirted around the wooden barrier, her gaze taking in the sluggish brown water that had surged through the broken levee. Branches and debris swirled through the field. But no body.


Thank God.


“Jaci.” A male voice intruded into her distracted thoughts as a skinny man dressed in a dark uniform stepped in front of her.


She forced a smile to her lips. “Morning, Sid.”


The young deputy nodded his head toward the flooded field, trying to look suitably somber.


“I guess you heard the news?”


“Yep.” Jaci’s gaze moved over the deputy’s shoulder, landing on the man who was pacing along the edge of the road with a cell phone pressed to his ear.


Sheriff Mike O’Brien.


Only a year older than Jaci’s twenty-seven, he was wearing a crisp black uniform with a star on his sleeve that indicated his elected status. Beneath his shirt he was wearing body armor that emphasized his broad, muscular frame. He had light brown hair that he kept cut military-short beneath his black ball cap, and a square face with blunt features and eyes that were an astonishing shade of green. As bright as fresh mint.


He was the sort of solid, dependable man that Jaci had always told herself she should want. Which explained why she’d dated him for several months after returning to Heron.


Unfortunately, they just hadn’t clicked. At least not for her. Mike continued to ask her out. She didn’t know if he was truly smitten with her, or if she was a convenient date.


After all, Heron wasn’t overrun with eligible women.


“I think half the town is here to gawk.” Sid once again interrupted her thoughts, his chest puffed out. It was a rare treat to have so much excitement. Jaci, however, was intent on reaching Mike. She stepped around the barrier, neatly avoiding Sid’s attempt to grab her arm. “Wait,” he commanded.


She marched forward, the mud threatening to suck off her rubber boots.


“I need to speak with Mike,” she said, battling her way toward her friend.


Sid made an effort to block her path. “The sheriff closed off this area. He said he didn’t want no one here disturbing things until he finished up.”


She darted around him. She was nothing if not determined. “I’ll just be a minute.”


“But—”


“Don’t worry, Sid,” she called over her shoulder. “I won’t disturb anything.”


Realizing he was going to have to physically wrestle her to the ground if he hoped to stop her, Sid returned to his post beside the barrier.


“He’s going to put my balls in a vise,” he groused.


Jaci concentrated on the increasingly marshy ground in front of her. Even before the breach in the levee the soil had been eroded by the pounding rains. One misstep and she could find her foot being caught in a hidden cavity. The last thing she wanted was to fall on her face.


Or worse, twist an ankle.


Thankfully Mike was distracted by his phone call. Which meant that he didn’t have a chance to flee before she was standing directly beside him.


Belatedly realizing he was no longer alone, Mike abruptly turned to scowl at her with blatant annoyance.


“Shit.” Shoving his phone into his pocket, he planted his hands on his hips. “I told Sid not to let anyone through,” he growled. “I already ran off Nelson when I caught him creeping around, snapping pictures like this was a tourist sight, and Andrew drove his tractor down here to have a look before I could have the field blocked off.”


Jaci pressed her lips together. Mike was referring to Nelson Bradley, the photographer who’d recently returned to Heron to open his own gallery. And Andrew Porter, a local farmer who cash-cropped Jaci’s land.


“I’m not just anyone,” she argued.


“No? And why is that?” he demanded. “Just because we dated doesn’t give you special privileges.”


She jerked at the unexpected attack. Was he being serious?


“I’m not here because we dated.”


He paused, sucking in a deep breath. Clearly he’d had a stressful morning with a day stretching ahead that probably wasn’t going to be any better.


And to top it off, the chilled drizzle was threatening to become yet another downpour.


“I’m sorry, Jaci. If you’re worried about your land, I’ll have Sid drive by and check it out,” he at last managed, his temper still evident as he glanced toward the breach in the levee. “At least I will once the damned Corps of Engineers gets here.”


Jaci gave an impatient wave of her hand. Did he really think she was interrupting him just to get someone to check a few muddy fields?


“I’m not worried about the land. I’m worried about the dead woman.”


“Oh.” His expression softened. “It’s okay, Jaci. She was no one local.”


“You’re sure?”


He grimaced. “As sure as I can be, considering how degraded the body was.” With a shake of his head, he pulled out his phone, which was buzzing. “I have a lot on my hands right now. You need to go home. I’ll stop by later.”


She clenched her teeth. A part of her wanted to turn and walk away. Why not accept that this was nothing more than a tragic accident that had nothing to do with Heron? Or her.


God knew she had enough to worry about.


But if she’d learned anything over the past eleven years, it was the fact that nothing, absolutely nothing, was worse than not knowing.


“How was she killed?” she demanded.


There was a short silence as Mike studied her with a searching gaze, clearly sensing her unease. Then he reached out to brush her bangs off her wet brow.


“What’s going on?” he asked, his voice gentle as he ignored his buzzing phone.


She bit her lower lip before she reluctantly revealed her worst fear.


“What if it’s starting again?”


“Starting again?” He wrinkled his brow, apparently baffled by her harsh question. Seconds later, realization hit and the green eyes narrowed with frustration. “Jesus Christ, Jaci. Don’t do this to yourself.”


She hunched her shoulder. “I can’t help it.”


He reached to cup her cheek in his palm as he towered over her. He wasn’t more than six feet, but she barely topped five foot two, which made it easy for him to play the overprotective lawman.


Something he enjoyed.


“Listen to me,” he ordered. “This has nothing to do with your crazy theories of the past.”


A familiar sense of aggravated fury pounded through Jaci. She was used to having her fears dismissed as being “crazy.” Hell, the previous sheriff told her that she was being a “hormonal” female.


No one wanted to listen to her fears.


Maybe not that surprising.


She’d just turned sixteen when she’d received the first golden locket. She’d found it on the porch swing when she’d come home from school. At first she assumed that it was a belated birthday gift from her grandparents. They enjoyed spoiling her with small, inexpensive surprises.


But when she opened it up, she’d quickly realized it wasn’t a gift. Instead, tucked inside was a lock of red hair wrapped with a piece of ribbon that was smeared with blood.


It’d freaked her out enough to insist that her grandmother call the cops. They’d dismissed it as a Halloween prank. And Jaci had tried to do the same. There were plenty of bullies at the small school who would delight in terrorizing her. Including her half brother, Christopher.


But the second locket arrived only a few months later. This time the hair was dark, but it was once again wrapped in a bloody ribbon. Once again Jaci had taken it to the sheriff and once again she’d been dismissed.


For the next two years she’d continued to receive the lockets. Sometimes they would be up to six months apart, and sometimes it would be only weeks. But while she was growingly convinced that the hair in the lockets belonged to women who were being hurt, if not actually killed, no one would believe her.


In fact, it’d become a joke to everyone but her grandparents.


They were the only ones who’d offered her sympathy, even if they didn’t entirely accept her belief that there was a maniac in Heron who was killing women and leaving bits of them in golden lockets on their porch.


The terror had finally stopped when she’d traveled to attend college at Mizzou, the University of Missouri. And thankfully, there’d been nothing since her return to Heron two years ago.


But now . . .


She shivered. “And how do you explain a dead woman and skull stuck in Frank’s field?”


His jaw tightened, his expression guarded as he slid into cop mode.


“There’s a thousand potential explanations, and none of them have anything to do with a killer.”


“A thousand?” She arched a brow. “Really?”


“Most likely the body came from someone who fell overboard during a fishing trip. Or it could have been a victim who was dumped upstream and floated down here.” He stepped back, waving a hand toward the muddy water. “Chicago is notorious for getting rid of problems by tossing them in the river.”


He was right. Despite the danger, there were always people who took boats onto the water during a flood. Either because they had no sense, or because it was their job.


And it was also true that she’d been hearing stories about bodies floating down from Chicago her entire life. Not that one had actually been found, as far as she knew, but it was an urban myth that everyone was happy enough to believe.


She still wasn’t satisfied.


“What about the skull?” she pressed.


Mike rolled his eyes. “Dammit. Is Frank telling everyone in town?”


“Yes.”


Mike heaved a resigned sigh. “Look. The most reasonable answer is that both of them were accidental drownings. The recent floods would have churned up a lot of unpleasant things that were hidden at the bottom of the river.” He shrugged. “Or it’s even possible that the waters disturbed a cemetery and swept a few of the graves down here.”


Okay. That actually made sense. A portion of her tension eased.


“When will you know?”


“The body and the skull have already been picked up by the coroner,” he said. “He’ll drive it down to the medical examiner in Columbia to do an autopsy. Until then, this place is off-limits to everyone. Including you, Jaci.” He pointed a finger at her. “Got it?”


“Fine.”


Turning, she stomped her way back through the mud.


“I mean it, Jaci,” he called from behind her.


“Whatever,” she said, cutting along the edge of the field.


She’d wasted enough time.


She still had deliveries to make. Not to mention doing her daily grocery shopping, stopping by the bank, the post office, and the vet to get cream for Riff’s ear infection.


Later she could worry about dead bodies and strange skulls.


The breath was yanked from his body as he watched Jaci Patterson walk away.


Oh. It was glorious. The white-hot excitement that exploded through him made his heart pound and his cock jerk to attention.


It felt like he was standing in the center of a lightning storm.


How long had it been? Eight years? Maybe nine.


Too long.


He’d tried to replace her. After all, she’d abandoned him just when he was about to take their relationship to the next level.


But while he’d found a fleeting satisfaction with other players, no one had ever given him the same thrill as sweet, sweet Jaci.


He hid a smile, conscious that there were dozens of upright Heron citizens who could witness his every expression.


It was so ironic.


When he’d received the call that the floods had exposed his burial grounds, he’d panicked. The bodies had the potential to attract attention that could ruin everything.


Now he forgot his unease.


Okay, there might be a brief spark of interest, but it would quickly be forgotten. Especially if the majority of his victims had been swept downriver.


And any hassle at dealing with nosy neighbors, and even a potential investigation, was a mere nuisance when compared to the dazzling burst of pleasure as he watched the anticipation that was etched on Jaci’s beautiful face.


She remembered their game.


And she was already eager for it to begin again.


Just as he was . . .




Chapter Two


Jaci’s thoughts remained distracted as she drove the fifteen miles to Baldwin.


Larger than Heron, the city boasted a liberal arts college and several specialty shops, but it still managed to maintain the charm of a small river town.


Making a stop at the local B and B to deliver homemade loaves of bread, she headed to the quaint tea shop that was squeezed between a hardware store and a dentist office.


She whipped her Jeep into the closest parking space, and jumped out without paying much attention to who was pulling in beside her. Trina, the owner of Tea & Cakes, had already called twice to make sure she was bringing her tarts before the brunch crowd made their appearance.


Big mistake.


Jaci was just opening the back of her vehicle when the familiar scent of Dolce & Gabbana had her stiffening in dread. Oh . . . crap. Turning her head, she belatedly absorbed the sight of the silver Mercedes parked next to her.


Feeling like the deer caught in the headlights, Jaci froze. If she was smart she would climb into the back of her Jeep and shut the door. With a little maneuvering she could wiggle her way into the driver’s seat and take off before she had to endure the looming meeting.


Instead, she forced herself to slowly turn and meet the older woman’s critical gaze.


“Hello, Mother.” She pasted a smile to her lips.


Loreen Hamilton was a small, slender woman with golden-red hair that she kept swept into a smooth knot that emphasized her pale, oval face and finely carved features. In her midforties, she was a beautiful woman who managed to look polished and sophisticated despite the persistent drizzle. Of course she spent a fortune on her weekly facials, manicures, and hair tint. Plus her flared black coat and heeled leather boots probably cost more than Jaci’s entire wardrobe.


Easy to look good when you had money.


The cold blue gaze skimmed over Jaci, taking in her hair, which was plastered to her skull, her soggy sweatshirt, and the rubber boots caked in mud.


The older woman always made Jaci feel like a lumbering, awkward cow.


“Jaci.” She arched a finely plucked brow. “Good Lord. What happened?”


“Nothing.” Jaci glanced down in confusion. “Why?”


The woman thinned her lips. “You’re a mess.”


Jaci rolled her eyes. She would never comprehend how the lovely Loreen had ever allowed herself to get pregnant at the age of seventeen by a mere farm boy. Of course, old pictures revealed that her father, Samuel, had been ruggedly handsome with golden-brown hair and clean-cut features. Jaci had inherited his hair and light blue-gray eyes, as well as his love for the outdoors. Unfortunately, her own features weren’t nearly so striking.


But Loreen was swift to make up for her mistake.


After Jaci’s father was killed by a drunk driver, she’d handed her newborn daughter over to her in-laws and promptly married Blake Hamilton so she could move into his large brick home on a bluff overlooking the town.


She’d also produced a handsome son, Christopher, and an exquisite daughter, Payton.


The perfect Stepford family.


“I’ve been working,” she said.


“And you couldn’t clean up before coming into town?”


Jaci reached into the back of the Jeep to grab the last tray of peach tarts, making sure they were covered by the plastic wrap.


“I’ve been up for hours and I still have a thousand things to do,” she said, the words clipped. “When I get back home I’ll take a shower.”


Loreen sniffed. “There’s no need to be snippy.”


Snippy? Did people still use that word?


“I—” She bit back her angry words. She’d tried every approach to forming a relationship with this woman. She’d played the dutiful daughter, the casual friend, the indifferent stranger. Nothing changed. Her mother was as cold and judgmental as she had been when Jaci was five and failed to win the crown as Little Princess at the Corn Festival. Thankfully for Loreen, her second daughter, Payton, had won it three years in a row. “Whatever,” Jaci breathed. “I need to get these to Trina.”


Expecting her mother to eagerly bring an end to yet another unwelcomed encounter with her daughter, Jaci was caught off guard when her mother pointed toward the tray in her hands.


“Wait,” she commanded. “I’ll take two of the tarts.”


Jaci’s eyes widened. “You?”


The woman looked uncomfortable. “I’ll pay.”


“It’s not that,” Jaci protested, reaching beneath the plastic to grab two of the tarts. “I’ve just never seen you eat dessert.”


Her mother gave a lift of her shoulder, reaching to take the tarts.


“Blake is meeting clients at his office in St. Louis, but he promised to be home in time for dinner. And . . .” Her words trailed away before she was stretching her lips into a smile. “Christopher is home.”


“Oh.” Jaci managed not to grimace. She hated her half brother. He’d been born an arrogant ass, and as he grew older, he’d become a cocky bully who used his family’s wealth as a “get out of trouble free” card. She doubted that the last three years he’d been away at Washington University in St. Louis had improved his slimy personality. “Is it spring break?”


“He’s done with his classes.”


Hmm. If the golden boy had actually completed his college education, there would have been trumpets blaring and a party fit for royalty.


Which meant he’d flunked out. Or more likely, he’d been kicked out.


“When did he get back?” she asked.


“A few days ago.”


Well, that was vague.


“Does he plan to stay in the area?”


“For now.”


More vagueness. Weird.


“I’m sure you’re happy to have him back.”


“Yes. Yes, I am.” An unexpectedly fierce emotion touched her mother’s pale face before she was once again the cool, aloof matron. “How much do I owe you?”


“Consider it a gift for the prodigal son,” she said.


Something that might have been fear flashed through the blue eyes.


“Why would you call him that?” she snapped.


Jaci frowned. What the hell?


Her mother was always brittle. As if she was spun from caramelized sugar. But at the moment she looked like she was about to shatter.


“He was gone and now he’s come home,” she clarified in wary tones. “That’s all.”


Loreen forced a small laugh. “Yes. Of course.”


Jaci’s brows pulled together as she studied her mother’s face.


“Is something wrong?”


“Certainly not.” The smile remained grimly pinned in place. “Everything is perfect.”


“Right. Perfect.” Bafflement was replaced by a sudden weariness that blanketed Jaci, as thick and dreary as the clouds above.


It’d been a hell of a morning. She didn’t have the emotional strength to deal with this woman. With a resigned shake of her head, she turned toward the tea shop.


Whatever had her mother’s panties in a twist had nothing to do with her. And the older woman wouldn’t thank her for trying to interfere.


In fact, that would be the last thing her mother would want.


Pressing the door open with her shoulder, Jaci entered the pink-and-white shop that was decorated with overstuffed couches and low tables.


At her entrance, Trina rushed from behind the glass counter at the back, her round face wreathed with a relieved smile.


“Thank God.”


Handing over her tray of tarts, Jaci collected her money and hurried back to her Jeep before Trina could get her cornered. Everyone wanted to discuss the gruesome discovery.


Everyone but Jaci.


She just wanted to finish her errands and get home.


A hot shower was just what she needed.


It was past eleven o’clock before Jaci was at last leaving Baldwin and headed along the back roads to her grandparents’ farm. The narrow road was isolated, and thick with mud. Which meant that the last thing she expected was to meet a large black SUV as she swerved around a corner.


Slamming on the brakes, she watched as the vehicle cruised past, missing her bumper by less than an inch. But even as she breathed a sigh of relief that they hadn’t collided, she caught sight of the man behind the steering wheel.


A very familiar man.


Her stepfather, Blake Hamilton.


Absently, she turned her head to watch as the SUV disappeared around the corner.


The older man was the CEO of Hamilton Enterprises, a company he’d inherited from his father. She didn’t really know what that meant beyond the fact that he made a butt-load of money, and that he used the small airport north of Baldwin to daily commute between his home and his office in St. Louis. It was only a forty-minute flight, and he could enjoy the benefits of living in a small town.


After all, in the big city he was just another businessman. Around here he got to act like he was something special.


So what the heck was he doing out in the middle of nowhere?


And why did her mother think he was flying back tonight?


With a slow shake of her head, she pressed her foot on the gas pedal.


Weirdest. Day. Ever.




Chapter Three


Rylan Cooper climbed the narrow stairs.


He should feel triumphant.


After a week of caulking, sealing, and pumping water, he finally could proclaim victory.


A dry basement.


Entering the kitchen, he closed the door behind him. The narrow room had been built onto the old farmhouse nearly a hundred years ago, which might explain why it felt like it slanted downhill. The cabinets were worn, the linoleum floor was scraped to the studs near the back door, and the appliances should have been hauled to the junkyard in the sixties.


But there was a bank of windows that ran along the back wall that offered a priceless view of the Mississippi River, and the air was filled with the warm scent of pancakes and pipe tobacco.


The scents of home.


A warmth spread through Rylan, even as he tried to deny it. He didn’t want to feel this constant sense of comfort even after two weeks of staying at his father’s farm.


He was supposed to be eager to return to his California condo. It was a spectacular designer space with a stunning view of the beach. And, of course, there was his prosperous business with his friend and partner, Griff.


The two of them had met at the local college in Baldwin. Rylan had been finishing up his criminal justice degree with dreams of entering the FBI, while Griff had been a computer nerd. They’d met when they’d worked for the same security company installing alarm systems. Together they’d started tinkering with a new database that could track the burgeoning wave of cybercriminals.


He’d assumed that it would be a summer project that might bring in a few extra bucks. Something that would come in handy as he neared graduation and his student loans were looming over his head like the sword of Damocles.


Within a few months, however, they’d received an interest in their work that had stunned both of them. They leased the program to various law agencies. And then created several new security systems that had been licensed around the world.


Rylan was living the dream.


But he couldn’t deny that more than once he’d felt a pang of restless dissatisfaction.


He assumed that at least a portion of his frustration was the fact that he missed his father. It’d just been the two of them after his mother’s death when he was twelve. Of course he missed the old man when they were separated by a couple thousand miles.


Crossing the slanted floor, he joined his father, who was finishing up the last of the breakfast dishes.


Rylan leaned against the counter, folding his arms across his chest. He studied the face that looked remarkably like his own. Lean. Angular cheekbones. A narrow nose and wide brow. Both had the same unusual golden-brown eyes.


There were a few differences. Rylan’s hair was bleached to a light blond and his skin tanned from his hours in the sun, while his father had thick silver hair and a leathered face that was pale from a long winter and even longer spring.


Elmer had also been honed to the point he was little more than bones and sinew. Rylan, on the other hand, was slender, but he spent enough time in the gym to ensure he didn’t embarrass himself on the beach.


“The patch is holding for now, but you’ll need to call in a contractor,” he informed his father. “Better yet, you can call in a mover and sell this damned place before it collapses on your head.”


Elmer snorted, reaching for a worn towel to dry his gnarled hands. A lifetime of working the land had taken its toll on the older man.


“The only way I’m leaving this house is in a coffin.” He repeated the words he’d been mouthing since Rylan had first suggested the move.


“Stubborn old coot,” Rylan said.


Elmer tossed aside the towel. “Look at it this way, son. If the roof does fall, then my thick skull should protect me well enough.”


“There is that,” Rylan wryly agreed. Then, with a sigh, he glanced toward the torrential water that swept past the house less than a mile away. “Still, I wish you’d come and stay with me until the river goes down.”


Elmer shrugged with the confidence of a man who’d seen about everything in his sixty years.


“It’s supposed to crest the first of next week.”


“As long as it stops raining.” Rylan pointedly glanced toward the sullen clouds that hung so low they nearly brushed the tops of the trees. “And that doesn’t seem likely.”


“Don’t fuss,” Elmer said, moving to the narrow opening that led to the enclosed back porch. “I’ll be fine.”


Following behind his aggravating father, Rylan leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb. “Is there a reason you don’t want to stay with me?”


Elmer reached for the muddy coveralls that were hung on a nail. The narrow space was built with a wooden plank floor. The slanting edge of the roof and framed screens that kept out the bugs and wildlife did nothing to block the icy breeze.


“LA has too much sunshine.”


“Sunshine?” Rylan arched a brow that was several shades darker than his hair. “That’s your reason?”


“Yep.”


“You prefer endless days of rain?”


“I like to wake up and be surprised,” Elmer corrected, stepping into the coveralls so he could pull them up and over his jeans and flannel shirt. “Here it might be hot or cold. Sunny or rainy. You might get a bit of snow or it might suddenly turn off with a blizzard.” He pulled up the zipper before training his piercing gaze on Rylan. “What about you? When you open your eyes there’s nothing but sun, sun, and more sun.”


“It would only be for a month or two,” Rylan insisted. It wasn’t just that he would enjoy his father’s company when he returned to California, but he wanted to have the entire house rewired and new plumbing installed. A home built over a hundred and fifty years ago was in constant need of repairs. “Just long enough for the river to go down and someone to make a few upgrades around the place.”


Elmer grabbed his rubber boots and settled on the edge of a wooden chair.


“I have a better idea,” he said, yanking a boot over his foot, which was covered by a thermal sock.


“What’s that?”


“Why don’t you move home where you belong and do the repairs yourself? Computers are fine and dandy, but a man needs to work with his hands on occasion.”


Rylan’s lips twisted. He’d walked right into that one.


“My business—”


“Can be done anywhere,” Elmer interrupted, pulling on the second boot.


“Okay,” Rylan conceded. It was true. Although he had to meet with the occasional client, most of his work was video chatting with his partner as they brainstormed their newest creation. He offered suggestions from a crime-fighting or security perspective, while his friend decided whether his vision was technically possible. “But unlike you, I prefer a view that includes beaches with beautiful, barely covered women to a muddy cow pasture.”


Elmer shoved himself upright, sending his son a chiding glance.


“We have our fair share of pretty gals, although they’re smart enough to cover up what God gave ’em.”


Rylan snorted. “A sin.”


Elmer shook his head, moving to open the screened door that led to the backyard.


“And speaking of pretty gals, I need to get going.”


Rylan frowned. He’d assumed his father was headed out to finish his chores.


“Where?”


Elmer glanced over his shoulder. “I want to check on Jaci. She should be back from her deliveries by now.”


Rylan frowned. “Why?”


The older man shrugged. “It’s what neighbors do when we have bad weather.”


“At least you admit it’s bad,” Rylan said.


Elmer stood in the open doorway, eyeing his son with a hint of impatience.


“Are you coming?”


Rylan grimaced, not overly excited at the thought of getting out in the chilled rain.


“Why don’t you just call?”


His father gave a disappointed shake of his head. “Is that how you do it in LA? Talk to each other at a distance so you don’t have to look each other in the eye?”


Rylan narrowed his gaze. The older man had been distracted all morning.


Something was up.


“Okay, old man,” he said. “What’s bothering you?”


Elmer grimaced. “Frank stopped by before you got up this morning.”


Well, that explained the voices that’d woken him before the crack of dawn.


“I thought I heard someone here at some ungodly hour,” he said. “What did he want?”


“He came to tell me that he’d got up early to check on his bottom fields. They were flooded after the levee broke during the night.”


“And?”


His dad’s eyes darkened with the worry he’d been trying to conceal.


“And, he caught sight of a dead woman floating in the water.”


A shocking fear blasted through Rylan. Pressing his hand against the wall to keep himself upright, he swallowed the sudden lump in his throat.


“He didn’t think it was Jaci, did he?”


“No.” His father gave a shake of his head. “There wasn’t much light and the body was in pretty bad shape, but he was sure the woman had long hair.”


Shit. Rylan forced himself to suck in a deep breath.


The intensity of his fear had been . . . cataclysmic.


Which should have been odd. He’d only seen Jaci on a handful of occasions since he’d left for California. And even when they were young, they hadn’t been more than neighbors. He’d made very sure of that.


And, of course, there was the little fact that she’d never forgiven him for his refusal to believe her claims of a stalker when he worked part-time at the local sheriff’s office.


Yeah. They weren’t exactly BFFs, but there was a part of him that knew his world would be a darker place without her in it.


Grimly he hid his surge of relief. He’d never shared his confusing mix of emotions when it came to Jaci Patterson. And he didn’t intend to start now.


“Then why are you worried?”


“Frank said he also saw a skull.”


“Christ,” Rylan breathed, his attention fully captured. “Did he call the sheriff?”


“’Course he did.”


“I still don’t understand what this has to do with your neighbor,” he said, even as he moved to grab his old coat and boots that he left there for his visits.


God knew he didn’t need them in California.


“Jaci has never accepted that those lockets she received were just someone’s idea of a bad joke,” Elmer explained as they headed down the back steps and across the soggy yard.


Rylan shivered as the icy rain pelted his face. Was the sun ever going to come out?


“Has she still been getting them?” he demanded.


“Not that I know of.” Elmer stomped his way past a shed and the pole barn where he kept his lawn equipment. Then he angled his way toward the opening in the hedge that was a natural barrier between the Cooper and Patterson farms. There was no point in suggesting they take the old pickup parked a few feet away. His father was a firm believer that God gave him feet for a reason. “But a dead body floating in her neighbor’s field is sure to bring it all back,” he continued as they moved past the hedge and into the open pasture.


Struggling through the muck, the two of them managed to make their way to the two-story white farmhouse with a trellised porch and black shutters. It looked a lot like every other home in the area, except for the gorgeous stained glass in the upper windows that had been created by Jaci’s grandfather.


“Looks like she’s just getting home from her deliveries,” Elmer said, nodding toward the black Jeep that had been backed toward the front porch.


“What deliveries?”


“She bakes all sorts of pastries and breads and sells them to various shops,” Elmer explained. “She also makes crafts that she sells at art fairs.”


Rylan nodded. That seemed a perfect choice for Jaci. He’d heard at one time that she was living in Columbia and working as a graphic artist. It never seemed to fit.


“Does she still rent out her land to Virgil Porter?”


“His son,” Elmer said, heading across the front yard. “Andrew took over most of the farming last year. ’Course, if the rains don’t stop, no one will be getting in any crops.” Both men came to a halt as the woman rounded the back of the Jeep. “Hey, Jaci,” his father called out.


The woman gave a sharp jerk, clearly caught off guard by their sudden appearance.


“Elmer.” She pressed a hand to her chest, her gaze shifting toward Rylan. Her lips tightened, as if she’d just caught a bad smell. “And Rylan. I heard you were visiting.”


Unable to resist, Rylan found his gaze skimming over the woman in front of him.


She’d always been cute in a fresh, farm-girl way. Her honey hair was kept in a pixie style that framed her face. She had large eyes that were more gray than blue today, and full lips.


But while she’d been chubby when she was very young, she’d developed the sort of curves in high school that made a hormonal boy think wicked, wicked thoughts. Which was only one of several reasons he’d kept a firm distance between them.


“Always a pleasure, Jaci,” he said, trying to ignore the way the wet sweatshirt molded to her generous breasts, and the perfection of her ass beneath the tight jeans.


“I can tell,” she said dryly, turning to yank open the back of the Jeep. Reaching inside, she grabbed a reusable cloth bag.


“Let Rylan help you with those groceries,” Elmer ordered.


She reached for another bag. “There’s no need.”


Rylan rolled his eyes, stepping forward to tug the bags from her tight grip.


“I thought my dad was the most stubborn critter in these parts,” he said.


“Critter?” she mocked.


He shrugged. “I was going to say Missouri mule.”


“Nice.” With a shake of her head, she turned to grab a stack of empty trays. “Is there something you need, Elmer?”


Elmer stepped forward to push shut the back of the Jeep, falling into step beside Jaci as she headed toward the front steps.


“Just wanted to make sure you haven’t been flooded out.”


“Not yet,” she assured him, offering a sudden grin for the older man. As always, it was warm and sincere. Like the sun coming out. It had nothing in common with the too white, toothy smiles of the women he’d been dating the past five years. “The cellar has some water, but the sump pump is taking care of it.”


His father nodded. “I suppose the back fields are flooded?”


“Probably.” She grimaced as she glanced toward the drive, which continued past the side of her house to the outer buildings. Eventually it led to the land that had been farmed by the Porter family since Jaci’s grandfather had a stroke ten years ago. “It looks like Andrew came out to check the water while I was gone.”


Rylan scowled at the deep ruts caused by a heavy tractor. The tracks were ruining her drive.


“Why doesn’t he use the county road to get to the fields?” he demanded.


She climbed the wooden steps. “The bridge has been closed for almost three weeks.”


Rylan joined her on the porch, his gaze still taking in the deep furrows that were already filling with water.


“He’s making a mess of your drive.”


“I know.” She gave a resigned shrug. “But there’s not much to be done until the rains stop.” She reached toward the handle of the old-fashioned screen door. “You can leave the bags on the swing. . . .”


Her words trailed away, her face losing color at an alarming rate.


“Jaci?” Rylan stepped forward. “What’s going on?”


The trays dropped from her fingers, crashing to the wooden porch as she stared at the door as if she’d seen a ghost.


It was only then that Rylan belatedly noticed that something was hanging from the handle. Leaning forward, he caught a glimpse of the golden locket that was threaded through a delicate chain.


A hiss was wrenched from his lips even as the woman next to him swayed and then abruptly collapsed in a dead faint. Muttering a curse, he dropped the bags and reached to catch her just inches from the hard, wooden planks of the porch.


Glancing down at her ashen face, he felt a tightness clench around his chest.


Someone had deliberately scared the hell out of this woman. And he intended to find out who it was.




Chapter Four


Mike O’Brien returned to Heron, pulling his patrol truck to a halt in the graveled lot. Once it had been the site of the jailhouse, but five years ago the building had been pulled down, and a new, modern facility had been attached to the back of the old courthouse.


The new jail had several sleek cells and a communal area for the prisoners during the day, along with a booking room that had all the bells and whistles. In the center was a deputy who kept an eye on the security monitors. And at the far end was a large interview room that had been intended to double as an office for the sheriff.


Mike, however, preferred the worn, quiet simplicity of his old office in the courthouse.


Built almost two hundred years ago, the two-story red-brick building had maintained the original paneling and wood floors, with plaster medallions in the center of the high ceilings. His office had a bank of windows that overlooked a small park where he could watch children play during the summer.


It emphasized the solemn traditions of his position, and at the same time, it offered him a reminder of the precious future that was his duty and honor to protect.


Even better, it had a door that led directly to the new addition.


The best of both worlds.


Halting at his private door at the side of the courthouse, he punched in the numbers on the electronic lock and stepped inside.


He stifled a yawn as he headed across the worn floorboards. It was just noon and he was already tired.


Glancing toward his desk, he grimaced at the stack of paperwork, which mysteriously appeared on it each morning. It was a part of the job he put off until his administrative assistant threatened to do bad things to him. Including handcuffing him to the desk until he was done.


With a shrug, he moved toward the table that was pushed into the corner. He poured himself a cold cup of coffee and grabbed a protein bar. He wasn’t sure who the genius was who came up with the marketing idea of disguising a candy bar with the word “protein,” but he fully approved. His mother would have a cow if he told her that he’d had gooey peanut butter drenched in chocolate for lunch. Now he could claim he had something healthy.


Polishing off the bar, he tossed away the wrapper and turned back to the desk. The files hadn’t magically disappeared.


Damn.


Grudgingly accepting that he needed to get started, he was interrupted when the connecting door from the attached jail was pushed open and Sid stepped inside.


The young deputy had a nervous habit of shifting his weight from foot to foot. Today he was nearly dancing as he tried to control his excitement.


“Hal and Bobby are waiting in the interview room,” he said. Mike had called him earlier to ask the deputies to come in for a meeting. “Did you want me to call Corey?”


Mike considered before giving a shake of his head. Corey was a deputy who served as a resource officer at the local high school.


“No. If we need extra manpower, we’ll pull in the reserves.”


Mike set aside his mug. No huge sacrifice. It tasted like sludge.


Following his young deputy through the door and into the reception area, he paused long enough to pour a fresh cup of coffee before heading past the dispatch room and into the interview room, which doubled as a conference space when necessary.


It was a long, narrow space dominated by a wooden table with six matching chairs. The floor was carpeted and the walls painted an institutional white. In one corner was a TV and camera set on a cabinet that was used to videotape any questioning of potential suspects. There was also a two-way mirror on the far wall that allowed him or the prosecutor to watch during the interview. On one wall was a framed map of the local county. On another wall were black-and-white pictures of the old jailhouse.
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