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Someone has a secret. One worth killing for.


The rolling fields outside Curry, Oklahoma, are a beautiful spot to ramble on a spring day. . .and a lonely place to die.


Rejecting her judge father’s prestigious connections, Ellie Guthrie opened her own law firm in Curry. But something strange is going on.


Ellie’s tires are slashed. Dead rats are dumped on her patio. And then bodies begin turning up - supposed overdoses that her neighbour, former FBI agent Nate Marcel, suspects are something much more sinister.


There’s a killer in town, toying with her, drawing both Ellie and Nate into a web of murder and vengeance. To find answers, she’ll have to unearth this small community’s dark and twisted past. . .before it’s her turn to die.


Look for more page-turning suspense from Alexandra Ivy with Pretend You’re Safe and What Are You Afraid Of?, out now.




Prologue


Once there was a time when the solid brick building on the corner of Main Street and First Street had been the proud headquarters of the local Masonic Lodge. The men of means and stature in the community would gather behind locked doors and discuss their secret business. In other words, they shared the latest gossip while they ate dinner and enjoyed the barrels of moonshine they kept hidden in the cellar.


As the years had passed, however, the small town of Curry, Oklahoma, dwindled in population. The younger folks moved fifty miles west to Oklahoma City in the hopes of better jobs, and there was nothing in the area to attract new blood. As they’d aged, the Masons died off, while the younger men had no interest in the traditions of the past. The Lodge had threatened to become yet another empty shell.


Thankfully, the building had been purchased by Harry Massie, a local rancher who’d had the brilliant idea to turn it into a tavern. Gutting the main floor, he’d spent the bare minimum on ensuring the ceiling didn’t cave in on his customers, and that it was relatively clean. He was also smart enough not to bother to name his new establishment. It would always be “the Lodge” in the minds of the locals.


Now it was a dark, dingy place that had worn brick walls with the obligatory neon beer signs. Along one side of the cavernous room was a line of booths and in the middle was a handful of tables. At the very back was a dance floor with a small stage.


Harry insisted that the warped wooden floors and bare light bulbs that hung from electrical wires gave the place atmosphere, but the truth was that the building should have been condemned years ago. The locals didn’t care. They just wanted someplace they could occasionally get together and have a drink.


Of course, there were some locals who did more than come in occasionally for a drink. There were a dozen or so customers who could be found in the dark interior on a nightly basis.


One of those customers was Daniel Perry.


Seated in the corner booth, he was nursing his beer and ruefully glancing toward the woman that Harry had hired to manage the place. Paula Raye was a hard-ass who claimed to have come from Oklahoma City, but Daniel suspected she was fresh out of jail. He knew enough men who rotated in and out of the penitentiary system to recognize an ex-con.


She was a squat woman with brown hair that was chopped short and ugly tats that covered her arms and crawled up her thick neck. She’d arrived in town a year ago and had promptly taken firm control of the Lodge. Including putting an end to Daniel’s habit of charging his drinks to his tab.


Bitch.


Daniel returned his gaze to his beer, wishing he was anyplace but here.


Although he was still in his mid-twenties, he looked at least a decade older. His narrow face was sallow and already lined with wrinkles. And his once broad frame was now to the point of being gaunt.


Years of substance abuse had taken their toll.


Taking another sip, he ran his fingers through the long, tangled strands of his dark hair. His father had bitched for an hour this morning that it needed to be cut, but Daniel had ignored the old man. Walter Perry had once been the sheriff of this godforsaken county. The illusion of power had gone to his head, making him think he could bully everyone into obeying his commands.


Including his own son.


Lost in daydreams of the moment he could afford to walk away from Curry and never look back, Daniel didn’t notice the two men who strolled into the tavern and headed directly toward his booth. It wasn’t until the floorboards squeaked that he belatedly glanced up to watch as the men slid into the bench seat across the table from him.


Bert and Larry Harper.


The brothers were originally from Curry, but had moved to Tulsa after they’d flunked out of high school. They were both thin and wiry, with dirt-blond hair and sharply defined faces. They looked and dressed like hillbillies, but they tried to act like they were some sort of bad-ass gangsters. Bert had even tattooed a couple teardrops beneath his eye to add to the illusion.


It would have been funny if they weren’t so willing to shoot anyone who pissed them off.


“Shit,” Daniel muttered, scooting toward the edge of the booth.


Bert reached out with his leg and planted his cowboy boot at the end of the seat, effectively blocking Daniel’s escape.


“Going someplace, Danny boy?” the man drawled.


Daniel grimaced. He’d been avoiding this meeting for two weeks. Ever since he’d sobered up long enough to realize that he’d managed to smoke his way through the entire stash of meth that he was supposed to be dealing. The Harper brothers were expecting him to hand over a thousand dollars. Or else.


The knowledge had gnawed at him for days. But then an unexpected stroke of luck had happened. He’d been offered an employment opportunity that might just save his ass. As long as he could survive this unwelcome meeting.


“It’s getting late.” He pointedly glanced toward the clock. Ten minutes until eleven p.m.


Bert flashed an ugly smile. “You run off and you’re going to make me think you don’t want to spend time with me.”


“Yeah,” Larry chimed in. “You’ll hurt our feelings.”


“We’re real sensitive that way,” Bert added.


Daniel resisted the urge to roll his eyes. The two were idiots. But that didn’t make them any less dangerous. Just the opposite.


They didn’t have any ability to think through their actions to the inevitable conclusions. Meaning they shot first and asked questions later.


“Maybe next time.”


Daniel placed his palms flat on the table, trying to shove himself upright. He had a brief hope that the two would want to avoid a scene.


A hope that was squashed when Bert moved his foot to sharply kick Daniel in the knee.


“Sit,” he ordered.


Daniel sucked in a pained breath as he flopped back down. “No need to get violent.”


Larry leaned forward, his blue eyes cold and empty. Like he was dead inside. And maybe he was. It was rumored that the Harper brothers’ dad had been a mean drunk who liked to knock around his family whenever he bothered to go home.


“If you think that’s violent, Danny boy, just wait to see what we have planned for you if I don’t get the money you owe us,” Larry warned.


Daniel licked his dry lips. At his very core, he was a coward. Long ago it’d bothered him, but now he simply accepted he’d do anything to save his own skin.


“You’ll get it,” he told them.


“Good boy,” Bert commended, sending his brother a mocking smile. “See, I told you we could depend on him.”


Larry scowled. “I ain’t seen the money.”


Bert kept his gaze locked on Daniel. “He’s about to hand it over, isn’t that right, Danny boy? You’re not going to prove me a liar, are you?”


Daniel’s teeth clenched. Christ. He hated the Harpers. They were crude, disgusting pigs. Sadly, they’d been his drug dealers since he’d started experimenting in the ninth grade. What choice did he have but to kiss their asses?


“My name is Daniel, not Danny boy,” he snapped.


Bert held out his hand. “I don’t care if your name is fucking Santa Claus. Give me the money.”


Daniel hunched his shoulders. “I don’t have it on me.”


There was a tense pause, emphasizing the silence in the tavern. The sparse crowd had thinned out while Paula was sweeping the floor, clearly preparing to close for the night.


“Then we’ll all go together to get it,” Bert at last said. “My car’s outside.”


Daniel swallowed a resigned sigh. He couldn’t tell the brothers that he’d used the product he was supposed to be selling for them. Or what he’d agreed to do to earn the money to pay them back.


“Look, it’s been a little tough to unload what you gave me, but I have a buyer who promised to take the whole stash. We’re meeting tomorrow night,” he smoothly lied.


Bert narrowed his gaze. “Do I look stupid?”


Daniel lifted his hand. There was an edge in Bert’s voice that warned he was starting to consider the pleasure of putting a bullet through Daniel’s heart.


“It’s true,” Daniel insisted.


“I asked you a question.” Bert slammed his hand flat on the table. “Do I look stupid?”


Daniel gave a cautious shake of his head. “No.”


“Then I shouldn’t have to tell you that I can smell bullshit a mile away.”


“It isn’t bullshit.” Daniel pressed a hand over his heart. He didn’t have many talents, but he was a master at lying. He’d managed to cover his drug addiction for years. “Not this time. I swear.”


Bert paused. Then, no doubt realizing that killing Daniel wasn’t going to get his money, he settled back in his seat.


“Tell me about this score,” he commanded.


Daniel released a slow breath and weaved a story that he silently prayed would convince the brothers not to kill him.




Chapter One


Ellie Guthrie was savoring her second cup of coffee when her cell phone rang.


Grabbing it off the linoleum countertop, she glanced at the screen out of habit rather than necessity. She already knew who was calling. Less than a handful of people had her private number, and of those, only her secretary, Doris Harvey, would be phoning before breakfast.


“What’s the disaster?” she demanded, not bothering with pleasantries.


After a year of working together, Doris had learned that Ellie was single-minded when it came to work.


“No disaster,” the older woman assured her. Doris was a tiny wisp of a woman with steel-gray hair she kept cut short and dark eyes that sparkled with good humor. Beneath her sweet-old-lady façade, however, was the tenacity of a bulldog. Over the past year she’d proven to be more than just an employee. She was a loyal friend who protected Ellie with a ferocious diligence. “I was sorting through your emails and there was one from the district attorney’s office that your meeting has been delayed.”


Ellie frowned. She’d recently taken over the defense of a man who’d been accused of a series of thefts in the area. Today she was supposed to pick up the discovery packet so she could prepare for the pretrial hearing.


“Delayed? Did they give a reason why?” she demanded.


“A scheduling conflict is the official reason, but I would guess that the prosecutor discovered you had taken over the defense and realized that he’d better have his ducks in a row,” Doris said.


Ellie’s lips twitched. She couldn’t see her secretary’s face, but she could hear the hint of smug satisfaction in her voice.


“Ducks in a row?”


“Greg Stone is used to being the smartest man in the room,” Doris said, referring to the local prosecutor. “The fact that there is a woman who can challenge him in the courtroom has him scrambling to bring his A game.”


Ellie felt a stab of pride. It was one thing to graduate from a fancy law school with a 4.0; it was another to put everything she’d learned to the test by opening her own law firm.


The knowledge that she’d succeeded despite her father’s stern disapproval at her walking away from a prestigious position he’d arranged for her in Oklahoma City added an extra dash of satisfaction.


She’d accomplished her success on her own.


That was important.


“Then I’d better make sure I bring my A game as well,” Ellie said.


“Your game is A-plus, baby.”


Ellie chuckled. “You’re very colorful this morning,” she told her secretary. “Did you spend the weekend binge watching The Sopranos again?”


“Nope. It was Dragnet this time.”


“Ah.” Ellie’s smile widened. She’d watched reruns of the show when she was just a child. “Just the facts, ma’am.”


“Exactly.”


She wrinkled her nose. She hated having her tightly controlled schedule disrupted. Still, she understood the game. Greg Stone had a legal obligation to hand over the files he had on her client, but if she became a pain, then he’d drag his feet as long as possible.


It was better just to allow him to enjoy his power play. It was one skirmish in a war she was fully confident she would win.


“I’ll head straight to the office.”


“No hurry,” Doris told her. “It’s pretty quiet here this morning.”


“Then I’ll catch up on my paperwork.”


Doris heaved a deep sigh. “It’s supposed to be a beautiful spring morning. Don’t you have something better to do than sit in your office?”


Ellie glanced around her kitchen and grimaced. She had lots and lots of better things to do.


Thousands of things.


Since buying the old ranch house five miles south of Curry, she’d done nothing more than unpack the necessities. At the beginning, she’d had grand plans of remodeling. She intended to gut the place and create an open floor plan as well as enclosing the wraparound porch for a place to sit and enjoy the peace on warm nights.


Instead, she’d piled her boxes in a spare bedroom and concentrated on the office she’d purchased in downtown Curry. It was far more important that she make the perfect first impression to her potential clientele. The only real updating she’d done at her house was buying a state-of-the-art coffee machine that looked like some sort of alien technology on the chipped countertop.


With a shrug, she shoved aside thoughts of the enormous number of repairs that were waiting for her. She’d muddled along for the past year. She could muddle along a couple more months. Once summer arrived she might have more enthusiasm to tackle at least a few projects.


“I have work to do,” she told her secretary.


“You always have work to do,” the older woman chastised. “And don’t try to pretend you didn’t spend last night at the office.”


Ellie was caught off guard by the accusation. “How do you know?”


“It was bingo night at my church. Whose car do you suppose I spotted in front of the office when I drove home at ten o’clock?”


Ellie rolled her eyes. “I sometimes forget I live in a fishbowl now.”


“It’s not a fishbowl. Our interest in each other’s lives comes from a place of love, Ellie.”


“Hmm.” Ellie had spent the majority of her life in Oklahoma City. She hadn’t realized the cultural shock of moving to a small town. Some days she loved feeling a part of a community. Other days she hated the sensation she was constantly being watched and judged by her neighbors. “I’m going to change into something more comfortable and I’ll be in.”


“Suit yourself,” Doris said.


“I always do.”


“Amen.”


Ellie ended the conversation and headed toward her bedroom. She quickly stripped off the black skirt and crisp white shirt that matched the other black skirts and white shirts hanging in her closet. She reserved them for her appearances in court or meeting with the DA, preferring slacks and soft sweaters for her day-to-day office uniform.


Stepping into the bathroom that had an old claw-foot tub and a sink that was chipped and yellowed from age, she grabbed a brush and stood in front of the mirror.


With a quick efficiency, she pulled her honey-brown hair into a ponytail. She usually kept it shoulder length, but she was well overdue for a trim. Now it fell almost to the middle of her back and it always seemed to be in the way.


She grimaced as she caught sight of her reflection. She looked like she was twelve, not a woman approaching her twenty-ninth birthday. And it wasn’t just the ponytail. Her features were delicate, with large brown eyes that were heavily lashed. Even worse, she barely topped five-foot-four, with a slender body that still looked like she was in her tomboy years.


Her elegant mother had rued Ellie’s lack of sophistication, incapable of understanding why Ellie wanted to play softball and run in marathons rather than prance around in a pretty dress.


Ellie scowled, tossing aside the brush.


She’d moved to Curry to get away from the heavy sense of duty she always felt when she was in the presence of her parents. She wasn’t going to let bad memories haunt her.


Pausing long enough to grab her purse and a light jacket, she stepped out of her house and locked the door. She headed to the driveway, where she’d left her car. She had an attached garage, but the door was jammed. Just another project on her to-do list.


At least it promised to be a lovely spring day. The sun was peeking over the horizon, spreading a golden warmth that battled against the crisp air. Ellie paused, glancing around the rolling fields that spread as far as the eye could see.


Not many women her age would choose to live alone in such an isolated area. She had friends from law school who had all leaped at the opportunity to join firms in large cities where they could quickly climb the corporate ladder. When she told them she was happy in her shabby ranch house in the middle of nowhere, they shook their heads and heaved resigned sighs. With Ellie’s powerful family connections, she could have her choice of plum jobs.


Sucking in a deep breath, she caught the scent of rich earth and winter wheat. Much better than the smell that wafted from the dumpster when she stepped out of the door at her old apartment in Oklahoma City.


A smile touched her lips as she neared the silver BMW her parents had given her when she’d graduated from law school. Okay, she hadn’t totally turned her back on the finer things in life. The sports car wasn’t the most sensible vehicle, but she loved it too much to give it up.


Eventually she’d have to buy an old truck for those days when the roads were too muddy or too icy to get her car into town. But she hadn’t had time to look around.


Reaching the vehicle, her smile abruptly vanished.


She squatted down, staring at her tire. It was flat. Completely and totally flat.


Annoyance soured her mood. This was a trade-off to avoiding the problems that plagued big cities: gravel roads were hell on tires.


On the point of rising to her feet so she could pop the trunk and pull out her spare, she caught sight of the back tire. Crap. It was as flat as the front one.


What had she run over?


Impossible to know for sure, she acknowledged with a rueful sigh. And it didn’t really matter now. She was going to have to call the local auto shop to come out with two new tires.


She was pulling her cell from her purse when she heard the sound of a loud engine. Her stomach tensed. She didn’t need to turn her head to see who was headed up the gravel road. She’d recognize the racket of Nate Marcel’s old pickup a mile away.


Keeping her gaze focused on her phone, she scrolled through her contacts. She was sure that she’d put in the name of the garage. What was it called? Something that started with a G?


Fiercely trying to concentrate, Ellie found herself distracted as she heard the truck begin to slow.


Drive on, drive on, drive on, she softly whispered.


Of course, he didn’t.


Her nearest neighbor would never, ever be the sort of guy who would drive past a woman who looked like she might need his help.


She didn’t know if it was his training as a former FBI agent. Or if he’d been born with a hero complex. Either way, he’d been the first to arrive on her doorstep after she’d moved to Curry, offering to help her with the numerous repairs on her property.


The sight of him had frankly taken her breath away.


He was gorgeous in a rugged sort of way. He had a strong, square jaw that constantly looked like it was a few hours past a five o’clock shadow. His nose was bold and his mouth bracketed by a pair of unexpected dimples. He kept his dark hair cut short, but it lay like glossy satin and her fingers had itched to touch it. And his pale eyes seemed to hover somewhere between blue and gray.


He had been wearing the traditional uniform of all men in the area: flannel shirt, faded jeans, and cowboy boots. But no one could mistake him as just one of the guys. His body was rock hard with muscles, while he managed to move with a smooth grace that came from years of some sort of martial arts training.


Her first impulse had been to look for a wedding band. When she didn’t see one, she’d made the firm decision to get him into her bed as quickly as possible. He was just so damned sexy.


Then, he’d started offering to help with her unpacking and showing up with tools to fix her clogged sink, and she’d panicked. She was eager to enjoy a brief sexual relationship with the man. Just being close to him was enough to make her body sizzle with awareness. But it hadn’t taken long to realize that Nate wasn’t a man who indulged in meaningless hookups. At least not with his neighbors.


He was looking for a relationship with a woman who could give him more than her body.


Instinctively she retreated from his bold flirtations, going so far as to try and avoid him whenever they happened to be in town at the same time. It was a habit she’d developed when she was younger and her mother would invite over boys in the hope she could influence Ellie to settle down with a socially suitable husband.


Her only defense was to crawl into a shell like a turtle, taking cover until the danger passed.


Within a few weeks Nate had accepted her rebuffs, his smile mocking as he watched her scurry away when he walked into a room. The knowledge that she was acting like an awkward teenager instead of an intelligent, successful lawyer only intensified her discomfort.


Now she felt heat crawling beneath her cheeks as the noisy truck pulled into her driveway and the sound of a door opening and closing forced her to glance toward the approaching man. It was that or scampering back into her house and closing the door.


Not even she was that childish.


“Trouble?” he asked, his voice low and slightly gravelly.


A strange sensation fluttered in the pit of her stomach and her mouth went dry. He was wearing a Henley shirt that hugged the width of his chest and a pair of faded jeans that hung low on his hips. The wind ruffled his dark hair, and he had a shadow of whiskers on his jaw.


A tall, dark invitation to sin.


Inside she melted. Outside she forced her lips into her “courtroom” smile. Professional, meaningless.


“Nothing I can’t handle.”


“So you’ve told me before,” he said in dry tones.


“Because it’s true.”


The pale eyes that were more blue than gray in the morning sunlight narrowed, his jaw tightening at her cool dismissal.


“Yeah, yeah. I got it. You’re Wonder Woman and I’m an annoying male who is too stupid to take the hint.” He flicked a glance toward her flat tires. “Have a great day.”


Ellie grimaced. Christ, what was wrong with her? She was acting like a bitch.


“Wait,” she called out. “I’m sorry.”


He slowly turned back to face her, his expression unreadable. “Are you?”


She blinked in confusion. “What?”


“Are you sorry?”


Ellie’s lips twitched at the blunt question. Nate came across as a down-to-earth guy who said exactly what was on his mind, but Ellie had never been fooled. He’d been an FBI agent for years. Which meant he was a master of deception. He could be the naïve boy next door. The sophisticated charmer. Or the reckless playboy. Whatever was needed to get what he wanted.


This morning, however, she sensed his reaction was genuine. Here was a man who’d reached his limit with an aggravating female.


“I’m trying to be sorry, does that count?”


His tension eased, his own smile rueful. “Do you have a spare tire?”


“Yes, but I’ll need to call the garage to get one for the back.”


His brows arched as he realized the back tire was as flat as the front.


“Did you run over something?” he demanded.


“I didn’t notice anything, but I must have. I had these tires put on less than three months ago.”


He frowned, a strange expression settling on his face as he circled the hood of the car to study the tires on the other side. Then, without warning, he was disappearing from view as he bent down.


Curious, Ellie followed to see what had captured his interest. Instantly her heart dropped to her toes. She didn’t have two flat tires. She had four.


“Crap,” she muttered.


Nate reached out to touch the tire. “Slashed,” he said.


Ellie swallowed a resigned sigh. She could see they were slashed. And trashed. And beyond any hope of repair.


“There must have been something metal in the road,” she said. “Probably a strand of barbed wire.”


With a shake of his head, Nate straightened. His expression was grim as he met her gaze.


“These weren’t caused by a stray piece of metal,” he told her. “They were deliberately slashed with a knife.”


Ellie stiffened. “How can you know?”


“I was an FBI agent.”


She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “And your training included identifying weird holes in tires?”


“Only knife holes.”


She flinched, her gaze zeroing back on the car. Was he right? Had someone crept onto her property and used a knife to slash her tires?


The mere thought made her stomach clench with an icy sense of revulsion.


“That’s ridiculous,” she finally said, more in an effort to ease her fear than to convince Nate he was wrong. “No one would do that to my tires.”


“Are you claiming you don’t have any enemies?”


Her gaze snapped back to his face. “Why would you assume I do?”


“You’re a lawyer.”


He said the words without apology. As if he hadn’t just insulted her.


“Not everyone has your prejudiced opinion of my profession.”


He shrugged. “Maybe not everyone, but your work involves keeping bad guys from being punished for their crimes. That pisses people off.”


She felt a burst of irritation. Of course an FBI agent would assume that everyone who needed a lawyer was guilty.


“I represent clients who are presumed innocent until they’re proven guilty.”


He ignored her chastisement.


“And a few bad guys that hire you actually go to jail,” he continued, seeming to enjoy pointing out the number of people who held grudges against lawyers. “Which pisses off even more people.”


“Fine. I piss people off.” She glared at him, trying to pretend her heart didn’t skip a beat at the sight of his fiercely male features. “Including FBI agents. How do I know you didn’t slash my tires?”


“I wouldn’t have bothered with a knife. I would have shot them.”


His smile remained, but there was an edge to his voice that assured her that he really would have shot her tires if he decided it was necessary.


Ellie gave a sharp shake of her head. “I’m not going to leap to some wild conclusion.”


“It’s not a wild conclusion. You should report this to the sheriff.”


Her lips parted to tell him that she could decide whether she wanted to make a police report or not. But, with an effort, she bit back the words. He wasn’t being bossy. He was simply concerned for her safety.


Just as she should be concerned, she reluctantly acknowledged.


It was possible that she’d run over a piece of barbed wire. And it was equally possible that someone had deliberately slashed the tires. Until she knew for sure, it was only sensible to take a few precautions.


“Okay,” she finally agreed. “I’ll call when I get to the office.”


“Do you need a ride?”


This time she didn’t hesitate to agree. She didn’t want to drag Doris away from the office, and it could take an hour if she had to wait for the one taxi in town to come pick her up.


“Yes, thanks.”


A hint of surprise flashed through his eyes and she hid a smile. He hadn’t expected her to accept his offer. At least not without a fight.


Quickly recovering, he turned to lead her toward his vehicle. She doubted that he was ever completely caught off guard.


He opened the door and she climbed into the passenger seat, glad that she’d changed into her slacks. She was short enough that it was always an awkward scramble to get in and out of a truck.


At least it was clean, she realized as she took a quick inventory of the interior. The outside might be battered, but the leather seats had been recently refurbished and the dashboard was polished until it glowed.


She’d just finished buckling herself in when Nate slid into his seat and turned the key. The engine grumbled to life, and he backed out of the driveway and headed down the gravel road.


Ellie searched her mind for some sort of meaningless chatter to fill the silence, but she kept getting distracted by the warm scent of male skin that filled the cab. It’d been over a year since she’d last spent time with a man.


Clearly, she was overdue for a bit of romance.


Unfortunately, Curry wasn’t overflowing with eligible men. And those who might be interested in the sort of relationship she wanted couldn’t possibly compare to the man at her side.


“Do you want me to stop by Green’s and have him run out to your place to change your tires?” Nate thankfully interrupted her dangerous musings, slowing the truck as they reached the paved county road that led into town.


She cleared her throat, trying to suppress the blush that she could feel staining her cheeks.


“I can call him when I get to the office,” she assured him, making a mental note of the garage name. Green’s. She’d been right. It did start with a G.


His lips tightened. “Do you have to do everything yourself?” he demanded, pressing his foot hard on the gas.


The truck shuddered, as if it was on the point of simply collapsing, then with a loud backfire it was zooming forward at an impressive pace.


“Actually, I was going to offer to call the garage to have a look at this pile of scrap metal,” she said in dry tones.


There was a startled silence, as if Nate was shocked that she actually had a sense of humor. Then he released a sudden laugh.


“Are you insulting June?”


“June?”


He reached a hand to lightly pat the dashboard. “My truck.”


She snorted. “You call your truck June?”


“It’s my mother’s name,” he said. “When I turned sixteen and wanted to buy this beauty, my mother loaned me the down payment.” He gave the dashboard another loving pat. “It only seemed fair to honor her in some way.”


Ellie studied his profile, noting the fond expression that softened his chiseled features. That expression wasn’t for his truck, or at least not entirely. It was for his mother.


She swallowed a sigh. There were few things more charming than a man who openly adored his mother.


“I apologize. I didn’t realize your truck was an antique,” she murmured.


He gave another chuckle. “It’s not an antique, it’s a classic.”


“Hmm.” She paused, the rattle of the engine filling the air. “Didn’t the FBI pay well enough to buy a new truck?”


“I drove a Bureau car when I was working,” he said with a lift of one shoulder. “But it wouldn’t have mattered. Nothing could ever replace June.”


Ellie resisted the urge to continue bantering with her companion. She was already sexually obsessed with Nate Marcel. She didn’t need his potent charm swaying her into making a decision they would both regret in the end.


Turning her head to glance out the side window, she remained silent as they entered the outskirts of Curry. Nate accepted her tactical withdrawal without comment. Instead, he concentrated on navigating the narrow streets that were lined with trees.


They passed by the strip mall that had a dollar store, a laundromat, and a pizza joint that served amazingly delicious calzones. Then they turned the corner that led to the center of town.


In the middle of the square was a large stone building that housed the courthouse and city hall, as well as the sheriff’s office. The jail had recently been moved from the basement to a new building north of town.


Ellie’s own office was across the street. Not only because it was a convenient location, but it’d belonged to the previous lawyer, which meant the locals would know where to find her.


The downside had been that she’d had to completely gut the place. For two weeks, the construction crew had pulled out the dark paneling and shag carpeting that had been installed during the sixties. Then she’d had the walls painted a pale gray and installed tile floors and sleek furniture that offered a sense of sophistication.


She’d never compete with the old lawyer’s reputation for solid dependability. Not until she’d been there for twenty years or so. Oh, and changed her sex to male. Instead, she gave them the appearance of a glossy professional while she proved her ability to be a shark in the courtroom.


“You can let me off at the corner.” She abruptly broke the silence.


The traffic was one-way in front of her building. She didn’t want him to drive all the way around the square to park. His jaw tightened, but he swerved to pull to a halt in front of the post office.


She hastily unbuckled her seat belt and opened the door. “Thanks for the lift,” she said, ignoring the small pang of regret that she’d once again managed to make things awkward between them.


Without warning, he reached out to lightly grab her arm. “Ellie.”


She glanced over her shoulder, meeting his somber gaze. “Yes?”


“Be careful.”


She gave a slow nod. This time she didn’t try to dismiss his concern. Not when a tingle of unease fluttered through the pit of her stomach.


“I will.”




Chapter Two


It’s a perfect day. Crisp air, golden sunlight, and the sound of birds singing in the nearby trees.


I hum beneath my breath as I work. It’s hard. Daniel Perry might look like a scarecrow after his years of abusing drugs and alcohol, but he is heavy enough to make me breathe hard as I drag him across the hard ground.


Once he’s in the middle of the field, I carefully create the scene I desire. He’s still unconscious from the drugs I injected when he’d so foolishly agreed to meet me last night. It makes it easy to curl him into a fetal ball. I step back, surveying my handiwork. He’s surrounded by prairie grass and a sprinkling of early spring wildflowers.


Beautiful.


I move back to ensure everything is perfect.


Daniel’s curled up like a small child and I smooth the dark hair from his face. He looks peaceful when he’s sleeping. Not at all like the tense, angry man who stalked around town with a chip on his shoulder.


He is going to look even more peaceful.


I tug at the sleeve of his leather jacket until his forearm is exposed. Then, reaching into the pocket of my coat, I pull out the syringe that I prepared in advance.


Stabbing the needle into his arm, I press the plunger and fill his veins with enough pure heroin to kill an elephant. I watch in fascination, waiting for some sign that the drug is flowing through his body, destroying what few cells he hasn’t already fried. I don’t know what I expect. Pain. Ecstasy. Fear.


There’s nothing.


I wait. And wait.


Overhead the sun continues to shine and the birds are singing. I hum my soft tune. Then Daniel makes a sound. Like a low grunt. I lean forward, watching his lips part as he releases his last breath.


Death creeps into the meadow, brushing past me as it collects Daniel’s miserable soul, leaving as silently as it arrived.


The complete opposite of life, I realize with a small jolt of surprise. Birth was a noisy, messy business. Blood and screams and pain. The death I offer is a quiet, peaceful event.


Fascinating.


I slowly straighten, pulling the needle from his arm. I look down.


I’ve done good work, but I feel no pleasure. Daniel isn’t my victim.


No. He’s a message.


You. Will. Pay.


Nate watched as Ellie traveled down the sidewalk, her chin tilted and her pace brisk.


She looked like a woman headed into war.


He snorted, pulling away from the curb as she entered her office without glancing back. Ellie Guthrie was a woman who constantly acted like she was ready to battle. At least with him.


At first, he’d assumed her prickly attitude was a result of a woman forging a path through a man’s world. He’d known female FBI agents with the same brittle façade. They’d endured too many insults, harassment, and downright bullying over the years not to become defensive.


But then he’d seen her with other men around town. She hadn’t been flirtatious. That wasn’t her style. But she’d certainly appeared a lot friendlier.


Another man might have been offended. Who wanted to have the most beautiful woman in town treat him like he carried the plague? Nate, however, was a man with a healthy ego. He told himself that Ellie’s cold-shoulder treatment wasn’t because she didn’t like him.


It was because she was afraid she might like him too much.


His lips twitched as he turned the corner and pulled his truck into the parking lot of the local diner. Okay, he could be way off base. She might genuinely believe he was an ass. She wouldn’t be the first or the last. But he’d convinced himself over the past year that her elaborate effort to avoid him was wariness at the fiery awareness that had sparked between them.


He chose a spot where he could easily exit the lot and switched off the noisy engine. Old habits died hard. Even after two years of being retired from the Bureau. Then, leaning back in his seat, he sucked in a deep breath. Ellie’s light floral scent lingered in the air. It teased at him, like a promise.


Abruptly he recalled the first time he’d seen her.


He’d heard that the new owner of the property next to his had arrived. At the time, the only thing he’d known was that she was the daughter of Colin Guthrie, who’d once worked in the local prosecutor’s office before moving to Oklahoma City and eventually becoming a judge. Oh, and that she was a defense attorney who was opening her own law firm in Curry.


A part of him wanted to ignore her arrival. He’d worked in the FBI long enough to have watched perps who were guilty as hell walk away from justice because of some technicality used by their devious lawyer. But his mother had deeply ingrained a sense of proper manners into all four of her sons. The older woman would travel to Curry and whack him on the head with a wooden spoon if she discovered he hadn’t done his duty.


So, he’d arrived on Ellie’s doorstep with a forced smile and an offer to help with any repairs.


His first impression hadn’t been great.


It wasn’t because she’d been dressed in jeans and an old sweatshirt, with smudges on her face. Any fool could detect the ethereal beauty that was hidden beneath the dirt and cobwebs that clung to her glossy hair. But she’d had an aloof, frosty expression that made him think of an ice princess.


It hadn’t taken long, however, to stir his fascination. It started with the sensual awareness that smoldered in her dark eyes whenever she thought he wasn’t looking. She might pretend that she wasn’t interested, but she wanted him.


Bad.


Then, she’d opened her mouth and her sharp, slightly snarky banter had sealed the deal.


Smart and sexy.


His ultimate weakness.


And the fact that she’d spent the past year attempting to elude him had only intensified his determination to charm his way past her defenses. Like how he’d been when he’d set his mind on buying this truck. It didn’t matter how many extra chores his mother had demanded he do, or how many nights out with his friends he had to miss to earn enough money for gas; he’d set his heart on the rusty old pickup and nothing was going to stop him.


Hell, the fact he’d had to struggle to finally achieve his goal only made his final victory all the sweeter.


Nate gave a short laugh. Ellie would cut off his balls if she knew he was comparing her to his truck.


Giving a rueful shake of his head, Nate jumped out of the vehicle and headed toward the diner. He had a meeting this morning with the bank manager. But first he needed coffee. Strong and black. Not only for the jolt of caffeine, but he needed to clear his brain before he made his pitch for a loan.


He’d mulled over his decision for six months before making the appointment. He wasn’t going to ruin everything because he was still worried about Ellie Guthrie.


Crossing the small lot, he’d nearly reached the glass door when it was pushed open and Walter Perry stepped out of the diner.


Nate moved back, waiting for Walter to clear the doorway. The retired sheriff was a short, wiry man with features that always reminded Nate of a rat. Small and beady. He had a rapidly balding head that he kept hidden beneath his stained cowboy hat and a gray stubble on his jaw. This morning he was wearing a western-style shirt with pearl snaps for buttons and dark jeans.


Nate forced a smile to his lips. The older man was a blowhard who’d latched onto Nate as soon as he moved to the area. Walter seemed to believe that the fact they’d both worked in law enforcement meant they were destined to be best buddies.


Nate didn’t agree, but he was too polite to blatantly snub the retired sheriff.


“Hey, Walter,” he said, glancing through the glass door to the table at the back of the dining room.


Every morning, rain or shine, the local men gathered to play four-point pitch and drink coffee.


“Finished with your card game already?”


“Yep.” Walter’s lips twisted into a humorless smile. “We drank a pot of coffee, now we all have to go home and take a piss.” He shook his head. “Getting old stinks.”


Nate could sympathize. Although he’d just celebrated his thirty-fourth birthday, he already had a few aches and pains when he woke in the morning.


“I suppose it could be worse,” he murmured.


Walter turned his head to spit out the juice from his chewing tobacco.


“You know, I used to have a calendar on my desk where every morning I would mark off the days to my retirement,” he said.


Nate kept his smile in place. He didn’t talk about his own early retirement. Even after two years it still gave him nightmares.


“A lot of lawmen have those calendars,” he instead said.


Walter gave a faint shake of his head, his eyes growing distant as he became lost in his inner thoughts.


“I had some crazy fantasy that my days were going to be filled with fishing and playing cards with my pals and teaching my grandkids how to throw a curveball.”


“Sounds like a perfect retirement.”


Walter snorted. “Turns out that I hate fishing, and my son . . .” The older man’s words trailed away. He didn’t have to say that his only child was a burnout who was headed for jail. Or just as likely, the morgue. “Well, he isn’t going to be giving me grandkids anytime soon,” he finally muttered. “And years of playing cards with the same five guys is enough to make a man wish he was still at his desk and retirement was just a distant dream.”


Nate frowned. The onetime sheriff was always gruff. Most people in town called him cantankerous. But there was a bitter edge in his voice that Nate hadn’t noticed before.


“Is everything okay, Walter?”


A shadow darkened the rat features before Walter was waving away Nate’s concern.


“Fine.”


“Are you sure?”


The man forced out a laugh. “You know how it is. When it rains it pours.”


Nate had heard rumors that Walter’s wife had left town years ago with the math teacher, so he couldn’t be talking about marital problems. And the older man seemed to have plenty of money in his retirement. At least, he drove a brand-new truck and he had a beautiful brick home just a few blocks away.


Which left his son, Daniel.


A constant pain in Walter’s ass.


“Is there anything I can do to help?” he offered, even as he knew there was nothing he could do.


Daniel was an addict. No one could save him. Not until he was ready.


“Maybe we’ll go fishing together next week,” Walter said, his smile strained.


“Sounds good,” Nate agreed.


“See ya around.”


Nate watched the older man walk toward the end of the squat building, his steps slow and precise, as if he was concentrating to make sure he didn’t stumble.


Giving a shake of his head, Nate entered the diner.


Walter might not be his favorite person in Curry, but it pained him to see the old man looking so troubled. A damned shame he couldn’t beat some sense into Daniel.




Chapter Three


Ellie leaned back in her office chair and heaved a sigh. She’d spent the past two hours trying to concentrate on the appeal she hoped to file before the end of the week. Instead, she found herself unable to focus on the computer screen in front of her.


It was annoying. Nothing ever interfered with her dedication to her clients. But even after she’d called Green’s Auto and arranged for them to replace her tires, she couldn’t completely quash the vague unease that someone had actually snuck onto her property and stabbed her tires.


It was creepy.


Who could possibly hate her that much?


Oh, she had people who she’d angered since moving to Curry. As Nate had pointed out, her job as a defense attorney meant that the victim’s family blamed her if she managed to prove her client’s innocence. Or occasionally to get him off on a technicality. And, of course, her client’s family was angry if their loved one ended up in jail. No matter how guilty they might be.


But she couldn’t imagine any of them creeping through the dark to vandalize her car, which was parked miles outside of town. Why not throw a rock through her office window?


She released a breath through clenched teeth.


She blamed Nate.


If he hadn’t been so certain that someone had slashed her tires, she would have assumed it was nothing more than an aggravating accident.


She should change into her jogging clothes she kept stashed in her file cabinet, she abruptly decided. A run always cleared her mind, and Curry had a paved bike path along the nearby river. It was a perfect place to burn off her excess energy.


Not as fun as getting Nate in her bed . . . No, no, no.


Nate Marcel had caused enough disruption in her day. She wasn’t going to waste another second thinking about him. Or his hard, naked body.


With a sharp motion, she was on her feet and turning away from her desk. Yep. Definitely time for a run.


She was preoccupied with her inner thoughts, but a sudden movement outside her window instantly distracted her.


With a frown, she crossed the silver rug to peer out the clear glass. She didn’t have a great view. The real estate agent had called it a private garden. Ellie called it a cement slab surrounded by low hedges.


She assumed at one time it’d been a parking spot for the office, but the previous owner had transformed it into a place to enjoy a cigarette in private. She’d found ashtrays hidden beneath the hedges and a lighter on the wrought-iron table in the center of the slab.


Now she turned her head from side to side, trying to catch sight of who’d been lurking near her window.


A shadow darted across the edge of the patio, but even as she pushed the window open, whoever was there had disappeared behind the bakery next to her building.


A chill snaked down her spine. With a shiver, she slammed down the window and backed away. At the same time the door behind her was shoved open and her secretary stepped into the office.


Doris was dressed in her usual uniform of knee-length skirt and wool sweater. Her short gray hair was held in place by a coat of lacquer, or maybe it was hairspray—either way, it wasn’t going anywhere. Her thin, lined face held a hint of worry as she cast a glance around the office before studying Ellie with confusion.


“God Almighty,” she breathed, pressing a hand to the pearl necklace hung around her birdlike neck. “I thought you’d fallen.”


Ellie released a shaky breath. “Sorry.”


The older woman frowned, her head tilting to the side as she noticed Ellie’s pallor.


“What’s wrong?”


Ellie forced a smile. “Nothing.”


“Nothing, eh?” Doris took a step toward her. The secretary might be in her sixties, but her gaze was still razor sharp. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


Ellie shivered, unable to halt her instinctive glance toward the window.


“I’m jumping at shadows.”


Doris wasn’t fooled. “What kind of shadow?”


Ellie hesitated. She’d told Doris about her tires. It wasn’t like she had a choice when she’d shown up at the office without her car. But she didn’t want to frighten her secretary with the thought there might be some pervert out there peeking through windows.


Then she gave a roll of her eyes. What was she thinking? It would take more than a pervert to scare Doris.


The older woman had spent a few youthful years on the rodeo circuit. She’d shared enough colorful stories with Ellie to prove she had nerves of steel.


“There was someone on the patio,” she confessed. “When I stepped toward the window to see who was there, they ran behind the bakery.”


On cue, the secretary pivoted to head out of the office. “I’ll go see if I can find out who it was.”


Ellie quickly moved to block her path. The older woman wouldn’t think twice about marching around the bakery in search of the intruder.


“No, Doris.”


“Why not?” The secretary came to a reluctant halt. “It’s probably the same person who ruined your tires.”


Ellie swallowed a sigh. Doris had been as quick as Nate to assume that her flat tires had been caused by deliberate vandalism.


“I’m still not convinced they were slashed, but I’m not going to let you take any chances,” Ellie said.


Doris clicked her tongue. “You need to go see the sheriff.”


“You sound like Nate,” she complained.


“He’s always struck me as a sensible man.”


“I suppose.”


“And hot as hell.”


Ellie made a choked sound. “Doris.”


“Hey, I’m old, not dead.”


With a rueful shake of her head, Ellie moved to the desk to grab her purse. The older woman would continue to nag until Ellie finally gave in. It was easier just to concede defeat and get it over with.


“Fine. I’ll go talk to the sheriff.” She pointed a finger toward the smugly smiling secretary. “You stay here and behave yourself.”


Doris’s smile faded. “You be careful.”


With a nod Ellie left the office and crossed the reception room to step out of the building. The sun was shining, but there was a chilled breeze that whipped around the corner, slicing through her sweater. She paused. Maybe she should go back in and grab her jacket.


Then she gave a shake of her head. The courthouse was across the street. She was just trying to procrastinate.


Squaring her shoulders, she marched toward the large stone structure that had been built over a hundred years ago. It had massive windows and hand-carved shutters. The copper roof had turned green with a patina long ago.


Ellie crossed the neatly manicured lawn and climbed the wide steps to enter the arched double doorway. She was forced to halt and allow her eyes to adjust to the darkness of the foyer. At the same time, she breathed in the musty scent.


There was a sensation of ponderous age that had settled into the very air of the courthouse. She liked the feeling. It offered a silent promise of tradition that Ellie appreciated.


The law was the law. It was something she could depend on.


Maybe it was because she’d spent most of her life being uprooted from one house to another. When she was three they’d moved from Curry to Oklahoma City. From there they’d stayed in the same city, but they’d traded in one house for another, increasing in size as her father had climbed the judicial ladder of success.


All Ellie had wanted was a home. Instead she’d gotten a mansion as cold and empty as a museum.


She abruptly rolled her eyes and crossed the tiled floor to enter the nearest corridor. Poor little rich girl, she mocked at her bout of self-pity. She had everything, including two parents who loved her.


Minutes later she was sitting in a small waiting room. She’d hoped to make her report to the receptionist. Regrettably, she hadn’t realized it was nearly noon, which meant most of the staff was out for lunch. She’d been met by a young deputy who was clearly nervous at her entrance. No doubt the sheriff and prosecuting attorney spent hours describing her as a bitch who did everything in her power to thwart the brave men in law enforcement.


So now she was stuck twiddling her thumbs.


Pulling out her phone, she did her best to ignore the large clock on the wall, and the tick, tick, tick of the second hand that was an audible reminder that she was wasting time. She’d managed to check her email and order a new bra before the sheriff, Gary Clark, at last strolled into the room.


He was a square, stocky man with a large hook of a nose and rapidly thinning blond hair. His eyes were pale and watery, as if he suffered from allergies. Currently he was wearing a dark uniform with a shiny badge on the shirt pocket and a patch sewn onto one sleeve. He also had a heavy utility belt strapped around his thick waist that held a plethora of objects, including his gun.


She rose to her feet, as always caught off guard by the fact that the man barely topped her by a few inches. She was used to having people towering over her. It was nice when she didn’t have to crane her neck to meet someone’s gaze.


“Morning, Ms. Guthrie,” the sheriff said with a faint nod.


He insisted on formality. Which was fine with Ellie. Even if they didn’t find themselves on opposite sides of the law, she would never have encouraged a friendlier relationship.


The man was quite frankly an incompetent jerk.


He was lazy, and always willing to take shortcuts. Since Ellie had moved to Curry, his sloppiness had led to dismissal of charges for one of her clients, and two overturned verdicts. She suspected he held on to his job because no one else wanted it.
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