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To the Reader

				Dear Reader,

				The journey of Sarah and Justin has been a great one. The idea for this book came in a single thought, a single question. My brother and I were at a restaurant one quiet afternoon. I’d been thinking about Love’s Justice and I asked him, “How can I kill someone in a prison and not be seen?” My big brother, who’d grown up with such questions, answered me without even a blink. (I’m not going to tell you what he said. I don’t want to ruin the story.)

				I’ve had so much fun writing this with all its twists and turns. I even got to spend an evening with an FBI agent who read the completed manuscript, giving me pointers on what it is to be a federal agent. (Again, I won’t tell you more. It was highly suggested that I not share beyond what I have.)

				Along the way, there have been others who’ve helped create this story. My writing group, The Montana Romance Writers, have been an amazing support. Casey, Danica, Pam, Clare — thank you. My editors at Crimson Romance, Jennifer Lawler and Jerri Corgiat Gallagher. You ladies are the best! (Jerri, I wish there was a way to keep all your smiley faces!)

				To my family, my husband, my children — there aren’t enough ways to say thank you for all your cheering. I love you.

				To you, my friends, thank you for dropping by for a visit. I am very honored and excited to share Love’s Justice with you. And if you’re ever at a restaurant some quiet afternoon and you see a brown haired man talking with a red-haired woman about murder, don’t worry, it’s just me plotting my next book.

  				All the Best,

				Rionna Morgan

	
				For my big brother, Daniel B. Robinson.

	
				Justice that love gives is a surrender … 

				 — Mahatma Gandhi

	
CHAPTER 1

				A sweet whiff of carrot cake and the final strain of the “Happy Birthday” lyrics met Justin’s senses as he walked into the brightly lit office.

				“Well, that’s not something we’d hear down at headquarters,” he muttered under his breath as the glass door swished closed behind him.

				Being in a profession clouded with intrigue and stereotypes himself, he didn’t really know what to expect of a private investigator’s office in downtown Portland. Frankly, he didn’t give a damn. This was just a rent-a-cop shop anyway. As he settled down in one of the thickly padded chairs, he couldn’t believe he’d actually come. It was like lowering himself. His surveyor eyes glared at the tasteful waterfront pictures gracing the walls and the interesting choice of reading material laid out on the end table next to his seat. He wasn’t expecting a dim, smoke-filled room smelling of old liquor and yesterday’s newspapers, but he hadn’t expected this, either.

				“God, what a sissy place.” He picked up a photography magazine. “For the wife-cheating crowd no doubt.”

				Resigning himself, he flipped to an article and used his pretended engrossment in it as a cover for his thoughts. It had taken him months to get here. He’d had to endure the pain of burying his mother. He’d had to nod his head as the doctors explained that she really was healthy, but that she’d lost the will to live. Dying of a broken heart wasn’t too hard to believe, Justin had thought as he’d stood at the edge of his mother’s freshly covered grave and his father’s aged one.

				He’d made arrangements for his family’s long-time butler to stay on at the ranch-style house in Austin that was now his. And as he’d hung up the phone in his Dallas apartment, he’d figured he was through with details for a while. But that’s when the message had arrived from his father’s lawyer. Following the directions in the message, he found his father’s journal and the folder. They, or rather the contents, were what had brought him to Sarah Johnson’s door.

				In his mind he could see her picture in the folder he’d left locked in his safe. She looked to be about sixteen when it was taken. Her hair was a delicate blond, her cheeks rosy, and her eyes looked blue or gray — he couldn’t be sure which. She looked young and innocent, yet so did her mother. But who better than him knew that looks could be deceiving?

				In a few more minutes, he would see the daughter of the woman who was responsible for his father’s death.

				“Mr. Breslow?”

				“Yes,” Justin looked up into the face of the voice. The woman had brown, almost frizzy hair and green eyes.

				“I’m Annie. I just wanted to let you know that S.J. will be with you in a moment.”

				“Thank you.”

				Annie nodded.

				“Have you checked him out yet?” Annie asked as she walked into Sarah’s office, folding her arms over her chest.

				Sarah cleared her throat. “Yes. But I’ve been busy wrapping up the Hansen case. So I didn’t have time to study his file. And, I didn’t know for sure if he was going to pursue this any further than a phone call.” And I’m not sure if I’m going to let him poke into my life. “If you want to read through the file, here you go.” Sarah handed Annie the papers clipped neatly in a folder labeled Justin T. Breslow.

				Sarah straightened her navy linen pantsuit and wished fleetingly that it were really a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. She wished she held a pair of running shoes in her hand and not her notebook and pen and that she was about to take a nice run on the beach and not the winding professional walk she had to make to the waiting room. But this is what I love, Sarah thought. Maybe I’ll take the vacation I keep promising myself, next year. She put a smile on her face and opened her door.

				The smile was what Justin saw first. Sure he noticed her walk. It was more of an easy jaunt and not just the simple one-foot-in-front-of-the-other. He cringed at how carefree she seemed. He also noticed her fancy outfit and quickly calculated the money it would have cost. Looks like she’s benefiting from rich wives looking for their cheating husbands, he thought as his eyes were drawn back to her smile; pretty white teeth wrapped gently in full, lightly tinted lips. Damn woman, he thought in a blink. It’s been months since I’ve smiled just for the hell of it.

				As she got closer, he stood with a smile of his own. He schooled his features and made sure the smile reached his eyes. Briefly, he wondered if the long, blond hair framing her face was from a bottle, or if it was naturally that brilliant, and if her eyes were blue or gray.

				“Mr. Breslow, welcome to S.J. Investigations. I’m Sarah Johnson.” She held out her hand. In the time it took her to take her next breath, her eyes scanned, cataloged, and recorded his appearance and her impressions. He stood calmly, waiting. His white, button-up shirt and blue jeans looked well-worn, as did his black leather jacket. Most people looked at their clothing as an accessory for their personality. But Sarah had the impression that this man needed no accessorizing. His clothes were an afterthought. A worn-very-well afterthought.

				“Justin Breslow.” He nodded as his hand touched hers and held. Her eyes are … gray, was the last thought he had before he sank into them.

				Sarah’s smile faded as the warmth in their touch traveled up her arm and fluttered around her insides. She grabbed her hand back, fully intending to ignore the sensation.

				“Mr. Breslow, it’s nice to meet you in person. What can I do for you today?”

				“Sorry. I’m just not used to be being surprised.”

				“How’s that?”

				“Your eyes are gray.”

				“Yes?”

				“I just thought they’d be blue. You know blond hair, blue — never mind.” Justin shook his head. I sound like an idiot. Get it together. “I’m sure you’re really busy and didn’t plan on spending your afternoon talking to a reporter from Dallas about the color of your eyes.”

				“You’re from Texas?”

				“Yeah, I guess I didn’t mention that when we talked on the phone.” No wonder; the conversation had lasted about a second, Justin thought. “I’ve done some freelance work, but now I work for the Dallas Herald.”

				“I hear the accent.” Now it was her turn to be surprised. She never missed things like that. She knew it was the similarity between Justin and her mom that had thrown her. “I’ve done some thinking about what you asked me, and I decided to at least listen to what you have to say.”

				After they were seated in Sarah’s office, and after he was finished mentally chewing himself out for getting distracted, Justin began his prepared speech. “I was a huge fan of your mother’s for years. Who wasn’t? She’s a hero in the journalism world.”

				Sarah nodded.

				“I’ve begged my editor for this assignment since I knew he wanted to run the series.”

				“Why don’t you describe what the series is, exactly.” Sarah’s eyes wandered over the pictures on her desk. They settled on the last picture she and her mom had taken together. It was at a cross-country meet in high school. They stood side-by-side, arms wrapped around each other. She was dressed in her running shorts and top while her mom was clothed in a classy suit. Sarah could still feel the pride and warmth she felt from being clutched in her mother’s arms.

				Justin wasn’t sure what she was looking at, but he knew he didn’t like the sad look on her face. And he sure as hell didn’t like the need he felt to reach out and comfort her.

				“It’s a series of articles on your mother’s life and her final assignment investigating the treatment of women prisoners in Alabama.” He noted the confusion and hesitancy that flitted across Sarah’s face. He had to pull this off or his plan was ruined. “Sarah, listen. Your mother was wonderful.”

				“I know she was.”

				“She won the Pulitzer Prize.”

				“But that’s not why she wrote.” Sarah crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. Hmm, this should be interesting, she thought. Let’s see how much this guy can come up with. Let’s see if he’s found the truth.

				What else? Justin wracked his brain for remnants of what he’d planned to say. “She died when she was on assignment in Alabama and deserves to be honored, remembered.”

				Sarah glanced back to the picture of her mother.

				“I would like to do that.”

				“Why?”

				“Because she was — ”

				“No, I mean why you?” Sarah asked.

				“Like, my credentials?”

				Sarah shrugged.

				“Well, I have a Masters in Journalism from — ”

				“No, you know what? I don’t care about that.” Sarah leaned forward. “I want to know why you want to do it.”

				Justin took a deep breath. Here it goes. “We, meaning you and I, have sort of a personal connection. My father and your mother grew up together in Texas Hill. It’s probably through him that I learned to admire your mother so much.”

				Sarah raised an eyebrow. “Who’s your father?”

				“He was Thomas J. Breslow, but everyone knew him by Tom.”

				“Hmmm.” Sarah tried to remember if she’d heard anything about this Thomas Breslow in her youth. Maybe.

				“Yes.” Justin bent his head. The anger was so fierce. He needed a chance to get it under control. “He died when I was young.” Your mother killed him.

				“I’m sorry.”

				“No. It’s just that my mother recently passed away and it’s — it’s hard to relive the whole thing.” Justin looked up. He saw true concern and sadness in her eyes. The woman was making him sound like a sap. “When I was going through my father’s papers, I found what might be a connection between my father and your mother beyond their friendship when they were kids.”

				“What kind of connection?”

				“That’s where I’m not certain and would need your help.”

				“Would I be able to read and approve the articles before they go to press?”

				Ah, hell. I knew she’d ask that. Justin cringed. He knew his cover might not be such a good idea. He hadn’t written anything for a long time. He’d have to figure something out.

				“Yes.”

				“Good. When do you want to start?” Sarah asked.

				“As soon as possible. I want to focus on her life for the first few articles and then delve into her final assignment at the Alabama Women’s Prison. I would really like your help — with all of it, if that’s possible.”

				“I can definitely help with her life. But we’ll have to talk to my Dad about her last assignment. He knows about the details and will be able to help more than I can.”

				“I’ve already talked to him. He’s who sent me to you.”

				Sarah frowned. “What’d he say?”

				“That he’d be willing to meet with me. But, that was about it. He said if I wanted help, I’d have to ask you.”

				“You haven’t met with him yet?”

				“No.” Justin shrugged his shoulders.

				“I’m leaving this afternoon to spend the weekend with him. It’s my birthday.” Sarah motioned to the streamers and banners sporting the message, “Happy Birthday S.J.”

				“Sort of figured that.”

				“He and I always spend some time together for it.” Sarah looked at the man before her. He was a little taller than she was. He had brown hair and blue eyes. He looked average, but something in his eyes held her. She felt as if she could trust him. He seemed to be telling the truth, at least part of the truth. It was the other part she was concerned about. She needed to know what that other part was before agreeing to work with him. Coming with her might not be a bad idea. And if he came, she’d be able to watch him and make sure he didn’t upset her dad. “Would you like to come with me?”

				“Yes.” Justin nodded with surprise and smiled.

				“If you give me a number where you can be reached, I’ll call before I leave.”

				“Great.” Justin shook her hand. He was careful not to look directly into her eyes this time. But her sexy, intoxicating scent delivered a quick gut punch. Damn woman!

				• • •

				Sarah looked out the window and watched Justin get into a cab. Her instinct told her he was trustworthy, but there was something …  The feeling she had when she just touched his hand told her she should walk the other way.

				“S.J.,” Annie called.

				“Yeah, Annie.” Sarah turned to her researcher and friend.

				“I read through that info on Justin.”

				“So you know, huh?”

				“I talked to his editor, Patrick Walker, at the Dallas Herald. He said Mr. Breslow’s assignment is to write a series of articles on Helen Prescott.”

				Sarah thought, if only it were that simple. “I know.” Sarah rubbed her hands over her face. Her mind traveled back to her sophomore year of high school. Her memories raced through track meets, award ceremonies, and old boyfriends. But the moment she remembered the most was the day she’d come home from school and met her father in the yard. Seeing his anguished face, she’d stumbled into his arms. As the mist of the evening had settled around them, he’d told her what had happened. While his body had shaken with sobs, he’d told her there had been a fire at the prison where her mother had been on assignment.

				“She’s dead, honey. She’s dead.”

				Sarah wiped away the silent tear. “Happy Birthday, S.J.,” she mumbled.

				• • •

				Outside, Justin hailed a cab. Grimly glad to have his own investigation underway, Justin dialed FBI headquarters in Dallas. Only when he was inside the cab moving away from S.J. Investigations did Justin press send to talk to his partner, Pat Walker.

	
CHAPTER 2

				“So how long have you been a PI?” Justin asked. He had to do something to fill the silence. And he didn’t think grabbing Sarah by her primly ironed collar and kissing her until she moaned with pleasure would quite do the trick, although it was something he’d felt the urge to do ever since she’d picked him up. Dear God! What am I thinking? I don’t like her. How could I? She’s not only a wanna-be cop, but her mother killed my father.

				“Looks like you’ve been busy researching my mother and not me.” Sarah steered her full-sized SUV through a winding curve that led to her father’s house in McMinnville, Oregon.

				“Why?” Justin scowled at how easy Sarah’s long, tapered fingers gripped the wheel.

				“I’m not a private investigator. I’m a psychologist, a profiler.”

				“Oh.” Justin rolled his eyes. Great.

				“It’s an odd thing, what people think when I say I’m a profiler. Is she a quack, psychic, or just plain crazy.” Sarah brushed her hair behind her ear. “Actually, I’m more of an observer.”

				Justin shifted in his seat. “I’m a reporter. I’m an observer, too. Does that make me a profiler?”

				“Perhaps, but I observe different things than you do. You observe human nature for how it will make a good story. I observe human nature on the elements that make them who they are.”

				Justin let out a breath.

				“Just like now. You’re uncomfortable. Maybe because of me, but more likely because you’re not used to being a passenger. You’d rather be driving. And I’m thinking, not a car. You must drive a motorcycle or something.”

				Justin scowled. How the hell did she know that?

				“Now you’re wondering how I know that. Well, I don’t know it, know it. But I can tell you’re uneasy. You have been since you got in. You’re not exactly plastered against the door, but you’re not sitting contentedly in your seat, either.”

				Justin shifted and tried to seem at ease.

				“As for the motorcycle, I noticed this afternoon that you have calluses on your hands, where your thumb meets your fingers. Either riding something with handlebars, like four wheelers, motorcycles, or bicycles, is a pastime or provides your main mode of transportation. I’m guessing motorcycle?”

				“Hmm. No kiddin’.”

				Sarah looked over and smiled. Justin felt as if the car had lit up. What a smile! Beautiful and sweet and innocent. What a combination. He shook his head. I should’ve ridden my motorcycle. At least that way I’d be able to glide through each bend on this road with the wind whipping my jacket and not be looking at this beautiful — damn — woman beside me.

				“So.” Justin cleared his throat. “How long have you been a profiler?”

				“About ten years.”

				“Really.”

				“I haven’t always been on the third floor of that office building. I’ve only been there about five years.”

				“Where were you before?”

				“In a small basement office I rented.”

				“So what do you do? Find cheating husbands and all that?”

				“No, I mainly focus on uncovering political scandals and illegal corporate transactions.”

				Justin looked startled.

				Sarah laughed, taking pride in her success as well as Justin’s surprise at it. “My first case was a little girl looking for her mom. She wanted me to help her dad find her.” Sarah remembered how hard she’d worked for weeks, excited at the prospect of finding the truth.

				“Did you find her?”

				“Yeah. But sadly, the mom had run off with an old boyfriend and both had been killed in a car accident.”

				“Rough.”

				“The dad was pretty shook up.”

				The silence was back. This time it should have been the uneasy, sad silence that filled people with yearnings and caring thoughts. Looking at Sarah’s face, Justin watched for sadness but didn’t see any. She just concentrated on the road ahead.

				“I met your secretary briefly, but do you have any other people working for you?” Justin asked. 

				“Is this article you’re writing about me or my mom?”

				“Sorry. Guess I’m just curious. Goes with the territory — you know, reporter and all. Observer.”

				Sarah nodded. “Annie, the woman you met, is my researcher. She’d belt you if you called her my secretary. But besides her, I have two other investigators working with me. They really help out when I’m researching and can’t get into the field. Which is a lot lately.” Sarah glanced at Justin. He’d forgotten his act of relaxing and his hands were back to being held tightly in his lap. She smiled. “So tell me about this motorcycle. What’s the best thing about it?”

				“They’re great in traffic jams.”

				Sarah tried to envision Justin on the back of a motorcycle zipping in and out of traffic on the hot streets of Dallas, his brown hair blowing in the freedom of the wind. Beneath his sunglasses, his sharp blue eyes would squint. He’d lean with the speed and power of the bike as he maneuvered between cars. She could believe it. It fit him perfectly. “Sounds adventurous.”

				“Believe me, four thirty on a Friday afternoon, it gets pretty hairy.”

				“How long have you been a reporter?” Sarah asked, wanting to change the subject. She wasn’t exactly comfortable with the images of Justin in his white T-shirt and snug blue jeans that her mind kept creating.

				“I guess about nine years.”

				Sarah steered through the next curve. “Did you always want to be a reporter?”

				“Yeah. I like finding out the truth and informing the public of it. I feel like it’s my duty to educate the people about the injustices in life. Even if the injustice is just beyond their door.”

				“You sound like my mom.”

				“I know.” Justin did know, too. He’d memorized that from an interview Helen did after she’d won the Pulitzer. “She was great.”

				This time Justin could feel the car fill with Sarah’s sadness. “Who all’s going to be at this party of yours?” He asked, wanting Sarah to think of something fun.

				“My dad, Eric, of course, and my aunt Lainey, if she’s in town.”

				Justin paused. “Is your aunt your mom’s sister or your dad’s?”

				“She’s actually my mom’s twin. Dad doesn’t have any brothers or sisters.” Sarah clicked her blinker on to turn down a long, wooded street. “Carla and Nathan will probably be there, too.”

				“Who are they?”

				“Carla is my dad’s next-door neighbor. She’s kind of a leftover-hippie type, and Nathan is her son. She and I never really got along very well. She sort of weaseled her way into our lives. You know, single mom living next door to a single dad. But Nathan is great. They moved in when I was still in high school. Nathan was just a couple months old. I babysat when I could. Carla always ends up giving me something.” Sarah cringed, thinking of the gift from last year, a certificate for a new pair of running shoes. It had been too much; anything from her was too much. “I hope she doesn’t get too extravagant this year.” Sarah brought the vehicle to a full stop and unlatched her seat belt. “We’re here.”

				As Justin shut the door behind him, he experienced the first surprise of the weekend. He saw Sarah, the professional woman he’d been riding with, laugh full and loud as she ran into, what he could only guess was her father’s arms. Justin, of course, had seen pictures of Eric Johnson and expected him to look like the retired grocer he was. But what he saw widened his eyes. He’d expected the aging man to cordially pat his daughter in a birthday hug, not grab her and twirl her around and around in his front yard.

				“Happy birthday, Sugarplum.” Eric placed Sarah back on the ground and, spying Justin, tugged her toward him. “So you’ve brought a boy for me to meet?”

				“Dad!” Sarah laughed. She couldn’t help it. She was so glad to be home. It had been months since she’d been able to come. “This is Justin. He’s — ”

				“He can tell me who he is.” Eric walked toward the man leaning against Sarah’s vehicle. His mind quickly evaluated his stance, his clothing, and his intentions.

				“I’m Eric Johnson.”

				Justin blinked at the strong, firm handshake.

				“And you want something from my daughter.”

				Justin wasn’t quite ready for what Eric had said. He really wasn’t prepared to be tagged so easily. This guy was supposed to chop lettuce and wash tomatoes. I guess you never can tell about people, Justin reminded himself.

				“Yeah, I guess you could say I want something from your daughter. I’m Justin Breslow with the Dallas Herald. You and I spoke a few days ago. I’m doing a series of articles on Helen. I want to honor her and — ”

				“Mmm-hmm.” Eric patted Sarah’s shoulder.

				“Sir, I want Sarah to help me research Helen’s last assignment as an undercover reporter at the Alabama Women’s prison. I would like your cooperation and help, if that’s possible, as well.”

				“We’ll see.” Eric grabbed Sarah’s hand and pulled her into the house, leaving Justin standing flatfooted in the front yard.

				Justin swore under his breath, “What the hell? He’s who sent me to her.” He followed them inside the two-story, white house. He didn’t have the audacity to take the bags in. He didn’t know if he’d be staying.

				If the first surprise of the weekend was Sarah’s response to her father, the second definitely had to be the greeting Justin received from Sarah’s aunt. He wasn’t sure how he’d react to seeing a woman who looked like the one who’d caused his father’s death. As soon as he’d received an introduction, she grabbed him in a hug to welcome him. Her warmth and appearance put his worries to rest. She looked nothing like Helen. Normally, he loathed women with high, beauty-parlor hair, red nails, and spiked shoes, but he couldn’t help get a kick out of her. Soon he found himself ushered into the living room where Sarah and her dad were already seated. Lainey, whose real name he found was Elaine, motioned for him to sit next to Sarah on the sofa. He smiled as Lainy arranged presents around Sarah. Zipping here and there, she made sure everything was as perfect as she could make it. “Here honey, you open this one from Carla and Nathan first.”

				“How are they?” Sarah asked, hoping her dislike for Carla didn’t come through very much. She really was too old for the aggravations of childhood to be bothering her now.

				“They’re good. Carla made the cake.” Elaine’s voice had turned serious.

				“Nice.”

				“You’re not seventeen anymore,” Elaine said. “And it is nice.”

				“I know.” Sarah nodded and sat up straighter. She wondered if families ever really saw the adult kids as true adults.

				“Nathan’s playing baseball, so they couldn’t come. He was thrilled when the coach asked him to be pitcher.”

				“I’ll be sure to stop in and say hello.” There, that should do it.

				“Come on! Come on. Open your present,” Elaine laughed. The mood lifted to celebration-level again.

				“Aunt Lainey, it’s so good to see you.” Sarah ripped the balloon-decorated paper, to reveal a camera from her father. “I wasn’t certain you’d be here. I thought you’d be off in the Caribbean or something.” Sarah looked at her aunt’s big eyes. They were shadowed with just the right amount of blue makeup to make it too much.

				“I just got back from the French Riviera. Like my tan?” Elaine tilted her shoulder and pulled her shirt down.

				“God, you’re crazy.” Sarah chuckled. “Yes, I see it. I love it. Stop. You’ll embarrass our guest.”

				“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Somehow I always seem to do that. It’s just been so long since you’ve brought a man home, I’ve forgotten how to act.” Elaine looked at Justin, eyes dancing. “I’m so sorry, darlin’. You’re just going to faint dead away at the sight of a woman’s shoulder.” She batted her eyelashes.

				Justin couldn’t contain his laugh any longer. He let it spill out of his lips and fill the room.

				“Well, it sounds like we’re all having a great time,” Eric said as he walked in from the kitchen.

				Now, he looks like a grocer, Justin thought as he looked at Eric. His shirtsleeves were rolled to his elbows. A dishtowel was jammed in the waist of his pants and another lay flicked over his shoulder.

				“Dad, I would’ve helped with the dishes.” Sarah looked up from opening another present.

				“I left the cake plates since we didn’t eat it all yet. So you and Justin can do those later.” Eric winked at Justin.

				Justin nodded. So that’s the way of it. Now you’re nice to me. Okay, old man, I’ll play it your way. 

				“Oh, Justin doesn’t want to do dishes,” Sarah said.

				“Sure I do.”

				“He’ll help. After all, you guys have some planning to do.” Eric wiggled the edge of a towel in their direction.

				“Planning?” Sarah asked.

				“Yeah. You two have to figure out what you’re going to do with the gift I have for you.”

				“But I already got a camera from you.”

				“Nope. I’m not talking about the camera. I’m talking about this.” Eric held up a set of keys. “These are keys to our beach house in Bandon. I’m giving you a month off for your birthday.”

				“A month!”

				“Yup. I’m taking your place at S.J. Investigations for a month. Well, sort of. I ought to be able to at least answer the phones and get the mail. Annie and the guys can do the rest.”

				“They knew about this? Why didn’t they tell me?”

				“Because they knew you wouldn’t do it.”

				“You’re right. I won’t. I have clients who are expecting me to — ”

				“No. You don’t have clients. Any that you think you have don’t exist because Annie made them up or assigned them to Ben.”

				“But I thought Ben said he didn’t have any — Dad, you can’t do this.”

				“Yes. I can, and I have. You need a break. You’re going to run yourself into the ground if you don’t take a rest. I’m not going to have that. Plus, you’ll have time to help Justin with his project. Now, are you going to do as you’re told or not?”

				There was a long silence where Eric looked at his daughter and she looked back. What passed between them was a message. It was the same one that had been there since her mom died. Sugarplum, we promised we’d look out for each other, remember? Do this for me. You’re all I have.

				“Yes.” Sarah knew she had to do it. Wasn’t she here with Justin because of that very promise?

				“Yes — what?” Eric smiled at her.

				“Yes. I’ll do as I’m told.” Sarah moved to hug her father. She didn’t know how she was going to spend all of the free time she was forced to have, but she’d think of something. “Thanks, Dad.”

				• • •

				“So what are we going to do?” Justin dried the last dish and placed it neatly in the cupboard.

				“What do you mean we?”

				“Your dad said we had a lot of planning to do. I was just wondering what you wanted to do, so I could say whether I agree or not.” Justin folded his arms and smiled at the conflicting emotions crossing Sarah’s face.

				“I don’t think he exactly meant we. I think he was just being nice and including you in the — ”

				“Nope. Didn’t you hear him say — ‘help Justin with his project’?”

				Sarah wiped her hands on the dishtowel and threw it on the counter. “What if I don’t intend for you to come with me? What if I want a peaceful vacation without any snoopy reporter hanging around? What if I want to do the research on my own?”

				“What if I didn’t go as a snoopy reporter?” Justin closed the small space, successfully trapping Sarah between the refrigerator and the counter. “And just went as a man with you on vacation?” With a smooth shift of his body, he slid into an amazing fit against her.

				Sarah drew in a quick breath. The air-cooled kitchen suddenly became a furnace.

				His hands gripped the counter on either side of her. His face was so close she could see her reflection in his eyes.

				“That is exactly what I don’t need.”

				“Don’t need, but maybe want?” Justin moved closer. Their lips were just a breath apart.

				“Don’t,” Sarah breathed. Her heart rapped hard in her chest.

				Justin smiled, enjoying watching her eyes cloud to darkness.

				“Don’t what.” His lips brushed hers. “Tell me. Don’t what?”

				Sarah fisted her hands in his shirt. To pull him closer or push him away, she wasn’t exactly sure. Panic and need and she didn’t know what all tumbled around in her stomach. Instead of taking the time to decipher what to do, she just acted and tugged him to her.

				He caught her bottom lip, soft and warm, between his teeth. He felt her body give against his. He savored the taste of her, the warmth.

				“I’m going with you,” he whispered against her lips.

				She nodded her head, but his words never registered.

				My plan is working perfectly, he thought as he pulled her deeper into the kiss.

	
CHAPTER 3

				I can’t believe how stupid I was, Sarah said to herself over and over as she ran. She and Justin had been at the beach house in Bandon a week, and every morning on her run, she relived the “little scene in the kitchen,” as she’d been calling it. She’d tried to convince him that she’d never agreed to him coming with her. But then he wanted to know what she was agreeing to, so her options were let him come or let him believe she wanted him to kiss her. So he came. Damn!

				She had to admit he was being very helpful. He’d helped bring in and sort all of her mother’s research from her last assignment. Which was great. He’d made breakfast every morning. Which was great. He hasn’t even tried to kiss me again, Sarah reminded herself. So that’s great. Sort of. Stupid. Stupid. Stop thinking about it! Just run.

				The small town of Bandon, Oregon, was nestled snuggly in the crook of the Pacific Northwest’s long arm. While the Oregon Coast was famed for rugged rocks and wild waves, Bandon’s beach had the luxury of smoother sands and soft winds on the mellow days. Sarah had been coming here with her family since she could crawl. Some of her first memories were of finding starfish and sand dollars tucked in the gentler tide pools.

				She barely remembered the grandfather who had left them their home, which looked out on the ocean, but she remembered finding those treasures. As Sarah’s feet made soft, thumping sounds on the sand beneath her running shoes, the sun began to rise. It sent out streaks of light, quickly replacing the gray-pink of the morning with a brilliant red. The power of the Pacific was calm in the light. The tide began its twice-a-day journey. Saran ran at the edge of the world, along the ever-changing line where the earth meets the water. The air quivered just enough to whisper a breeze. It smelled of salt and mystery and a pinch of seaweed.

				The piercing calls of the gulls didn’t destroy the peacefulness but perfected it. They swooped and danced, excited for another day of begging bread from the tourists. Shortly, people in wide-brimmed straw hats, with coolers and sunscreen, would scurry out to the beach. But if the old adage, “red sky in the morning, sailor take warning,” were true, the day would be ruined and foul weather would soon banish the idea of picnics and kite flying.

				Sarah’s breathing was rhythmic and steady from years of training and habit. But she was restless. Her mind worked over all the progress she and Justin had made. Following her dad’s notes, they’d arranged all the shipments from the prison from first to last. They’d spent the week reading notes from her dad and mapping the locations of recording devices her mom had hidden in the prison. Today, they planned to listen to the first recording. The anticipation Sarah felt pushed her forward a bit faster. Her breath stayed even as she ran, and the burning of her working muscles made her feel strong. She’d wanted to do this for years. She even got out some of the boxes after she graduated college, but couldn’t bring herself to follow through. Having Justin here made the project somehow easier to handle.

				During the last few paces, she could smell whatever Justin was cooking for breakfast drift from the open windows. If her nose didn’t lie, they’d be having waffles. She stopped for a moment to stretch. As her legs pulled taut, her eyes scanned the white shutters that clung to each window, which were now banging against the house in the slight wind. The bright blue paint was beginning to fade in the salty air, but the house was still beautiful, and Sarah could feel its arms open wide in welcome. She took a deep breath, filled her lungs with the tangy air and maple syrup and took a step inside.

				“Hey, how was your run?” Justin looked up from the waffle iron. He could have made a million waffles this morning and not known it. His mind was on other things. Well, one thing — Sarah. He’d watched her run each morning until he couldn’t stand to see her compact body move in its fluid, graceful pace any longer. Or until he’d started to feel as if his new hobby was that of a Peeping Tom.

				“Great. I was all by myself today. There weren’t any old fishermen out staring at the water like yesterday.” Sarah smiled. Justin was frankly adorable in his ever-present T-shirt and blue jeans. His toes, masked in their gray socks, poked from beneath the hem of the jeans. A dishtowel was slung over his shoulder, and in one hand, he held a plate of waffles. In the other, he held a fork.

				“We’re ready to eat anytime.”

				“I’m just gonna go shower real quick. But you can start without me. There’s a storm coming, so I’m going to close the upstairs shutters.” Sarah took the stairs two at a time, pulling the hair band out of her hair as she went.

				“Yup, that just what I need. Being stuck in the house during a storm with the picture of Sarah’s body, naked and wet, in my head.” Justin stabbed the fork into the center of the waffles. “God, I need another hobby.”

				• • •

				Justin thought he knew all the ways items could be smuggled out of a prison, but he learned a few things from Helen Prescott Johnson. She used the items she made as a method to transport information. If she carved a wooden box or pencil holder, the recording chip, which had hours of conversation, would be hidden inside the wood. But the question remained. How?

				Justin and Sarah cleared the table after breakfast and were working in the kitchen. The view outside their window showed a dark sky and pounding waves.

				“This is really high-tech surveillance equipment. Where’d she get all this?” Justin asked as he looked at the first, small, gray recording chip, which looked like a square button, and the playing device, which was similar to a television remote. Fifteen years ago, it would have been next to impossible to get any of it. Even now, it wasn’t available to the public. He knew about it, because he’d been trained with it and the Bureau used some of the same technology.

				“She knew someone in the military. Elvis was his name — well, not his real one — and I don’t think she ever actually saw him. They always talked on the phone, and then she’d receive a package in the mail,” Sarah said, hoping that would appease him for a while.

				“I can’t believe how much your mother was able to do in such a short time. She’d have been a great FBI agent … ”

				Sarah looked up. Did he know? She wondered.

				“ … or something,” Justin muttered quickly.

				He was impressed at how well documented everything was and how cleverly it was organized, but his opinion of Helen was still the same, questionable. He really wanted answers. Who was Helen Johnson? In fact his curiosity about her was heightened because of the devices on the table in front of him.

				“How did she even know where to begin? Where did she — ?”

				“She only had one more week. Then she was coming home.” Sarah held the playing device in her hand. “It was her last assignment. She and Dad were going to retire together.”
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