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  To my father, James W. Cox—I love you.


  For those who’ve found themselves ensnared in entangling sins and encumbrances. For all who’ve struggled to overcome fear, loss, and guilt. For all who need to hear that no one is beyond God’s grace and mercy.


  The Christian life is not a sprint. It is a marathon.


  Each of us has our own, individual race to run. My race will be different than your race. But each race will be full of peaks, valleys, bends, and pitfalls in the road. And there are no shortcuts in life’s amazing journey of faith. Detours will only derail and delay us from reaching the stadium of faith’s crowning hope.


  I’m thankful for the cloud of witnesses who’ve lined my path, cheering and encouraging me along life’s journey. I’m thankful for Jesus, beside me every step of the way.


  Readers—Thank you for reading my books and being a blessing to me along this stretch of my race. When we cross life’s finish line I pray we will each hear Jesus say, “Well done.”


  Until then . . .


  Because of the joy that lies ahead if we—if I—endure: let’s throw off what weighs us down; run the race; and fix our eyes on Jesus.
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  Jesus—You are the beginning of life’s amazing journey of faith. And You will be waiting to welcome me at life’s finish line. You are the ultimate prize.


  So then let’s also run the race that

  is laid out in front of us,

  since we have such a great cloud of

  witnesses surrounding us.

  Let’s throw off any extra baggage,

  get rid of the sin that trips us up,

  and fix our eyes on Jesus,

  faith’s pioneer and perfecter.

  He endured the cross, ignoring the shame,

  for the sake of the joy

  that was laid out in front of him,

  and sat down at the right side of God’s throne.


  Hebrews 12:1-2
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  WOULD THIS EVER GET ANY BETTER?


  Laura Mabry swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Why didn’t you tell me this was a father-son fishing trip, Ian?”


  She gave her ten-year-old son The Look in the rearview mirror. “Garrett would’ve gladly—”


  Ian’s full lips twisted. “Exactly why I didn’t tell you.”


  Switching off the ignition, she wheeled around in the driver’s seat. “I don’t know what you have against Garrett. He’s been nothing but a godsend since your dad . . .”


  Ian’s deep chocolate eyes flashed. “Helping himself is more like it.”


  Her eyebrows rose at his insinuation. Where had he learned about—?


  She bull’s-eyed Ian with one of Aunt Velma’s Frozen Looks, which had skewered her often enough during her own adolescent years.


  Adolescence.


  Was this what she had to look forward to as a single parent for the next ten years, give or take a few? Mouthy, teenage angst? Where had that sweet boy who loved Mom and baseball gone?


  But she knew.


  Into the grave with his father, a year ago this past February.


  A wave of humid air enveloped her through the open window. She sighed.


  Welcome to Memorial Day weekend. Temps still in the nineties as late afternoon drew a veil over the hazy Carolina sky.


  “Garrett and I have known each other since we were children.” She gentled her tone. “He understands what it’s like to grow up without a dad. He wants so much to be there for you, Ian.”


  His mouth tightened in a thin, straight line, his lips disappearing into a grimace. He swiveled at a movement at the top of the driveway. Gangly limbed, sixteen-year-old Justin Monaghan hauled cases of Gatorade out of the Prescotts’ brick colonial.


  Ian reached for the door. “Justin’s going to buddy with me on the trip. He lost his dad, too, a few years ago.”


  Despite the lurid publicity surrounding his father’s murder, Justin, his sister, Claire, and their landscape architect mother, Alison, emerged intact. Better than intact.


  A smile flitted across Laura’s face at the thought of Alison’s new husband and the children’s adored new stepfather, Mike Barefoot, recently promoted to lieutenant within the Raleigh Police Department homicide unit.


  Ian swung open the door. “And I don’t need no . . .” He muttered something, too soft for her ears to catch fully, but without a doubt uncomplimentary regarding various aspects of Garrett Payne’s lineage.


  She placed a restraining hand on Ian’s duffle. “You wait one minute, young man. We don’t talk like that in this family.”


  Dr. Stephen Prescott, a colleague and friend of her late husband at Rex Hospital, emerged from the cavernous depths of the garage. Twelve-year-old Trey and ten-year-old Dillon followed like frisky puppies.


  “Gotta go. They’re waiting on me. We’re the last to arrive,” Ian huffed. “As usual.”


  Stung by his unaccustomed sarcasm, she let go of the bag. “Don’t you sass me.” Traces of Velma echoed in her voice.


  When had she started sounding like her seventy-five-year-old maiden aunt?


  She pursed her lips. “With that attitude, you may not be going at all.”


  Ian clenched his teeth. “Don’t embarrass me, Mom.” The guys drew closer. “I need this trip. I need to get away from . . .”


  From her.


  Since Holt died, she’d smothered him. Afraid she’d lose Ian the way she’d lost everyone else she ever loved.


  But like she’d fixed everything else, she’d make this right. She’d get herself and Ian past this crater in life’s road if . . . if it killed Ian?


  No, killed her. Killed her.


  “Honey . . .” She laid her hand atop his shoulder.


  He jerked at her touch, his face like obsidian. “Whatever.”


  “Mr. Flint Face,” Holt used to joke.


  His stubbornness. So like his . . . Holt, never was . . . She stuffed the memory of his other—


  Ian scooted out, clutching the black duffle to his chest. “Wouldn’t want to mess up your weekend with your boyfriend.” He slammed the car door behind him.


  Stephen rested his hand on the open window frame. “We’ll take good care of him, Laura.” He smiled. “Val’s already gone to open the beach house.”


  Dillon, Ian’s best friend, punched him in the arm. “Our base camp.”


  Ian punched him back. They grinned at each other, Dillon’s big baby blues and fair complexion so different from Ian’s more exotic looks.


  Trey popped up between his father and the car. “We’ll bring you some of our catch.”


  Stephen laughed. “Or not.” He gestured toward his sturdy black Expedition. “Why don’t you boys finish stowing the gear?”


  “And the snacks.” Dillon tugged at Ian’s arm. “Mom bought Oreos.”


  “We’ll be back Monday, Laura. I’ll drop Ian off at your house.” Stephen flicked a glance toward the crew headed for the SUV.


  Except for Ian, who, although seemingly anxious to be rid of his mom, lingered.


  “Val will make sure we don’t starve. We’re going to have fun, aren’t we, bud?” Stephen slapped a hand across Ian’s shoulders. “Tell your mom good-bye for now.” Stephen waved good-bye, his long-legged strides eating up the distance toward the garage.


  Ian huddled next to the window. Her stomach knotted. They’d been inseparable since the freak winter accident claimed Holt’s life.


  She swallowed. “Did you pack your underwear? Got your cell phone charged? Aunt Velma, Garrett, and I are a speed dial away. Call me, night or day if you need—”


  Ian shoved away from the car. “Stop babying me.” His eyes narrowed, a dangerous glint surfacing. “I hate Garrett ‘Payne in the—’ ”


  “Ian . . .” Hot tears prickled her eyelids.


  His breaths came and went in short spurts. “And if you marry him, Mom, I’ll hate you, too.”
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  Jon Locklear slipped the key into the lock of his apartment. He entered, slinging his duffle bag onto the lumpy seen-better-days couch borrowed from his sister Yvonne. His long, slightly hooked nose—like a bird dog his other little sister, Kelly, teased—wrinkled.


  The elders on the swamp might’ve wondered at the pungent scent. Wondered if a toten—an evil spirit—wandered about. But he knew better.


  After a week of well-earned vacation time, the apartment had a closed-in, musty smell.


  He’d taken out the garbage before leaving town to spend time with his mom, hadn’t he?


  Maybe . . .


  He approached the silver bin in the kitchen with trepidation. His foot clamped down upon the pedal, swinging open the trashcan lid. He flinched.


  Maybe not . . .


  “Oh, Jonny boy.” He covered his nose in a futile gesture of self-preservation. “You’re an idiot.” And, a terrible housekeeper.


  Not much house to keep while he’d been in the Marines at either Camp Lejeune or overseas. But after deciding not to re-up, his feeble attempts to keep house—first in Baltimore and then after landing this gig with the RPD Homicide Unit—hadn’t amounted to more than pirating towels and sheets from his mother’s linen closets.


  As for dishes?


  Nah . . . Not necessary. Not as long as McDonald’s continued to thrive on these here American shores.


  One of the things he loved most about America—a Starbucks, a fast food joint, and a church on every corner.


  He fumbled for an errant clothespin in the closet of his one bedroom walk-up. He opened and closed it on the end of his offended appendage. Taking a deep breath—not unlike the posture he assumed when his sisters pressed him into changing a diaper or in defusing an IED outside Kabul—he gathered the edges of the garbage bag and headed for the dumpster in the parking lot.


  With a mighty, overhand swing worthy of his lacrosse-playing ancestors, he heaved the bag into the rank confines of the puke-green bin. He backed away from the garbage bin across five empty spaces until he leaned against the still-warm engine hood of his golden-hued Ford F-150.


  Exhaling in a loud gust of air, he glanced about feeling sheepish, wondering who else might’ve observed his bizarre behavior from the building’s wall of windows. Realizing the clothespin still rested like a figurehead on the prow of his nose, he removed it and stuffed it in the pocket of his cargo pants.


  Jon shoved off from his truck and returned to his apartment. He stopped on the threshold, his nose testing the air for any more malodorous smells.


  Not great. He sniffed again. But better.


  He pressed the message button on his wireless phone. Grabbing his duffle, he carried the phone with him into the bedroom. The first, Yvonne’s home number.


  “Uncle Jonny?” A pause. “It’s me.” Another pause. “Cami.”


  He smiled at the voice of his six-year-old niece. He placed the phone on the bureau to listen while he unpacked.


  “My toof came out. All I had to do, like you said, was bite into one of Gram’s apples. Mom says if I put it under my pillow tonight, I’ll get a surprise.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “You think she means money?” A sense of awe entered her tone. “I got four more loose ones I can wiggle with my tongue. Four,” she added in case he hadn’t caught it the first time. “I’m going to be rich.”


  He laughed, breaking the stillness of the apartment.


  “We miss you already. See ya, Uncle Jonny. Bye.”


  “I miss you guys already, too.” He dropped onto the bed, the edge of the mattress groaning at his weight.


  Message two. His mother, Florence Oxendine Locklear, recuperating from hip replacement surgery. “Jon, call and let me know you got home safe.”


  He grinned. Never know he was thirty-three. She treated him like he was still a mischievous child, a yerker in the English-Southern-Lumbee way of speaking.


  “Lots of crazy drivers in the big city. Don’t know why you couldn’t have found a nice job with the sheriff’s department in Robeson County or with the local Mimosa Grove police.”


  He rolled his eyes.


  Maybe because there were no career opportunities in good ole, one-stoplight Mimosa Grove, North Carolina? The back end of Nowhere.


  “Did you eat yet? You were as skinny as a corn stalk when you got here last week.”


  He’d eaten. In the truck on the way to Raleigh. Everything his sisters packed in containers from a week’s worth of family barbecues and get-togethers.


  “I wish . . .”


  Here it comes.


  “I wish you’d find a nice girl . . .”


  His mom and sisters had done their best to introduce him, over the last week, to every available female under the age of forty.


  “I know I should’ve had the courage to say these things to your face, son. But somehow over the phone is easier. You need to find you a good, Christian woman and settle down. Preferably a good, Christian, Lumbee girl.”


  This again. Same song. Stanza ninety-five in her quest to pair him with a real Lum woman.


  “It’s not right you being alone so much. If your dad were here, he’d say the same thing.”


  A picture of his hard-working dad perched atop his red Farmall tractor rose in his mind. Jon’s mouth pulled downward.


  His mother cleared her throat. “You got to get over her, honey. What’s done is done. No going back. You got too much life and love in you to waste on something never meant to be.” She murmured her love and hung up.


  If only.


  He sighed.


  If only he could. If only his mother knew . . .


  He wondered sometimes how much his never-miss-a-trick mother did know. Or, suspected.


  Iraq and two tours in Afghanistan. A string of failed relationships between here and every Marine base he’d been stationed at over the last decade. Including the police academy and as a rookie on the mean streets of Baltimore.


  But nothing had ever erased an image of china-blue eyes and the sweet smell of honeysuckle from his heart.


  The best and the worst days he’d ever known. He’d tried over the years not to think of what might have been. Only pain lay down that path.


  Now, a second chance career-wise. An opportunity to make a difference on the home front. To protect and serve.


  A chance to see his long-neglected family on the weekends he wasn’t on duty. A chance to start over.


  His mom was right. Time to move on.


  A beep. Message three. Ana Morales’s strong confident tone. “Hey, handsome. You back in town? Great news. The paperwork came through transferring me from Narc to Homicide. We’re colleagues now.”


  He smiled into the phone.


  “The guys are meeting at Leo Loco’s for a game of pool and drinks. Wondered if you wanted to grab dinner first and keep me from eating alone. Again.” Her voice, throaty, sexy, and inviting, rumbled across the phone line. “Call me if you’re available.”


  The skin on his forearms tingled.


  He glanced at the pile of dirty laundry. The silence engulfed him, broken only by the tiny ping of a water droplet hitting the basin of the bathroom sink. He rubbed at his jaw, shadowed with stubble.


  Was he available? Was this call from Ana so soon after his mother’s a sign from God?


  Taking a deep breath, he reached for the phone.


  
2


  FEELING SUPERFLUOUS, LAURA HEADED TOWARD HER OWN WOODS Edge neighborhood. She heaved a sigh of relief as she entered the peaceful, tree-shaded lanes of her mother’s childhood home. And as an added bonus, underneath the towering canopy of oaks, the temperature dropped ten degrees.


  Stately colonials, Tudor Revivals, and Craftsman bungalows boasted large, leafy lots bordering a set of intertwining naturalized trails. The greenway meandered through Woods Edge, paralleling Crabtree Creek and Raleigh’s more exclusive neighborhoods.


  Driving into her cul-de-sac, she curled her lip at the decorative ivy vines suspended from the peaked roofline of her storybook Tudor cottage. With the vines embedded into the stones of the house, contractors advised her to leave the vines alone or risk damaging the integrity of the structure.


  In the garage, she rested her head on the steering wheel before her sense of duty prevailed. Buggsby waited for their daily afternoon stroll.


  Her bare thighs below her black Nike running shorts stuck to the hot leather seats. As if ripping a Band-Aid off skin, she tore herself free. Way too early for temps like these. Felt like July or August.


  In the kitchen, she helped herself to plenty of ice cubes in a glass of her summertime favorite: peach tea. Her hand wrapped around the glass, she paused. Goose bumps prickled her arms. Something wasn’t right.


  The air had a disturbed feel in her home since she’d taken Ian over to the Prescotts’. Cocking her head, she listened for noises that didn’t belong to the creaking house. Her eyes darted around the kitchen, but nothing appeared out of place. She forced her hunched shoulders to relax.


  Taking a deep, welcome swig, she gazed out the window at her weed-infested backyard. After Holt died, she’d bought the family home. The home Aunt Velma insisted she couldn’t vacate to join her friends at Stonebriar Assisted Living until someone trustworthy—that is, Laura—took it off her hands.


  With gratitude, she accepted her aunt’s generous terms, opened the needlepoint shop she’d dreamed of, and made a new life for herself and her son. In the nine months since the remodel, Ian succumbed to his night terrors only twice. And those she traced to the first day of a new school year and the other, the first ice storm of winter.


  Aunt Velma, quilter extraordinaire, never had the time or inclination for gardening. But years ago, Laura and her mom, Louise—on the good, pain-free days—sat together on the screened porch and dreamed verdant dreams. Dreamed of replacing the overgrown azaleas and camellias with newer plants more suitable in scope. Envisioned the gardenias they’d plant for hot summer blooms. Planned the pruning and shaping of the wild wisteria blanketing the back of the property adjacent to the greenway.


  The sight of those purple clusters during her mother’s final spring brought tears of joy to her mother’s eyes. And when the last petals had fallen to the pine-needled lawn, so too, had her mother’s spirit. Laura set the glass upon the counter with a decided clunk.


  The vines had to go. Atmospheric? Sure.


  If you were into creepy and parasitic.


  Make that grasping. Predatory.


  She hated vines now. Hated how they devoured the soul out of the tree. Choked life from everything they touched. A draping mantle of slow death. She much preferred the order of the rose bed she’d planted.


  But the contractor hired to install the waist-high white picket fence, Zeke Lowther, was nowhere to be seen. Her lip curled. Not that she enjoyed any more encounters with him than necessary.


  She shuddered, picturing the scruffy, roving-eyed fence builder. He’d come recommended by needlepoint aficionada, socialite Patti Ogburn. And, most important, he was cheap. But then again, you get what you pay for.


  Her eyes flicked toward the wall clock. Four o’clock. Early to call it quits, but maybe not considering it was Memorial Day weekend. Two hours from Raleigh to the nearest beach. The highways jammed.


  Thinking of Ian and the guys on the road to the beach house, she contemplated sending a prayer for protection on their behalf. It’s what Holt would’ve done. Her mouth twisted.


  But Holt wasn’t here anymore. And she and God hadn’t been on a first-name basis for a long time. To be fair, her fault. Not His.


  She’d tried to be the good wife that prominent oncologist Holt Mabry deserved.


  And how abysmally she’d failed in that respect, too.


  But no point in following that depressing rabbit trail again.


  She speed-dialed Tapestries. The phone rang. “Pick up, Renna. Where are you?”


  Laura tapped her running shoe against the hardwood floor. “We’re not supposed—you’re not supposed to close the shop until five o’clock.”


  Voicemail, Laura’s own voice, kicked in with, “Hello. You’ve reached Tapestries Needleworks. Our hours—” She clicked Off.


  Guess everybody but her had plans for the holiday.


  Correction.


  Garrett was coming over with Thai takeout to discuss his election campaign and her participation in tomorrow’s Memorial Day Parade in the small-town suburb of Garner. The first of many campaign stops over the summer leading to November’s big day.


  Laura reached for the dog leash and risked a peek at her appearance before wishing she hadn’t. She made a face in the mirror. Laura tucked an erstwhile strand of blonde hair behind one ear and smoothed her pale-pink jogging halter over the waistband of her shorts. But as Aunt Velma had often reminded Laura during her image-obsessed teen years, life was too short to waste it in front of a mirror.


  Stepping onto the screened porch, she nudged her dog with the toe of her sneaker. “Wake up, Buggs. Time for our walk.”


  Buggs opened one baleful eye, embodying the stereotype of the lazy basset hound.


  “Some watchdog you are. Lowther’s come and gone with nary a peep from you, I’m sure. Up and at ’em. Garrett will be here in a few hours.”


  Buggsby opened his jaws as wide as a hippo on the Congo and yawned until Laura almost swore she heard them crack.


  “This century would work great for me, Buggs, if you don’t mind.”


  Buggsby lurched to his feet, stretching wiener dog–like. “Whatever” written across his ponderous features. Every boy—and every dog—seemed to have an attitude these days.


  She clipped the leash to his collar. The air, heavy with moisture, hit her like a fist in the face. She maneuvered past the piles of stacked pickets and tools scattered throughout the grass. Her brows drew together.


  What craftsman neglected his tools, the implements of his livelihood? What kind of project had Lowther completed for Patti?


  Laura supposed his redneck charms attracted some kinds of women. But not her. No matter the sizzling, come-hither looks he sent her way.


  He gave her the heebie-jeebies, and Aunt Velma had always taught her to pay attention to her instincts.


  With a long weekend ahead, she resolved to do her part to help speed Zeke Lowther on his way. Starting with hacking down this jungle of vines so he could enclose the perimeter of her yard.


  A greenway footpath ran alongside her property. A path used by generations of Woods Edge residents as the most convenient shortcut to the greenway itself. Her mother had grown up in this house. And to this house, her mother had come home to die. Aunt Velma had retired from teaching to care for her dying niece when Laura’s father couldn’t or wouldn’t—


  Laura bit her lip.


  Don’t go there.


  Just another scabbed-over wound in her life. Problem was, she tended to be a scab-picker.


  Laura muscled her way through the tangle of vines. Kudzu, one of the two imported curses of the South, snaked around several trees, creating a virtually impenetrable wall. Buggsby foraged his way through the undergrowth, his bloodhoundlike nose sniffing out the trail on the hunt for his sworn enemy, the jackrabbits.


  With a sudden burst of energy, Buggsby gave an excited bark and lunged out of the green darkness onto the leaf-carpeted path. Scrawny young saplings boomeranged into Laura’s face.


  Panting, she trotted to keep pace. “Warn me next time, Buggs, when you feel like playing greyhound.”


  The tree canopy of river oaks, maples, and pines arched above the trail. Only shafts of light penetrated the interlocking branches. Dust motes danced on sunbeams. A spider web sparkled like a prism in the refracted light. She jogged past a late-season cluster of grape wisteria, its ropelike vine intertwined among the trees.


  Her mama would’ve drawn Laura’s attention to the goodness of God. Some goodness. She snorted, recalling the repeated doses of morphine unable to blunt the edges of her mother’s pain.


  Leaves from winter’s final hurrah crunched on the ground beneath her feet. A lush carpet of green moss dotted the path. Crabtree Creek gurgled below the embankment, visible here and there through gaps in the foliage.


  The greenway stretched for three miles until it reached the Village, a small shopping center where Tapestries was located. Maybe she’d venture there, check on the store, and jog home. She and Buggsby could use the exercise.


  Allowing her mind to drift, she eased into a rhythmic stride. When life got to be too much, Laura ran.


  Inhale . . . Exhale . . . Inhale . . .


  Her running shoes pounded over the wooden bridge spanning a smaller artery of the creek. The sweet scent of honeysuckle tickled her nose. Her nostrils flared.


  Skidding to an abrupt halt, she released Buggsby’s leash. She whipsawed, trying to locate the source of the perfume. She hadn’t imagined it this time, had she? Sometimes she did, but no—


  Yellow blooms looped through the rails of the bridge. Trumpet-shaped flowers in pockets of sunshine cascaded down the embankment. Laura closed her eyes.


  A long sigh trickled out from between her lips. She was so tired. Soul-weary.


  Just once, please God.


  She’d expended a great deal of effort over the last eleven years trying not to imagine the might-have-beens. Fighting not to indulge the traitorous longings of her heart. Best to leave those memories in the past where they belonged.


  Or so she told herself. Over and over and over.


  But Holt was gone. Wouldn’t hurt anyone but herself to breathe deeply and savor the honeysuckle now, would it?


  To pick at this scab. To let it bleed and—maybe once and for all—flush out this particular infection. Just this once to take out long-buried memories from the forbidden place Laura never allowed herself to revisit.


  Was it better to have loved once, truly loved, than never at all? In her experience, having known a love like that only served to emphasize the bleakness of her existence after she lost it. She squeezed her eyelids tighter.


  Inhale . . . Exhale . . . Inhale . . .


  Her senses sharpened and attuned to the rushing stream. The water bounced and reconnoitered over the rocks and fallen logs. She listened to the skritches of the squirrels playing tag in the brush. Her pulse thrummed in tempo with the cicadas.


  She drifted to another time. Another body of water not as lively as the creek.


  To a place where the water undulated around her bare arms. Where tiny minnows nipped at her legs. To where her toes sifted the sandy pond bottom as he closed the distance between them.


  His face, smiling. Those chocolate-kiss eyes. Where the sweet tangle of honeysuckle encircled the grove, heady in its promise of love.


  A place where she’d weighed the risks and chosen to gamble more than her heart. Though at age twenty, she’d neither the experience or knowledge to count the cost of love. Where she’d turned her back on all she knew of God, and in the choosing, lost all hope of redemption.


  Buggsby bayed, a foghorn shattering her dream world.


  Jolted, Laura stuffed her memories down deep, where she’d stored them for over a decade. “Buggs?” She’d lost the leash.


  Fixated at the other end of the bridge, his nose sniffed at the wooden trestle, half hidden under blackberry brambles. Growling, Buggs crouched, his tail thumping the ground. Between his teeth, a purple Converse shoe.


  In two strides, she caught up with him. “Buggs, let go of that nasty old thing . . .” Edging closer, her eyes widened.


  The shoe wasn’t empty. A streak of crimson zigzagged across the stark white laces. The rest of the attached, female leg disappeared into the eye-level underbrush. The hair on the nape of Laura’s neck rose.


  “Let go, Buggs,” she whispered. “Come here, boy.” She tugged at his collar.


  Buggsby shook his head with the shoe clamped in his jowls. A scattering of pebbles ricocheted farther down the slope. The brambles rustled. Her head jerked and shivers of fear crawled up her arms.


  They weren’t alone.


  Ian flashed through her mind, and she released Buggsby. She needed help. She had to get somewhere safe before—


  A black-clad arm snaked out, wrapping around her throat like a vise. She let loose a cry of sudden terror. Flinging her arms wide, she grabbed hold of the bridge railing, but the coiled arm dragged her backward toward the creek below. And once he wrestled her to the ground?


  Raped? Certainly murdered, like the poor woman—


  “No!” She clawed at his arm. And back-kicked, connecting with his shin, though not what she’d been aiming for.


  He grunted in an expletive of pain. His rancid breath brushed against her cheek.


  With her shoulder blades pressed into his chest, Laura bit back a sob as her futile defenses ebbed, giving way to his inexorable strength.


  He squeezed his hands around her windpipe, kneading her air supply. She pummeled her elbows into his torso. If she lost consciousness . . . Oh, God!


  Snarling, Buggsby dropped the shoe and chomped on the attacker’s leg. Locking his teeth with a sickening crunch of bone. Cursing, the man loosened his grip around her throat.


  Laura twisted to break free. His big ears flopping, Buggsby shook the man’s leg from side to side. Strings of drool dribbled from his mouth.


  She writhed. The man flung out his hand, ensnaring her pony-tail. Laura screamed as he yanked her closer by the hank of her hair.


  Laura groped for something, anything behind her to cushion her fall. Anything to use as a weapon. She cranked her head to ease the strain, and for the first time caught a glimpse of her hooded attacker.


  The man smacked his other hand across Buggsby’s head. Howling, Buggsby fell over, stunned inert. Freed, the man shoved her forward, pitching her face first onto the path. Her lips open to scream, she sucked in a mouthful of rotting leaf mulch.


  Sputtering, Laura scrabbled for the cover of the vines on the opposite side of the trail. She belly crawled through the labyrinth.


  “You little—” His hands pawed at her legs.


  Beyond coherent thought, she wormed deeper into the shelter of the vines. The scratching thorns tore at her skin.


  But today, the vines saved her.


  Above the echo of her cries, another voice, another man arose on the trailhead. “Mrs. Mabry? Mrs. Mabry?”


  Her attacker released his stranglehold on her ankle. Laura curled into a fetal position. His footfalls clambered away down the embankment toward the creek. Through the tangled vines, the edge of a saffron garment at ground level met her eye. Brown toes peeked from brown Birkenstock sandals.


  “Mrs. Mabry?” The Buddhist priest offered a hand. “What has happened here?”


  Shaking, she allowed the small Thai man to hoist her out of the choking undergrowth. Laura coughed. “A woman . . .” She gestured off the trail.


  “And then he grabbed me—” Laura burst into tears.


  “We shall call the police, I think.” From the folds of his robe, Mr. Wangchuk, owner of the Village florist shop, whipped out his cell. His face scrunched with the effort to speak precise English as he relayed the nature of his 9-1-1 to the dispatcher.


  Disoriented, Laura sank to her knees. Whimpering, Buggsby nestled next to her, his cold, wet nose sliding up her arm.


  She wrapped her arms around his thick neck, averting her eyes from the skinny, too-pale leg the dog had dragged out of the thorn bushes. “Buggs, you saved my life.”


  Buggsby licked her shoulder.


  “You and Mr. Wangchuk.”


  Mr. Wangchuk removed the phone from his ear. His shaved head glistened, the humidity heavy as a blanket. “Help is on the way.”


  Her gaze returned to the leg tapering into one of those skimpy blue jean skirts the younger girls favored. The purple sneakers teased with familiarity. Her eyes widened.


  No, oh God, no.


  Leaning between the railings, Laura gagged and vomited.
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  His finger curved over redial, Jon’s cell rang in his hand. Startled, he dropped it on the bed beside him. Ana again?


  He checked Caller ID. Mike. His longtime friend and new boss at the RPD. What was he—?


  Jon’s hand fumbled. He grabbed the phone from the folds of the bedcovers on the last ring before routing to voice mail.


  “Mike?”


  “Jon? Are you there?”


  “I’m here. What can I do you for?”


  Static crackled across the line. “Are you in Raleigh yet, bud?”


  “Yeah. Just got back.”


  “I hate to ask this of you. I know your rotation doesn’t resume till tomorrow, but we got ourselves a murder vic on the greenway. Morgan’s out with the flu. Chavis is away with that training conference till next week. Dispatch is sending you the coordinates. I’d go myself but Alison—”


  “Everything okay with Alison?” Worry sharpened Jon’s tone.


  The love of his lieutenant’s life was five months pregnant with their first child together. Make that their first two children. Twins. A widow and the mother of teenagers before she met Mike, Alison was older than your average mother-to-be.


  “Hope so.” But Mike’s voice sounded low and urgent. “She’s in pain. Braxton-Hicks, she claims. Nothing to worry about. But you know Alison isn’t a complainer and when she gets pale and—”


  An audible gasp reverberated through the phone. The skin goose-bumped on Jon’s arms.


  “Deep breath, Alison. Gotta go.” Panic laced Mike’s words. “Just a few blocks from Rex.”


  “No problem, Mike. I’ll deal with everything on this end. You take care of Alison.”


  “Thanks, man.” Mike’s voice wavered. “And if you wouldn’t mind, we’d also appreciate prayer for Alison and . . .” Mike faded out. “The babies.”


  “You got it. Anything else I can do for you guys?”


  “Catch the killer for me.”


  “Roger that, Lieutenant.”


  
3


  JON DROVE HIS TRUCK INTO AN EMPTY PARKING SPACE BESIDE A BEVY OF flashing blue-and-whites at the Village Shopping Center. According to his coordinates, the crime scene lay halfway along a park area between the shopping center and the upscale Woods Edge neighborhood. The horseshoe-shaped strip mall contained a florist, an antiques shop, a post office, and other assorted businesses.


  One of the uniforms waved him toward the forest behind the storefronts where a trailhead emerged. His nose twitched at the smell of something delicious in the air.


  Pizza?


  The swift turn of his head as he approached the greenway revealed a crowd of curious onlookers, drawn by the police activity, in front of a mouthwatering place called Mambo’s. His stomach growled, thinking about the lost dinner opportunity with Ana. With a homicide investigation, it promised to be a long night.


  Five minutes out of the air-conditioning and already his shirt underneath his blazer clung to his back. His eyes scanned left and right as he entered the hushed environment, not unlike the pine forest of his Sandhills home. The greenway was another world, located within the heart of bustling Raleigh, yet set apart, peaceful, and unsullied.


  Except for the inconvenient fact of murder.


  Maybe a good thing he hadn’t eaten first. Mike hadn’t had time to brief him on the particulars. But he’d been insistent it was murder and not an accident. Though a veteran of war, both foreign and domestic—if you counted the drug wars he fought in Baltimore—Jon was well acquainted with grisly, blood-drenched crime scenes.


  As the newbie in the platoon and on the force in Baltimore, he’d learned not to allow his stomach to give way to his feelings. Learned to condition himself, switching his mind and his heart to off. Pity paralyzed.


  Jon had a job to do. Feelings only clouded the issue. And the issue was to catch a killer and prevent him or her from wreaking their evil upon another innocent—or not-so-innocent, as the case might be—ever again.


  Finding justice for someone gave Jon the next greatest thing to a purpose in his life since serving his country. Doing his part to put things right. His calling—to impose a semblance of order on an otherwise chaotic world.


  Hokey ideals. Not cool or popular in this culture. But the way his dad had raised him.


  Rounding a curve in the trail, he was startled to find Ana on-site. Slim and well-proportioned in skinny jeans and a hot-pink blouse, she waited for him against a backdrop of the curled fronds of lady ferns. Bees droned in the distance.


  She flashed him a toothy smile. “Fancy meeting you here, Locklear.”


  He grinned. “I was about to take you up on your invitation when Mike called.” He ran a hand through his short-cropped hair.


  She sidled closer. Her shoulder grazed his with the barest of touches. “Rain check?” She swished those impossibly full lashes at him.


  His chest broadened.


  Deep-throated croaking frogs chorused, breaking the silence of the forest.


  Jon licked his dry lips. “You got it.”


  Her generous, fuchsia-slashed mouth curved. “Mike’s got the entire team working the case. Nothing like on-the-job training.” She fondled the gold crucifix dangling around her neck, giving him a sideways glance.


  At a sudden cacophony of birdsong, he wondered what the RPD and Mike’s policy was on office fraternization. A hint of patchouli teased his nostrils.


  He stepped back to clear his head. “What are we dealing with here?”


  Wearing a half-smile, as if she understood exactly the effect she had on him, Ana reached into her jean pocket and whipped out her notebook. “First responders arrived after a 9-1-1 from a Mr.”—she flipped a few pages—“Wangchuk. Owner of the Village florist shop. He rescued a woman who claimed she stumbled upon our vic while the killer was still on scene.”


  Jon’s gaze sharpened. “The witness attacked? Hurt?”


  “Attacked, yes. Hurt? Not so much. Scratches and bruises. Paramedics checked her out and released her on her own recognizance when she refused to go to Rex for further tests. The M.E. is working the body.”


  He nodded. “Assault vic get a good look at the attacker?”


  “Do they ever?” Ana fluttered her eyelashes. “Wouldn’t want to make your first big homicide in Raleigh too easy for you, Detective.”


  Jon resisted the impulse to banter. He was on the clock now. “Wangchuk get a look?”


  “ ’Fraid not. I’ve got a uniform standing guard over him at his shop. An old man. Weird man.”


  “Weird how?”


  Ana smirked. “Wait till you get a load of his getup. Orange bathrobe. Looks like Gandhi. Not from around here.”


  Jon bit back a small chuckle, forbearing to remind the second-generation Latina that to the folks of this Old Raleigh enclave she wasn’t either. He’d found out the hard way—years ago—how they viewed his own illustrious First American ancestors.


  Ana pointed down the trail. “Patrol secured the crime scene. Waiting for you as lead investigator to interview the witnesses.”


  “ID the vic yet?”


  Ana tilted her head. “You bet. Interesting, little coincidence. Our other victim—the assaulted one who lived to tell about it—says she knows the murdered vic. The younger girl worked in her needlepoint shop at the Village. Has no idea what the college student was doing out on the greenway at this time of day when she was supposed to be minding the store. Lady went for an afternoon run with her dog and discovered her murdered employee’s body.”


  His eyes narrowed. “I never have put much faith in coincidences.”


  “Me and you both, cowboy.”


  “Victim’s name?”


  Ana consulted her notes. “Renna. Renna Sheldon. Political Science major from the University of North Carolina. Part-time sales person at Tapestries Needleworks. We found Miss Sheldon’s car still parked behind Tapestries, locked and undisturbed, as was the store.”


  “We’ll need to run a check on everything in Renna Sheldon’s personal life. Her family. Her school friends. Who she hung out with. Any enemies. What she ate today. Her previous whereabouts.”


  The 24-24 rule clock had begun to tick. A basic law enforcement creed contended the last twenty-four hours of a victim’s life and the first twenty-four hours of the investigation were the most crucial in solving a murder.


  He peered over his shoulder toward the Village. “See if the shopping center had any security cameras in place. Maybe we’ll get lucky and get photos of Miss Sheldon headed for the greenway with or without her assailant.”


  “Will do.”


  “Family?”


  “Unmarried. Only child. Widowed mother. Well-to-do. As is our other”—irony threaded Ana’s tone—“victim.”


  He glanced at Ana. Like him, her background was working-class poor. Like him, she put herself through college, fighting her way with guts and intelligence to her current rank.


  Not surprising she’d have a slight chip on her shoulder regarding the more fortunate. He’d had one, too, especially after . . . Jon frowned.


  He’d grown weary of the load of bitterness he was never meant to carry and given it over to God. But he’d learned to lean the hard way. As did most people.


  After a lot of hard knocks and bloodied knuckles.


  He cocked an eyebrow. “Not much good either one of ’em’s overprivileged lifestyle gave them today.”


  A muscle ticked in Ana’s jaw.


  “I’d like to interview this one.” He jerked his head at the trail. “If you’d do the honors with Wangchuk?” He placed a hand on her shoulder.


  Her body uncoiled and a smile returned to those fabulous black eyes. “Sure thing. And I could also take an officer and notify the mother.”


  “You don’t have to do that. As lead, it’s my responsibility. A rough job.”


  “No worries. Can’t tell you how many parents I’ve had to inform of their teen’s OD. Unfortunately, I’m a master at it.”


  She swiveled toward the Village. “ ’Sides, I’ll do anything to get us to the station sooner rather than later. This way, too, I get the air-conditioning. Meet you over a cup of awful department joe and a box of stale doughnuts?”


  He stroked his chin. “You got it. Maybe get patrol to canvas the Village and neighborhood to see if anyone observed anything suspicious this afternoon.”


  She waved the air behind her, already trudging up the path. “See you whenever.”


  He’d taken two steps before he realized he’d forgotten to get the assault victim’s name. He shook his head. Sloppy.


  Focus on the job, Locklear. Not your hormones.


  No matter. He’d easily get them from the uniform standing watch over the assault vic.


  Still thinking of the pleasures of powdered doughnuts—among other things—he nodded as he passed the forensic team from the City-County Bureau of Identification. Outfitted in white bodysuits, one snapped photos of the crime scene. Another stretched a measuring tape while a third copied exact distances between points of interest.


  Dr. Randall, on his haunches over the body, extended a hand. Reaching down, Jon heaved the portly professional to his feet. Dripping, red flecks dotted the undergrowth. A metallic, coppery smell—blood—hung in the air. A tech waded through the waist-high thistles, collecting and labeling miniscule droplets of blood in plastic vials.


  “What’ve we got, Doc?”


  “From the spray pattern of the blood, the murder occurred where her body lies. Head bashed in with something round. Wooden splinters in the wounds. Violent struggle.”


  The doctor’s hand swept across the trampled trail leading down the embankment. “My guess? The attacker waited underneath the footbridge. Seized her from behind, wrestled her to the ground, and then proceeded to beat the living daylights out of her skull.”


  Jon winced. “Never had a chance, did she?”


  The doc shook his grizzled head. “Preliminary findings, mind you. But the depth of those wounds? The attacker was strong, highly motivated, or crazed. Take your pick.”


  “Random or premeditated?”


  “Your call, Detective.” Dr. Randall slid his owl-like glasses up his bulbous nose. “Can’t do all the work for you.” He gave Jon a lopsided smile to show he was kidding. “The angle and trajectory of the blows suggests the assailant’s right-handed.”


  “A woman able to do this?”


  “Footprint left in the mud says a man-size sneaker. Witness”—Randall tilted his head toward the other end of the bridge—“says male attacker. But in my experience, an athletic woman, if properly ticked off, can do as much damage as a man twice her size, if you get my drift.”


  Jon’s experience, too.


  “Dead how long?”


  “From the state of the body, factoring the heat and the lack of,” the old man flicked a glance around them, “lack of predators and amount of insects on the body . . .” He glanced at the sky, mentally calculating.


  Jon took a good, hard look at the ravaged form that had once been a living, breathing human being. A form upon which flies feasted. His stomach rumbled.


  Maybe the stale doughnuts weren’t such a good idea. Outdoor crime scenes were investigators’ worst nightmare. Give them a nice, enclosed, contained indoor murder every time.


  “Your witness says she last saw the vic at the needlepoint shop around three, right before she left to drop off her son for a fishing trip. Gives me a starting point to narrow the parameters. I’ll get my report to you ASAP. My boys—” The head of one of the white-clad suits popped up, with distinctively female features, from the tangle of vines.


  Randall growled. “Sorry. Forgot this is the Age of Political Correctness. My crew,” he amended, “will be finished in a couple of hours.”


  Thanking him, Jon ambled toward the bridge, leaving the team to sketch the body and surrounding area. They’d bag and tag any evidence. Time for him to interview the witness.


  A tantalizing aroma of a long-buried memory wafted past his nose.


  Honeysuckle.


  Jon scowled at the vines entwined around the railing.


  He glanced through the tree canopy as he crested the bridge. Even with the extended light of a Southern, almost-summer night, he’d better get a move on and get this portion of the investigation wrapped up before darkness shrouded the crime scene.


  At the sound of his tread upon the bridge, a tri-colored basset hound lazing at the feet of a female officer raised his head. The uniform peered in his direction. As did the attack vic.


  Sunlight dappled the woman clad in exercise clothes. Her eyes widened. A smile flitted before her lips tensed.


  Jon’s heart—and feet—froze.


  Gripping the railing, his fingers curled around a fistful of honeysuckle blossoms. The sweet smell of a long-ago summer flooded his senses. A splinter of wood sliced into his palm.


  It couldn’t possibly . . . His gut clenched.


  No way. Not here. Not now.


  What was it the Bogart fellow said? Of all the crime scenes in all the towns in all the world, she had to walk into his?


  Or something to that effect.


  Please, God. Anybody but her.
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  Laura gasped.


  This couldn’t be happening. Standing not two feet in front of her was her worst nightmare come true.


  And, her fondest dream.


  Just like that, her world—the one she’d so carefully constructed and lied to protect—groaned, tilted, and slid off its axis with a crash.


  Her knees buckled.


  Jon’s hand shot out, grabbing hold of her forearm.


  She jerked, fried by his touch on her bare skin. Her heart skipped a beat. “What are you—?”


  “I never expected—”


  Then, silence roared between them.


  She closed her eyes. Hoping Jon Locklear was an illusion, an unwelcome hallucination of an overactive imagination.


  Opening her eyes, her pulse skittered. He was real. Too real.


  A rosy flush mounted from beneath the collar of his white Oxford shirt. His sensuous lips parted.


  The policewoman shuffled her feet, breaking the spell. “Detective?”


  His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.


  “CCBI has already obtained samples from underneath her fingernails in case . . .”


  He removed a small, black notebook from his coat pocket. “Thank you, Officer Schultz. I can handle things from here.” The policewoman nodded, patted Bugg’s head, and headed toward the Village.


  “Lau . . .” Shaking his head, he moistened his lips. “Laura Bowen . . .”


  She blew out a breath. “Laura Mabry.” She hated how her voice quavered.


  A spasm of something flickered across his broad, high-planed face before disappearing so quickly she wondered if perhaps she imagined it.


  His forehead creased. “Right.” He scribbled, his head bent over the paper.


  Two thoughts occurred to her so simultaneously as to be one unified cohesive chain.


  First, why in the name of all that was holy hadn’t she bothered to put on mascara or at least lipstick before she went for her run? She smoothed her hair and fished out a stray leaf. Great.


  And two? She needed to think fast, prepare for major damage control, or everything she and Holt had done would be for nothing.


  “Tell me what happened here.”


  His probing gaze traveled to the region of her mouth. With the speed of heat lightning on a stormy summer evening, his eyes looped to hers before dropping to his notepad. He clutched his pen, his knuckles white.


  Laura’s gaze fastened onto his hand, hard with calluses.


  Those slender, brown fingers . . . had once caressed and . . .


  She bit her lip and fought to keep from revealing how the familiar timbre of his voice affected her.


  Achieving a deceptive measure of normalcy, she recounted her movements from the time she leashed Buggsby, to finding Renna, interrupting the killer, to the assault and her rescue by Mr. Wangchuk. A carefully edited account—no more no less than he ever need know—rendered to the close-cropped black curls on the top of his head.


  The locks he kept short, she recalled, or risked getting teased by his sisters as being too girly. As if anything about Jon Locklear had ever remotely resembled girly.


  She remembered a lot of things. Things she’d spent a decade trying to forget. Like the ply of those curls between her fingers, the . . .


  Laura shook herself like Buggsby after running through the water hose.


  His head snapped up. “What about before? Last time you saw Miss Sheldon? How did she seem?”


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “Renna seemed like she always seemed. I opened the shop at ten this morning. Renna came in about one o’clock, and I left. She was supposed to close the shop at five.”


  “Why did you leave this afternoon?”


  Laura pinched her lips together. “Errands.”


  Suspicion darkened his eyes. “Go on.”


  Laura explained her attempt to reach Renna by phone and her plan to jog by Tapestries.


  His eyes bored into hers. “What made you think something might not be okay?”


  Laura dropped her gaze, unable to field his intensity. “She’d been kind of . . .”


  “Kind of what?”


  “I don’t know. Crabby lately.”


  “Crabby like how?”


  Laura knotted her fingers. “Coming in late. Wanting to leave early. Questioning every request.”


  He scribbled again. “So there was trouble between you two.”


  Laura’s spine went ramrod straight. “No.” She frowned. “Not at all. Until . . . recently.” Sweat trickled between her shoulder blades.


  Had she become a suspect?


  “Why the change?”


  “I don’t know. I asked about a week ago, when I first noticed her attitude toward the customers. But she told me to butt out of her private life. And then, I said—” Laura flushed.


  Jon’s mouth flattened. “I can imagine what you said.” His voice dropped a degree. “Having been on the receiving end of it myself a long time ago.”


  The image of herself hurling hateful words at him in a parking lot in Jacksonville flashed across her mind.
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