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   Prologue
 
    
 
   The cabin looked shabby, even in the dark, and the drive up to it wound through woods that hid it well. Abandoned, it'd been left to rot in the mass of Kudzu that had already taken over the pines and threatened to eventually swallow it completely. This had to be it, the place he'd been looking for the entire past year.
 
   Daniel Carmichael put his car in park and stared through the dust-covered windows of his two-door coupe. A figure sat huddled in the dark on the steps leading up to what was left of the porch. He noted the lack of a vehicle. Maybe it had been parked down by the paved road, but more likely on some dirt stretch that wound through the greenery somewhere nearby. However the caller had gotten there, one thing was certain. It was important that no one see them together.
 
   He got out of the car carrying a flashlight. He didn't want to stumble in the dark or risk falling through rotten boards when he joined the person who'd invited him there. He shone a light on his companion's face and then settled down on the porch, his feet finding footing on one of the more secure steps.
 
   "You didn't have to send such a subtle message, saying it was the cabin where bad things had happened four years ago. You could have mentioned the kidnapping, identified yourself, and simply asked me to meet you here."
 
   "I gave you directions. That should have been enough. I assume the phone calls to your office are recorded."
 
   He shook his head and then realized the movement couldn't be seen in the dark. "They should be, but they aren't."
 
   "Good. I want this meeting to be known only between the two of us. Agreed?"
 
   "Agreed." Carmichael pulled out a notepad and a pen.
 
   "Put that away. You can't write anything down or I'll leave. I have to remain anonymous."
 
   Carmichael tucked the pad and pen back into his pocket. "So you're finally ready to talk."
 
   "Only to you."
 
   "Then tell me."
 
   His companion took a sip from a cup and then offered a second cup to Carmichael.
 
   "Here. Have some coffee. It's cold out here. I can add some bourbon if you'd like. I'm sure it'd improve the taste. It's pretty nasty."
 
   "You know I don't drink alcohol."
 
   "Ah, that's right. Reformed. Well, good for you. If I'm going to get through this, I'll need more than coffee."
 
   Carmichael accepted the cup. His jacket was too light for the unusually cold fall weather, and he hadn't had time to go home and pick up something heavier. He took a hefty swig and winced. "I've had better."
 
   "As I said, nasty. But at least it's hot. If we're going to sit here long enough for me to explain what happened, you'll need something to keep you warm. Drink up. I didn't think you reporters were picky."
 
   "We're not," Carmichael agreed, finishing his drink.
 
   More hot liquid was added to each cup.
 
   "So I was right," Carmichael said.
 
   "Mostly. I'll give you enough that you'll be able to corroborate everything I tell you."
 
   They sat and talked as the cold seeped into their bones, and the hot brew from the thermos continued to flow into Carmichael's cup.
 
   "I'm surprised you told me all of this," Carmichael said.
 
   "You wanted to know. I thought you should before you die."
 
   "I'm not that bad off. My heart's almost healed from my attack."
 
   "That's what I'd heard. You've gone back to work." The speaker shivered in the cold.
 
   "If you can call working for the Atlanta Eye working."
 
   "And now you've finally got your story."
 
   "I do."
 
   The dark figure rose from its perch on the porch. "I've got to go."
 
   "Thanks for the information. And the coffee."
 
   "You're welcome."
 
   Carmichael started to stand but a wave of nausea swept over him, forcing him back down. "I don't feel so good."
 
   "This is no place to get sick. I'll help you to your car. We can't be seen together."
 
   Carmichael slid behind the wheel while his companion put his key into the ignition and turned it. The car's engine came to life.
 
   "Are you having pains in your chest?"
 
   "Yes," Carmichael gasped. "I…can't…breathe."
 
   "Are the pains radiating down your left arm?"
 
   "I'm…having a…heart attack…Call 911…I need the paramedics."
 
   "Yes, you do. Head toward the road while I place the call. They'll never find you this far back in the woods."
 
   "I'm not sure I can."
 
   "If you want to live, you don't have a choice. Do it. I'm calling for help now."
 
   The figure watched as Carmichael managed to head his car back toward the main road, the phone inside a pocket left unused. Moments later, a crash could be heard as the car left the packed earth and found a tree.
 
   The informant returned to the porch and poured the contents of the cup held throughout their conversation back into the empty thermos, which was then sealed. Carmichael's cup was retrieved and stacked into the first cup.
 
   A sigh escaped in a puff of frosty breath. One clean shot to the head would have been so much quicker. But then there would have been blood and obvious signs of murder. And police. No. This was better.
 
   Then the figure left without a look back, walking slowly and deliberately into the woods, leaving Carmichael to his fate.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   "So, has he asked you yet?" Leigh Ann pushed back the hair tickling the top of the shoulders of her silk blouse that hung becomingly on her petite frame. She only had about twenty minutes left of her lunch hour and wasn't about to waste it with idle chatter. "You two are the slowest couple I've ever known. I mean really, Jen. Just get it over with. You've known each other for three years. How much more time do you need? If it doesn't work, get divorced like half the married couples in this country, but for goodness sakes put yourself, Sam, and the rest of us out of our misery. Just marry the guy."
 
   Jennifer felt her jaw set in that all too familiar clench that frequently accompanied discussions with Leigh Ann. She brushed away a wisp of her long, taffy brown hair and wadded the paper her tofu sandwich had come in into a tight, angry little ball. Then she sighed, trying to force some of the tenseness out her body, and mumbled. "He's not going to ask me."
 
   Leigh Ann's jaw dropped farther than Jennifer had ever seen it. It was literally almost touching the signature yellow Formica table top at Macon, Georgia's first fast food vegetarian restaurant, Timothy's Tasty Treats, on Riverside Drive. Thank goodness almost nobody ate there, at least none of Jennifer's friends.
 
   "Why not?" she demanded. "He didn't…he didn't…" Leigh Ann's lower lip trembled as she gulped in air. The romantic in her was desperately afraid of being crushed.
 
   "No, he didn't." Jennifer sighed. It wasn't as though she hadn't seen this coming. Sooner or later it was going to come out. "He didn't break up with me." Although why he hadn't, Jennifer would have been hard pressed to say, considering her gun-shy, bordering on phobic attitude toward marriage.
 
   Sam had made it plain over the last year that he was ready for them to get married, that she was the only crazy, wannabe mystery writer and part-time caterer that he ever wanted in his life, and that they made a great writing team. Also, if he didn't actually love her greyhound Muffy, he was very fond of her and would treat her as his own. And that for some inexplicable reason, he loved Jennifer more than life itself, even if she did drive him nuts with alarming regularity.
 
   And she, amazingly enough, was hopelessly, deeply, unconditionally in love with him—a fact she had at last admitted to herself.
 
   "Then what? If there were ever two people more perfect for each other—"
 
   "I have to ask him."
 
   "You have to ask him what?" Leigh Ann's green eyes grew huge in her tiny, heart-shaped face.
 
   "I have to ask him to marry me." There. She'd said it.
 
   Sam had a devious side. And he knew her as well as any human being could know a reclusive writer who lived far too much in a fantasy world filled with murder and mayhem that had crept into her real life on more than one occasion. He would not ask. He freely told her his answer would be yes. But the onus was on her. He would not even mention the word marriage in her presence. He didn't like the shade of pale it turned her complexion.
 
   However, if and when she was ready, he expected a proper proposal from her, not some note left on a table, no text message, voice mail, and certainly no email. No, he wanted honest-to-goodness heartfelt words spoken to him in person.
 
   How had men done it all these years? Oh, Jennifer was well aware that women proposed as frequently as men did these days, especially strong-minded, independent women like her. It's just that she…well, she…well, exactly what was she? Scared witless? Of what? Of Sam? That was ridiculous. He'd seen her at her worst—in jail, bruised and battered after hand-to-hand combat, inconsolable at the thought Muffy might die. So just what was she worried about? Disappointing him? Of being a thoughtless, inconsiderate partner?
 
   No. Not really. Of being honestly and completely herself with another human being. Hah! Most married people would find that amusing. It's not like serial killers don't have families.
 
   "Okay," Leigh Ann said with a measure of caution. "You can do this. I know you can. It's only four words. You can choke them out."
 
   "Choke them out?"
 
   "Yeah. Whatever it takes."
 
   This from the ultra romantic who took a full chapter to write a proposal in her romance novels.
 
   "It's not just that. It's the wedding ceremony itself. It's the…the…"
 
   "Oh, good grief. Just spit it out. It's the whole 'till death do us part' business. Admit it. It's not like I haven't known you forever."
 
   "I'm only thirty-two."
 
   "Right. And I'm twenty-nine."
 
   Actually two months shy of thirty, but Jennifer thought it unwise to point that out.
 
   "Like I said. Forever," Leigh Ann repeated. "It's not a threat. It's a promise."
 
   "I never said anything about it being a threat." Even if it sounded exactly like one to Jennifer.
 
   At that, Leigh Ann threw back her head and howled with laughter. "Really, Jen? Really? You see murder potential everywhere. Sam's never going to kill you. He might divorce you, but—"
 
   "You think he'd divorce me?"
 
   "Of course not. Not that he wouldn't have cause. The fact that you wouldn't let him propose when he wanted to is maddening in itself. You won't be the easiest person to live with."
 
   "And you would?"
 
   "Hey, no one's asking me." A little tug of sadness pulled at the corner of Leigh Ann's lip, and Jennifer was immediately sorry she'd said anything. Leigh Ann's one true love was still on his road to self discovery. And until he finished that journey, Leigh Ann would wait. For marriage, that is. In the meantime, she'd jump anything with a Y chromosome.
 
   "Okay, okay. You're absolutely right."
 
   "Really? I don't remember ever hearing you say those words to me."
 
   "Well, I'm saying them now. I'll do it this week."
 
   "It's not like you need to go into training, Jen. Invite him for dinner. Tonight. It's Thursday. He'll never suspect a thing if you don't make a big deal out of it. All he wants is your commitment—not sky writing or a crop circle plowed into a heart with your initials in the middle of it. All he wants is you."
 
   That, in itself, was what was so amazing. That was precisely the only thing Sam wanted. And, after a full year to think about it, Jennifer, at last, felt as though she could give it to him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Jennifer fixed a wonderful meal. Penne pasta with Portobello mushrooms, sun-dried tomatoes, peppers, onions, and a special blend of spices in a cream sauce that her caterer friend, Dee Dee, had devised. She'd even prepared homemade yeast rolls and a simple salad. Sam didn't like anything unidentifiable mixed in with his greens. He'd have to slake his cravings for animal protein elsewhere once they were married, but that was fine with her as long as she didn't have to cook it.
 
   Everything was perfect. The rolls alone would put him in heaven. They were sitting on the counter still rising, melted butter already brushed on top. They would take no longer than ten minutes to bake. Now all she had to do was wait. Sam would be there in a few minutes.
 
   She hadn't dressed up. She was in jeans and a long-sleeved, Tee, her taffy brown hair loose on her shoulders, and just a touch of makeup. Anything dressier would make him suspicious. Newspaper reporters had an uncanny ability to pick up on anything out of the ordinary.
 
   She'd asked Mrs. Ramon across the hall to take Muffy for the evening, so the dog wouldn't wedge herself between them. Muffy was a cuddle bug and wanted in on any action that included affection. Normally that would be fine, but not tonight. Tonight was going to be all about Sam and their future together.
 
   Yes, this was going to be a perfect evening. No theatrics. Just a plain cheesecake with lettering in red: Will You Marry Me? She'd pull it from the refrigerator after their meal, place it in front of him, and then she'd say the words. Out loud. Like a regular person. Like the person in love that she was.
 
   She settled down on the couch and stared at the hands of the clock as they crept slowly toward seven o'clock. At two minutes after, there was a knock on the door. Her heart lurched into her throat. She jumped up and ran barefooted to peer through the peephole. Sam was standing on the other side, his dark hair mussed with a few unruly strands falling over his left eyebrow. He looked so handsome, that is, as handsome as a warped peephole would allow anyone to look. But he also looked tired, as though he'd just come from work. Hours at the newspaper could be brutal. And covering crime for The Macon Telegraph could take its toll.
 
   Jennifer pasted on her best I'm-not-nervous smile, unlocked the door, and threw it open. "Sam!"
 
   A suspicious tilt lifted his eyebrow. "Yes. You invited me to dinner. You did remember this time, didn't you?"
 
   Just because she'd forgotten once before. Okay, maybe twice. But what could he expect? When she got lost in her writing, she pretty much forgot about time or appointments or anything other than the fictional adventure her private detective, Maxie Malone, was involved in that was currently playing out in her mind. A simple occupational hazard.
 
   Sam sniffed the air and a smile broke over his lips. He could smell the yeast and the sauce simmering on the stove. "Good. I'm famished." He gave her a quick kiss and brushed past her, loosening his tie as he went and dumping his sports coat on an upholstered chair before dropping onto the couch as if he owned the place.
 
   "Where's Muffy?"
 
   "Having a play date with the kids across the hall."
 
   "Ah. Any particular reason?"
 
   "They hadn't seen her for a while." The truth, just not the whole truth.
 
   Jennifer bolted the door and slid the security bar—a girl couldn't be too careful, especially one who'd had her apartment broken into—back into place. Then she joined Sam on the sofa. His sleeves were already rolled up, his tie had been discarded on the coffee table, and there were dark shadows under his eyes. She sank down beside him.
 
   "What's happened? Are you working a homicide?" Murder was never routine for Sam. It was one of the things she loved about him.
 
   He shook his head, but the worry still lingered on his features. "Not exactly."
 
   Jennifer tilted her head. What passed as her Spidey sense was on full alert. "What then? You look exhausted." She brushed the wayward strands of hair off his forehead.
 
   Sam forced a half smile, caught her hand, and kissed the backs of her fingers. "It's nothing for you to worry about."
 
   Jennifer's eyes narrowed. Hah! He knew better than to say something like that to her. "Two people who are going to be married should not keep secrets from one another." She snatched back her hand and clamped it over her lips. She had not meant for those words to come out of her mouth.
 
   "Married? Did I miss something?" Sam looked at her in shock. Or awe. Or confusion. Jennifer wasn't sure exactly what emotion was staring back at her.
 
   "Gotta put in the rolls," she said, bounding to her feet. But Sam grabbed her hand again. She tried to pull out of his grip, but she was going nowhere. Trapped. By the lack of a baby gate on that mouth of hers. Gently, Sam pulled her back down next to him. "Are you ready?"
 
   Jennifer gulped. Audibly. "I…I…I think so."
 
   "Okay, then. Let me hear it."
 
   Sam let loose of her hand, settled back, and crossed his arms over his chest, staring at her expectantly. "Do you have something to say to me?"
 
   "After dessert."
 
   "You're kidding, right?" That eyebrow again, raised above that half-lidded, incredibly dark blue eye, staring straight into her soul.
 
   "I wasn't. But…" Jennifer took a deep breath. "Sam Culpepper, will you marry me?" Her words rushed out in an almost unrecognizable torrent.
 
   Sam let a small, smirky smile play in the left corner of his mouth. He was enjoying this, and she wanted to strangle him.
 
   "Need a moment to think about it?" she asked.
 
   "No."
 
   But that was all he said. He was such a maddening creature. Of course, he'd said the same thing about her numerous times. "Was that your answer? No?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Okay, then. Guess I'll put in the rolls while you think about it." But she stopped short of getting up. "Sam, I did what you asked me to do. I put myself out there. I asked you. And you told me you'd say yes. If you're not going to…"
 
   Sam stared into her eyes. She saw love there, but she saw something else. Something was definitely amiss, and Jennifer suspected, for once, it had nothing to do with her.
 
   "Yes, I'll marry you. How does ten o'clock tomorrow morning work for you?"
 
   "I'm serious."
 
   "So am I. Or at least I would be if I could. I've got interviews scheduled all day. And we have to get a marriage license. At least there's no waiting period in Georgia."
 
   "You checked."
 
   "Yes. A year ago. But we'd never get away with it."
 
   "Why? You don't already have a wife tucked away somewhere, do you? Maybe in your attic?"
 
   "No wife, no attic, not even a storage locker. No, I'm thinking about what a lousy world this is and how you are the one thing in it that makes my life worthwhile."
 
   This time he smiled a real smile, but she knew something was still nagging at him, something that would explain the bags under his eyes and his exhaustion, something he'd been working on well after his hours at the newspaper should have been over. Something personal.
 
   Lots of questions balanced on the tip of her tongue, but she chose the most innocuous one to let escape. "Then why can't we do it the day after tomorrow? I don't want a big wedding. You know that. The simpler the better."
 
   "I have four words why that's never going to happen."
 
   "And they are…"
 
   "Your writers' group: Leigh Ann, Teri, April, and Monique."
 
   "Technically, that's five. But they're not the only ones. You left out Dee Dee and Emma, plus her cadre."
 
   "Ah, yes. They'll all want you to have the full wedding experience."
 
   "Don't even say that."
 
   "You know it's true."
 
   She did. She groaned and sank back against the couch. Really. This was supposed to be a romantic evening. And now all she could think of was Leigh Ann trying to get her into an ante bellum hoop skirt made of layered lace. What a horrifying thought. And Teri finding the slinkiest, most revealing, sexiest slip of a long, clingy, Marilyn Monroe gown…And Monique trying to cover her head to toe in some "appropriately modest" white satin, while Emma would probably suggest a Vegas wedding performed by an Elvis impersonator…And the all out war that would erupt at the bridal boutique if they actually managed to somehow drag her there. It made her cringe.
 
   The worst of it was that there'd be no getting around it. If she and Sam did elope, that wouldn't stop her friends from putting them through a "real" wedding when they got back.
 
   Three quick raps on the door startled them both.
 
   "Don't tell me they're here already with fabric samples and books of floral displays," Sam said.
 
   "Even they don't work that fast," she hoped.
 
   Jennifer went to the door and peered through the peephole just as three more sharp raps sounded. "Open up, Marsh. I know you're home. I saw Sam's car in the parking lot."
 
   Teague McAfee, boy wonder for the region's most outlandish scandal rag, The Atlanta Eye, was standing outside her door. If there was one way to spoil an evening, it was for him to show up.
 
   "I've got to talk to you, baby cakes. And to Sam, too."
 
   Through the peephole, Jennifer could see Teague nervously shifting his weight back and forth and looking over his shoulder, first toward the elevator and then the stairs. He looked even younger than his thin, boyish build would suggest. And as though he was afraid someone might be following him.
 
   "Let him in," Sam said. "If you don't, he'll camp out in the hallway. I don't want to step over him on my way home. Besides, I've got a few words for him. That son of a bitch may have just gotten someone murdered."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   "He's eating our cheesecake," Jennifer complained to Sam, setting their two dessert plates in the sink and then peeking around the partition between the tiny, one-person kitchen and the living room. "It's the 'me' piece."
 
   "Of course he is," Sam stated, adding their empty coffee mugs to the stack in the sink. "You fed him. Were you really not going to not serve him dessert?"
 
   "I had no choice. I said no talk of murder or anything unpleasant until we'd eaten. I didn't want him to ruin our dinner."
 
   "He ruined our dinner the moment he knocked on your door."
 
   "I know, but the bread had to be baked, and the pasta was just right. Any longer in the pan—"
 
   "Okay, okay, Jen. Just don't complain about it."
 
   Sam brushed right up against her, his breath warm and soft on her cheek, as he took a peek at Teague. She could feel the sparks run through her. Daggone Teague! This was supposed to be her romantic proposal dinner, and he had ruined the whole thing.
 
   Sam stole a quick kiss.
 
   "If he's in trouble, why is he here?" she asked in a loud whisper. "We aren't friends."
 
   "He has no friends."
 
   "Well, there's a reason for that."
 
   "Yes, more than one." Sam turned and looked into her eyes. They were so cramped in the tiny kitchen they were almost in each other's arms—exactly where they should have been but couldn't be. It was like having a teenage son in the house with his parents not daring to make out in the kitchen. A teenage son who had done a very bad thing that would have to be addressed.
 
   "We've got to go in there," Sam insisted.
 
   "Now?" she asked.
 
   "Now."
 
   They each took a deep breath and entered the living room where Teague was hungrily scraping the remaining smears of filling off his plate with his fork.
 
   "Want a—" Jennifer began but Sam cut her off.
 
   "It's time to talk," Sam said. Her Southern manners had almost delayed this confrontation with the offer of more cheesecake. He sat on the sofa and pulled Jennifer down next to him.
 
   "About your engagement?" Teague asked, bringing his dessert plate with him from the small dining table and sliding into an armchair. "Really, Jennifer, writing it on a cheesecake? Kind of cheesy, don't you think?"
 
   "No, about murder, the one I'm about to commit right now."
 
   She lunged forward, but Sam held her back. "Not until we get some information out of him."
 
   "Just let me hurt him a little. He'll still be able to talk."
 
   "Maybe later. Spill, McAfee. What do you know about Daniel Carmichael's death?"
 
   "Is he the one this is all about?" Jennifer said. "His name sounds vaguely familiar."
 
   "It should," Sam said. "He was a feature writer for the Telegraph for many, many years. He was the best, but about four years ago he wrote an article that openly criticized one of Macon's most prominent families. As a result, he was forced to retire. He drank his way through the next two years, sobered up after he had a major heart attack, and then last year he took a job with The Atlanta Eye."
 
   "That's what I know his name from, not that I read that rag." Really. She didn't. At least not often, and only in the grocery store checkout line or the doctor's waiting room. "He did a lot of alien abduction stories for the Eye, didn't he? So what happened to him?" she asked, staring straight at Teague.
 
   Teague gave up on the cheesecake smears and put his plate on the coffee table. "That's it. He died. He was sixty-two."
 
   "Okay…that happens, especially if he'd been a heavy drinker and he had a bad heart."
 
   "No, it doesn't," Sam snapped, "at least not in this case. Tell her the whole story, Teague."
 
   Teague ran his hand through his short hair and again dropped his gaze to the floor. Despite all the despicable things he'd done, Jennifer had never seen him look guilty before. But that was exactly what she was seeing in his body language. Then he looked up, defiantly this time. "A phone call came in to the offices Friday night. Carmichael took it because I needed to leave. I'd been screening his calls, so I could act as a buffer in case we had some fallout from an article we'd just published. It sounded like any other crank call we get every day. The caller asked him to come to some old shack a little south of Atlanta where something bad had happened years ago. I figured it was another ghost sighting. He caught it just as I was about to leave."
 
   "So you heard it."
 
   "Part of it. He put it on speaker."
 
   "Why didn't you go with him if you thought he might need some sort of backup, and you were in on the article with him? You hadn't left yet," Jennifer asked.
 
   Teague shook his head and looked away, refusing to meet her eyes. She actually thought he might be tearing up. "I told him to skip it. I don't do that kind of story, and I didn't suspect at the time that it might be a cover for a meet up. Besides, it was a Friday night. I had a date, and I was already late leaving."
 
   A date? Teague "dated"? Hooked up, yes, but somehow she couldn't quite wrap her mind around someone "dating" Teague McAfee.
 
   "She was standing right there next to me. What was I supposed to do? Tell her to go buy her own beer while I scoped out some dump that was supposed to be haunted."
 
   "Yeah. Something like that," Jennifer suggested.
 
   "He let Daniel go by himself," Sam said, disdain in every word.
 
   Teague turned and looked Sam directly in the eye. "I 'let' him do nothing. He simply took the call. I didn't think he'd go out there after dark."
 
   "But he did," Sam accused.
 
   Teague dropped his gaze. "Yeah, he did."
 
   Late at night, alone, a creepy old place…It didn't sound like a good mix to Jennifer either, especially for an older guy who wasn't in the best of health.
 
   "No good reporter would fall for that, especially—" Sam began.
 
   "Exactly," Teague said defiantly. "Especially when he was working on an old case that someone definitely did not want investigated, the one that cost him his career at the Telegraph. Look, I don't know why he went. I knew better. He certainly knew better."
 
   "Why didn't you insist he—" Jennifer began.
 
   "Look, the guy was my mentor, okay? I didn't tell him what to do. He told me. He was everything I ever wanted to be."
 
   "A reporter of alien abduction stories?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "No. A true journalist with ethics and honor and dedication to the truth."
 
   Hmmmm. Were those Teague's actual aspirations? Could have fooled her.
 
   "A man who also reported about alien abductions." Jennifer couldn't help herself. Sometimes words just poured out of her mouth. Besides, she had a penchant for the truth herself.
 
   "So he picked up a few bucks writing some kooky stories. All those stories are pure entertainment. Everybody knows that. It's no different from writing for some pulp sci-fi magazine."
 
   Someone should tell Jennifer's Aunt Louise that. She believed every word, and so did more than a few of the people who anxiously awaited every new edition of the Eye.
 
   "So was he shot?" Jennifer asked. But if he had been, why hadn't she read about it in the newspaper or seen it on TV? She followed all the homicides in the surrounding area.
 
   "No," Sam stated. "He had a heart attack and rammed his car into the trunk of a very large tree."
 
   That explained why the death hadn't been widely reported. And the obituary column was something she never looked at, not that they usually listed a cause of death.
 
   "Well, with his age and a health history like—" she began.
 
   "At sixty-two, the guy was making a good recovery. He was on his meds and he was healing. He watched his diet, exercised, did what his doctor told him to do. He didn't die of a heart attack, at least not a natural one, even if that's what the medical examiner put on his death certificate." Teague was angry, his fists clenching and unclenching as though he'd like to smash something.
 
   "Okay, guys, I'm still missing something here. Give. I can't read your minds."
 
   "For some unknown reason, Teague thought it would be a good idea to co-author a new article about the case that got Carmichael booted out of respectable journalism," Sam accused.
 
   "I had nothing to do with that article." Teague was on his feet.
 
   "You shared the byline for it," Sam pointed out.
 
   "Hell, Sam, Carmichael wrote it all himself. I added my name just before it went to press—without his permission."
 
   "You what?" Sam roared, as he also stood. For a moment, Jennifer was afraid the two men would come to blows. "You had no right. No journalist, even you, takes even partial credit for another man's writing."
 
   "You're absolutely right," Teague agreed. "I had no right. I thought if people reading it thought I knew what he knew, it'd take some of the heat off of him."
 
   "Yeah, well, how did that work out for you?"
 
   Jennifer put her hands up to stop both of them. "Can we just go back to this whole heart attack thing and how that equates with murder? You think he was lured out there?"
 
   "I'm sure of it," Teague stated.
 
   Sam's jaw was clenched so tightly Jennifer could almost hear his teeth crack. She pulled him back down beside her, keeping a strong grip on his arm.
 
   "I wish I'd realized the call had something to do with the case, but I didn't. Okay?" Teague shook his head, as he slumped back into his chair.
 
   "Again, can you two skip the back and forth and explain this whole murder thing that apparently didn't look like murder and isn't one, at least according to the police. I'm assuming there was no obvious trauma, no bullet wounds, no knife wounds, not even bruising," Jennifer said. "So what are you thinking? Poison?"
 
   "Probably," Sam agreed. "Most likely an overdose of something natural like adrenaline or potassium that in high quantities would cause the heart to stop, especially in combination with heart medications, something that wouldn't show up in a routine tox screen, assuming one would even be done."
 
   "Wouldn't there be needle marks?" Jennifer offered.
 
   "Not if it were ingested," Teague pointed out.
 
   "The autopsy should show stomach contents even if the blood work—" Jennifer began.
 
   "There will be no autopsy." Teague explained. "The police found no signs of foul play or even a second party at the scene. He was behind the wheel of his own car, driving down a dirt road when it happened."
 
   "But surely his family will insist—"
 
   "His wife would have to have it done privately, and I don't think she has the funds. She certainly wouldn't want it known if he'd been drunk," Sam explained. "Their relationship was strained. They lived in the same house, but I'm not sure they even spoke. Neither of them would consider divorce, although my guess is both of them would have been happier with the other out of the house. So she calls all the shots about disposal of his body. "
 
   "So, Sam, you have no evidence to suspect Carmichael was murdered. Why do you?"
 
   "The place he went to has been abandoned for years. You can't see it from the road with all the trees and kudzu covering the area. It's unlikely that some passerby would have seen or even imagined any sort of strange phenomenon coming from there. He was lured out there."
 
   "You've been there?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Not yet. But I did read the police report. They just found him Monday evening. They estimate he'd been dead less than three days, which means he died sometime Friday night."
 
   "How did they find his body?" Jennifer pushed.
 
   "The police tracked his cell phone," Sam said. "After his wife reported him missing."
 
   Forty-eight hours. An adult had to be missing two whole days before the police would do anything, not that it would have made any difference in Carmichael's case.
 
   "So Teague's right. The phone call was—" Jennifer began.
 
   "The setup," Teague said quietly. "One most likely meant for the both of us. I should never have added my name to that byline. Now someone may want me dead, too."
 
   That couldn't be all that unusual for Teague considering the type of innuendo that appeared in his articles. But Jennifer suspected Teague's ego might be over inflating his importance, at least in this particular attack against Carmichael. That call might have caught one of the two men whose names were attached to that article, but it would have been unlikely to nab both of them, especially on a Friday evening.
 
   "Did you ever consider that encouraging him to bring all of this muck back up after all of these years might have been enough to cause the man to have a heart attack?" Sam asked.
 
   Teague dropped back down on the chair, holding his head in his hands. "Don't tell me that. I can't…"
 
   "Sam, you're not being fair. You just said yourself you think Carmichael was murdered."
 
   "I do. But Teague knew what Carmichael was doing, which makes him partially responsible for the man's death, whether he wrote the article or not. Tell her, Teague. Tell her what you did. Tell her you helped an old man dive back into something that took away everything he valued in his life."
 
   "That was it. He had nothing left, nothing except the crap he wrote for the Eye. Trust me, that's no legacy. He had one last chance to redeem himself, and he was going for it. Carmichael reconstructed as much of his information on the Xander Downing kidnapping as he could—everything he could remember that he'd based his original story on—but he lacked crucial evidence to prove his theory. He'd been silenced four years ago. He wasn't going to stay quiet now, not if there was any possibility of getting the proof he needed."
 
   "I remember that case," Jennifer said. "There didn't seem much to it. What happened to Carmichael's original files?"
 
   "They mysteriously disappeared from his home when his work was questioned. He said someone came through an unlocked window, sacked his office, and stole his computer."
 
   "Why would someone do that?" Jennifer prompted.
 
   "Because in that information was something about the people who kidnapped Xander Downing and held him for ransom. Whatever Carmichael knew, it was something dangerous enough to get him killed. He had part of the story. He just didn't have it all."
 
   "And now someone thinks you know what he knew," Sam said, staring straight at Teague.
 
   "That's right, Sam. That's why I'm here. I need help. The police sure aren't going to give it to me, and Jennifer…Well, she does that sort of thing—helps her friends. Besides, she owes me. I helped her get that old broad Emma Walker out of that murder charge. And I—"
 
   "Okay, okay," Jennifer intervened. "You've made your point."
 
   As usual Teague had said two sentences too many. A simple statement that could arouse sympathy had suddenly reminded Jennifer why she disliked Teague. And she'd rather not have Sam reminded of the other times she'd relied on Teague, much to Sam's chagrin.
 
   "Just how do you expect Jennifer to repay you, assuming that asinine statement is true?" Sam demanded.
 
   "By helping me find out what happened to Carmichael. The police aren't interested in investigating further, and she's good at getting to the bottom of things. I can't do it by myself. And right now, she's the only person I trust."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Teague was gone, off to hide out at a local hotel. It had to be safer than staying at his own apartment in Atlanta if someone really did want him dead. And he certainly wasn't staying at Jennifer's.
 
   Jennifer and Sam snuggled together on the couch, finally alone. Well, as alone as two people in love could be who had Teague McAfee dominating their every thought. Darn that man!
 
   Muffy, fortunately, was sleeping at their feet, exhausted after a long pout for being sent off to be dog sat earlier in the evening at a home with three children who absolutely adored her.
 
   "Why do you despise Teague so much?" Jennifer asked Sam.
 
   "Isn't it obvious? He works for that joke of a newspaper, he's always hitting on you—"
 
   "He's not really. You do know that, Sam, don't you? He thinks he's being funny."
 
   "Well, he's not, and I'd rather not get into a discussion that's going to make me sound like a jealous idiot."
 
   Jennifer opened her mouth to protest, but Sam cut her short. "Simply put, the man has no ethics."
 
   "Yeah, well, he's not my favorite person either, but there's more to it than that. I've never seen you this angry with him before." She twined her fingers through his. "Tell me. I know you, Sam. It's like the two of you have a blood feud."
 
   Sam took a deep breath and sighed, something he only did when he was actually going to drop his outer façade and be honest with her. No jokes. No dodges. She was right. Something had happened between the two men that had nothing to do with her.
 
   "You remember that I told you Teague applied to the Telegraph when he graduated from college."
 
   "Right. He didn't get the job."
 
   "He didn't get the job because of me. I would have been his supervisor, trainer, whatever you want to call it. I didn't like how brash he was. No, that's not true. Brash can be a real asset for a reporter. I just plain didn't like him."
 
   "So you nixed his application."
 
   "We had a hundred and twenty-six applicants that year for one vacancy. One. I thought he'd get something somewhere else, but there weren't any other jobs anywhere in the area, at least not at legitimate papers. He should have moved somewhere else or taken a job in another field and bided his time until something opened up, but he didn't. I moved here from North Carolina to work for the Telegraph. That's your choice, you know, when you graduate in a year when the economy is at its worst and you're competing with people with years of experience who've been laid off and other bright, shiny new grads, especially in an industry that's undergoing rapid change. But Teague didn't do that. He applied for every possible writing position in the state of Georgia."
 
   "And the Eye was the only one that would take him on. So why do you feel guilty about that?"
 
   "Because he's good, or he could have been. He's tenacious as hell, he's a good writer, and he loves journalism, really loves it. There's just about nothing he wouldn't do to get a story. He needed moral guidance. And I…"
 
   Jennifer squeezed Sam's hand. "And you would have taught him the importance and honor of a free press."
 
   "That makes me sound pompous as hell."
 
   "Doesn't make it any less true. But, Sam, you can't make someone something they're not. Teague was already well formed by the time he applied at the Telegraph. He's what he is because of who he is, and you sensed that in his interview. Nothing you could have taught him would have changed his core. You know that."
 
   "Maybe. But his stint at the Eye hasn't helped. And now no one in the legitimate press will ever hire him."
 
   "You feel guilty about that."
 
   "Yes. I let him down."
 
   "He let himself down. You gave someone else a job, someone who probably deserved it more than Teague."
 
   "Maybe. But Carmichael saw something special in him. If he hadn't, he wouldn't have trusted him."
 
   "Did he? Teague's helped me in the past, and he apparently was helping Carmichael. But I know exactly what Teague McAfee is, and I'm sure Carmichael did, too. Don't forget Teague added his name to Carmichael's byline without permission. If Carmichael was even half the journalist you say he was, he'd never have underestimated Teague's motives. They were using each other. C'mon. You know that's true. My nickel psychiatric evaluation says a part of you is angry because Carmichael didn't come to you for help. Tell me, why do you feel so strongly about what happened to Carmichael?"
 
   Sam let out a mirthless laugh. "The year I applied for a job with the Telegraph, there were eighty-four applicants for my job. Carmichael was the one who hired me."
 
   Ah. So there it was. There but for Carmichael, Sam might have been exactly where Teague was now. Or so Sam thought. The logic was twisted, but this was an emotional reaction to the death of a man Sam had once idolized. His usual objectivity had been badly compromised.
 
   "So in your mind you owe him—Carmichael, that is."
 
   "Yes, I owe him, in more ways than one."
 
   "Okay, then. We'll pay him back."
 
   "We?"
 
   "Yes, we. When you said you'd marry me, there is no more you and me, only we."
 
   "Did you actually just say that without freaking out?" Sam asked.
 
   "No. I am freaking out. I'm just containing it well. My point is that Carmichael put you in my life by giving you that job at the Telegraph. I'm as much in his debt as you are."
 
   Sam shook his head and smiled. "Your logic is unreal."
 
   "And yet totally understandable."
 
   That made him laugh out loud. "The one thing I do know is that, despite what he may have led Teague to believe, Carmichael wasn't working at the Eye to rebuild his reputation. He didn't care one whit about what anybody thought of him. He was there to stir up trouble and because his investigation had somehow led him there."
 
   "You mean someone at the Eye—"
 
   "Maybe. Or something in their files. Or one of their nutty informants. All I know is that he wouldn't have been there for any other reason. The Telegraph gave him a decent pension when they let him go, so he wouldn't have grounds for unlawful dismissal. If they hadn't gotten rid of him him, the newspaper would have been thrown into the middle of a costly lawsuit it couldn't afford. The pension was enough for him and his wife to live on, and Carmichael never cared all that much about money. No journalist does."
 
   "Okay. So what do we do? How do we find out what Carmichael's working at the Eye had to do with Xander Downing's kidnapping?"
 
   "It was Carmichael's reporting on the kidnapping that caused all the trouble."
 
   "But why? The story was simple enough. Downing was abducted, his wife paid the money, and he was let go unharmed. And, if I remember correctly, his abductors were never caught."
 
   "Right. The police never determined where he was held during those three days. Downing swore he was kept blindfolded and that when he was moved, a hood was placed over his head. So he never saw who took him or had any idea what sort of building he was kept in. Presumably he was drugged. The drug part was never confirmed because he was kept at a private hospital after he was found, and his blood was never tested."
 
   "But why would anything that Carmichael wrote about that incident be a threat to anybody? He didn't name any suspects, did he?"
 
   "No, but Downing's wife's family didn't like the way Carmichael portrayed them. He criticized her decision to keep the police out of any negotiations with the kidnappers and the family's total lack of cooperation after Downing was released. He suggested that they knew more than they admitted. Exactly what that might have been, I don't know. I don't think Carmichael knew the full story either. He was poking the bear, and if the bear's a Kodiak, that can be risky."
 
   "Which Carmichael discovered all too well. Okay. So let's look at where we stand. We've got Teague on the inside of the Eye, where, if you're right, his investigation had led Carmichael for some unknown reason. And we've got you checking all your legit sources from police reports to news reports, etc. from four years ago."
 
   "Plus a few not so legit sources. I'll see if I can get a buddy to get me the numbers for the phone calls made to the Eye the night that Carmichael died. There's an off chance that the meeting at the cabin was not a set-up. He may have gone out there, met with some loony, and simply had a heart attack."
 
   "Right. So I—" Jennifer began.
 
   "So you will be nowhere except right here, writing your current book and working for Dee Dee with her catering jobs."
 
   Jennifer stared at him, this time a half smile playing on her own lips. "Really? That's what you think is going to happen? Have you met me?"
 
   "Oh, yeah. More than once."
 
   "Then you know that's not going to happen. Sam, when we're married, I'm going to be the same person I am now. You'll have to accept that."
 
   "I know," Sam agreed, gently brushing her hair off her neck. "I just don't want anything to ever happen to you."
 
   Jennifer laughed. "Now wouldn't that be one boring life? What say we check out the widow, Mrs. Carmichael. Her husband had to tell her something, if not recently, then four years ago when they were on better terms. Even if he didn't, they still shared a home. She has to have her suspicions. The guy was out wandering around in the middle of the night searching for weird stuff. And this wasn't the first time."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "Is that a trick 'okay' or just an okay."
 
   "We'll talk to the widow together. Always good to have a sympathetic woman along to speak with a grieving widow.  I'll call her as soon as I get home and set up an appointment."
 
   "Assuming you get home," Jennifer said slyly, "my brand-new fiancé." She snuggled closer.
 
   "Good lord. We're actually engaged." A dazed look spread across his face as Jennifer felt her own eyes widen. What a terrifying thought. She and Sam were getting married.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Sunday should have been a day of rest, at least until 2:00 p.m. when Jennifer and Sam had their appointment with Charlene Carmichael. It should also have been a day for Jennifer to decide exactly how she was going to proceed Monday morning to worm her way into the offices of the Eye with Teague's help. She and Sam had agreed that if she was careful and only there to observe, she might just pick up some vital information that Teague could have missed. Oh, and there was that whole thing about getting married to Sam that would have to be addressed sometime. Instead, at exactly 12:15 p.m., her phone rang.
 
   "I've waited days for a call from you," Leigh Ann complained. "Did you do it?"
 
   "What? Oh, you mean did I ask Sam to marry me. Yeah."
 
   "And he said…"
 
   "He said yes, but—"
 
   A big "Whoop" burst across the phone line.
 
   "Really, Leigh Ann. Are you that surprised?"
 
   "Of course not. Just super excited. Although with you, I never know. Things frequently don't go the way you plan. By the way, your bachelorette party is exactly one week from yesterday."
 
   "Whoa!"
 
   "At Monique's of course. Dee Dee is providing the food. April insisted on baking the cake, some kind of cherry/chocolate thingie with M&Ms. I know it sounds gross, but she swears it's yummy. Of course she has small kids, and that can skew the palate. A child's tolerance is way past the sugar-shock level, and anything that hasn't been smushed into someone's hair probably looks pretty good to her. Teri wanted live music, but Monique nixed the rap group. She says her neighbors will call the police if we get too loud. And Emmie Walker and the gals from O'Hara's Tara are…Well, I'm not sure what they're doing, but someone mentioned a game involving edible underwear."
 
   Jennifer's vision was literally fading to white. How often do thirty-somethings have strokes? "You and I only talked about this Thursday at lunch."
 
   "Yeah. I'm good, aren't I?"
 
   So good Jennifer could clobber her. "Not going to happen."
 
   "Oh, yes, it is, even if we have to kidnap you."
 
   "Kidnap. That's an interesting topic. What do you know about Xander Downing?"
 
   "Only that he's a gorgeous, tall, blond, son-of-a-Greek-god with bunches of money who owns a ton of appliance stores, lives in a mansion, and has enough charisma he could charm your grandmother into buying an industrial grade freezer for her studio apartment. Do you want me to add him to the guest list for your wedding?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Then what's he got to do with your getting married?"
 
   "Nothing." Jennifer shook her head. Leigh Ann was like a dog with a bone. "Look, I've got to go."
 
   "Why? Are you writing?"
 
   "Close enough. I'm doing research."
 
   "Ah, yes. Honestly, Jen, I don't know why you don't write romance instead of mystery. Just think of all the hands-on research you could be doing right now with Sam."
 
   "I'm hanging up now."
 
   "Fine. See you tomorrow night at Monique's for writers' group. You'd better have some pages to read. Monique is not happy that you've been slacking. Again. Gotta go. This party is not going to plan itself."
 
   The phone went dead. Terrific. One more thing to try not to think about as she turned on her computer and did a search for Daniel Carmichael.
 
   Turned out he was the man. That is he had been the man. The guy had a gazillion local journalism awards. He'd been honored by every civic group Macon had to offer, plus a couple of national awards. And then…his life had fallen apart. His sun that had shone so brightly had gone behind a dark cloud never to emerge again.
 
   She read through the article that got him booted. It seemed innocent enough, not like the hard-hitting prose Carmichael usually churned out. And therein lay the problem. It was about Downing's kidnapping and release. She read it again for a third time. Downing had come home from a Rotary meeting to find a vehicle blocking his driveway. He'd gotten out of his car, and the next thing he knew, a person wearing a mask had thrown a hood over his head, while someone else stuck a gun in his back. His hands were tied behind his back, and he was forced into a van and taken somewhere and kept for three days. His wife had paid the two million dollars demanded in ransom, and he'd been released.
 
   So why, exactly, had it been such a big deal—reporting it, that is?
 
   Because Carmichael implied in that article, however subtly, that the facts simply did not add up. He suggested that Downing might not be telling all that he knew, that his security system being down that night was suspicious, and that the place where he'd been held should have been easier to find. The impartiality that Carmichael was so respected for was totally missing, and his disdain for Downing and for how his wife and her family—the almighty Billings—had handled the situation shone through every word. The police were not notified of the kidnapping or involved in any way until after Downing's release.
 
   When Downing was found, he refused to talk. He offered nothing in the way of details to the police or the press. He didn't tell them about any sounds that he'd heard, no estimate of time spent in travel, nothing about the food he'd eaten—nothing that any habitual watcher of CSI would know to have observed.
 
   Maybe Downing was afraid his kidnappers would come back for him if he said anything. Maybe he was suffering some sort of traumatic amnesia. Too many maybes and too few answers.
 
   It was obvious that Carmichael simply didn't believe Downing's version of the events. Even if he never out-and-out said so, he implied Downing was holding back information. And his wife, Elise, and her powerful family, hadn't liked how Carmichael portrayed her husband one bit.
 
   When Sam picked Jennifer up for their appointment with Mrs. Carmichael, Jennifer pressed him for more details of the abduction, anything he might know but that was never printed in the newspapers. But most of her questions were answered with only a shake of his head.
 
   "There were two kidnappers?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "He said he wasn't sure, but he thought it was two, might have been three."
 
   At least two. They had surprised him and forced him into a vehicle. Somehow he'd been overpowered, or they'd convinced him that resisting would result in bodily harm or death to himself or his family.
 
   Whoever they were, they had never been identified. Jennifer tried to imagine that kind of fear. But Carmichael's article showed no such sympathy. Instead, he offered contempt and implied cowardice. Why would he do that, especially to a man who had that much influence and power in Macon's business community? Downing was involved in every civic club in the city, was an officer in most of them, and was in tight with all the elected officials. Hadn't Carmichael realized the fallout he was courting?
 
   Carmichael's status had granted him such respect that the Telegraph's  managing editor had most likely allowed him to place the last minute article, without review, on the front page. It's not that it wasn't a solid piece of journalism, but it should have been printed on the op-ed page, never as a headline article.
 
   Downing had had his revenge, or at least his wife's family had, and it had been taken against the man instead of the newspaper.
 
    
 
   The house was modest, but adequate. Mrs. Carmichael was much more. The woman had to be in her late fifties or early sixties. She was vibrant and would have been quite attractive had it not been for the permanent lines that drew her face downward and the hardness that shone from her intense eyes.
 
   A framed snapshot of younger versions of her and her husband stood on an end table. They were sitting on a dock, both in bathing suits with a golden retriever between them. A small motorboat nearby promised a fun day on the lake. The grins on their faces said they'd been loving every minute of it. A small reminder of happier times when their marriage had meant something more than disappointment, disgrace, and now, an early death.
 
   "What a beautiful dog," Jennifer remarked.
 
   "Yosemite. He's been dead for years. I still miss him, especially now," Mrs. Carmichael said.
 
   Her gaze turned from the photo and pierced Sam. "But you didn't come here to make small talk, did you? You want to know about Daniel.
 
   Sam nodded.
 
   "He was a drunk. And he was brilliant. That, I'd say, about sums it up, but then you already knew that didn't you? Everyone did." Mrs. Carmichael also carried the long suffering look of a woman, chin held high, whose mother had had the opportunity to say "I told you so" more times than any daughter should have to hear, and who had blissfully defied any criticism of her choices. Until now. Until her husband had turned up dead. Until she'd been proved wrong.
 
   It didn't matter that her mother was most likely dead. At least these were the thoughts flowing through Jennifer's mind, creating a history for people she didn't know and never would know. None of it mattered really, what anyone thought now.
 
   We don't choose who we love, Jennifer thought. We just love and unless we discover the person we love is not who we think he is, we continue to love him throughout this life and into the next.
 
   Before her was not just an angry, disappointed woman. Before her was a woman whose heart had been broken.
 
   For one brief moment Jennifer wondered if her mother would have liked Sam. Of course she would have. Who didn't? Would it have changed Jennifer's choice if she hadn't? Never. And there was her answer, if there'd been even the slightest bit of doubt in her mind as to whether or not marrying Sam was the right thing to do. Life was fleeting, and she didn't intend to waste any more time waiting to start their life together, however it would ultimately end.
 
   "Did Daniel call you the night he died?" Jennifer asked gently. She and Sam were sitting closely on the loveseat. She felt like grabbing onto him and holding tight, praying that she would never be the one being asked about their relationship by some reporter and his writer girlfriend after he'd been found dead.
 
   "He did. He said he was checking out some sort of phenomenon, as if I'd believe that. I gave him grief about it. I asked if he'd started drinking again and if he could distinguish between the spirits who might be in the house and the ones that came out of a bottle. Those were my last words to him. He told me he loved me, and then we both hung up." She held her gaze steady, her eyes dry, looking directly at Jennifer, defying her to call her out on the words she'd left unspoken.
 
   "Mrs. Carmichael," Sam said gently. "If we're to understand what happened to your husband—"
 
   "You used to call me Charlene, Sam, back when you and Daniel worked together. Has it come to the point that old friends no longer know my first name?"
 
   Sam, whom nothing ever seemed to fluster, blushed a bright red. "Charlene, I—" he began.
 
   "What happened to Daniel, Sam, is that he died. That's all I know and all I need to know. I suggest you leave it at that. Daniel would want you to leave it at that. As for involving myself in what should be police business, I don't delude myself into believing that I have any influence on the authorities and how they conduct any of their investigations."
 
   She knew. As clearly as if she'd said the words out loud. Jennifer was certain that Mrs. Carmichael knew her husband had been murdered. She was warning Sam. Why? Was she really willing to let her husband's murderer get away with it? Or was she simply resigned to the fact her husband's fate had been determined four years ago?
 
   Mrs. Carmichael's gaze again fixed on Jennifer's face. "The good guys don't always win, Ms. Marsh. And sometimes the bad guys write the history."
 
   All the regret was right there for anyone to see. But the love was tucked away, deep down inside of her. It was hers alone and none of their business.
 
   "I have a hair appointment in about twenty minutes," Mrs. Carmichael stated. Unlikely. Salons weren't open in the area on Sundays, at least not the ones that took appointments. "I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to leave."
 
   "Of course," Jennifer said. She and Sam rose from their seats at the same time as their hostess.
 
   "Thank you for your time," Sam offered at the door. He paused. "I'm sorry, Charlene."
 
   She nodded, but she didn't say a word.
 
   Outside, they went directly to Sam's Honda, which was parked in front of the house.
 
   "She really loved him," Jennifer said.
 
   "Yeah, she did," Sam agreed, cranking the engine and pulling away from the curb. "And she just lied to us."
 
   "She did indeed," Jennifer agreed.
 
   Sam drove three houses down in the quiet subdivision and then backed the Honda onto a small parking pad at the end of the street. Their position gave them a clear view of the side of the house they'd just come from.
 
   Mrs. Carmichael had grabbed a light coat and her purse. She went straight to her car, slipped inside, cranked the engine, and then pulled out of the driveway.
 
   "And she's off," Sam observed, inching the Honda to the edge of the asphalt. When Mrs. Carmichael turned right, he pulled out and headed after her. They followed the white sedan all the way across town to an area of big homes in the northwest area of Macon. Sam was good. He kept two cars between them most of the way, but Jennifer doubted Mrs. Carmichael would have noticed them anyway. She was driving like a woman on a mission.
 
   When she pulled into the mansion laden Rolling Hills subdivision, they hung farther back. Traffic was almost nonexistent. And when they passed the driveway of the home Mrs. Carmichael had stopped in front of, a home surrounded by a high, wrought-iron fence with points on the end of each spike, they kept going as though they had no interest whatsoever in the property at 216 Date Nut Lane.
 
   Jennifer twisted in her seat, scribbling the address in a small notebook.
 
   "Don't bother," Sam said.
 
   "But—" Jennifer began.
 
   "I know who lives there."
 
   "Who?" Jennifer demanded, settling back in her seat.
 
   "Xander Downing."
 
   "Are you kidding me? Why would Mrs. Carmichael visit the man who was at the center of the news story that ruined her husband's career?"
 
   "Maybe because he's at the center of why her husband was killed."
 
   Sam took a right down a cul de sac where he made a u-turn and pulled back onto Date Nut Lane. He stopped the car two houses down from where Mrs. Carmichael's car was parked. She didn't seem to notice them. She was far too intent on something in the passenger's seat. Seconds later her attention was back on the house.
 
   "She's got something in her hand," Jennifer said, squinting hard. "Oh, cripes. I think it's a gun!"
 
   Jennifer's hand flew to the door handle, but Sam held her in place. "If it is a gun and it's loaded, exactly what is your plan?"
 
   Jennifer sank back in her seat. "I guess I don't have one."
 
   "Exactly. Mrs. Carmichael hasn't made a move to leave her car. Let's just wait and see what she does."
 
   "But shouldn't we at least call 911?" Jennifer pushed.
 
   "Not yet. I'd prefer not to be responsible for adding a weapons charge to Charlene Carmichael's woes."
 
   Mrs. Carmichael sat in her car for several minutes, the gun, or whatever it was, resting on the steering wheel. Then she lowered her forehead onto her hands and the object she was holding. Another minute passed before she raised her head, and the object disappeared. The car's motor came to life.
 
   "Down," Sam ordered, and they both ducked below the line of sight as they heard the car pass them.
 
   "What was she going to do with that gun?" Jennifer began, twisting in her seat after the car was out of sight. "Try to force information out of Downing? Kill herself? That'd bring the investigation right to Downing's doorstep."
 
   "I don't know, but she doesn't strike me as someone ready to join her dead husband just yet. But if that was a gun we saw, she wasn't here to bring Downing a basket of muffins. If she's looking for answers, we know where she thinks they are."
 
   "She never would have gotten past the gate."
 
   "Of course she wouldn't. Ever since the kidnapping, Downing has had round the clock security. He has alarms surrounding his entire property, guard dogs, and state of the art alarm systems."
 
   "Sheesh! Is he that afraid his kidnappers will come after him again?"
 
   "Who knows? His abductors were never caught, so why wouldn't he be? What I do know is that no one, certainly not Charlene Carmichael, is going to walk into that place with a gun."
 
   "How can he afford all of that? I know he's loaded, but—"
 
   "Most of his money comes from his wife. So did the two mil that paid off his kidnappers."
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Yep. Mrs. Downing comes from old money, pre-Civil War, plantation money."
 
   "Surely most of that was lost during the war."
 
   "The cash, yes. But her family still owned the land. Acres and acres of prime real estate between Macon and Atlanta. Her father parlayed land development into a multimillion dollar fortune."
 
   Jennifer shook her head. "Money doesn't mean much if you live your life in fear. Seems to me Carmichael was the one who should have been afraid—of someone with a cut of two million dollars who doesn't want anyone to know who he is."
 
   "You really think the kidnappers are still in the area?" Sam asked. "With that much money in my pocket, I'd be long gone."
 
   "You and me both."
 
   Jennifer stared at the high fence. The Downings were definitely afraid of something. Carmichael's death proved they had every right to be.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   "I can't believe you actually got Xander Downing to agree to see us so soon. I didn't think he gave interviews," Jennifer said, straightening her sweater over her skirt as she got out of Sam's car in front of the downtown offices of Downing's Appliances. Dressing to impress was not part of her usual routine, but Downing was part of corporate America. Jeans and a sweatshirt weren't going to get her past the front desk without some very odd looks.
 
   Downing's retail stores were well placed throughout the city, making refrigerators, stoves, dishwashers, and every type of kitchen convenience readily available to anyone with a few hundred dollars to many thousands to spend. The hub of the operation, however, was in the heart of downtown Macon.
 
   "I told him there might be a break in his kidnapping case. He couldn't fit us into his schedule fast enough. Besides, the guy makes his money talking. Ten to one he'll try to sell you something before you leave his office without you ever laying eyes on it."
 
   She threw him a half-lidded challenge. "Ten to one what?"
 
   "Ah, the what I'm saving for later, but trust me, whichever one of us loses still wins."
 
   Jennifer blushed. "Don't do that."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Throw me off my game when I'm about to talk to the man who just may be able to tell us who killed Carmichael. I'm already out of my comfort zone wearing a skirt and these ridiculous shoes."
 
   "But it's so much fun," Sam whispered into her ear as he opened the glass double doors for her that led into the lobby. "A shy little girl lives inside the strong woman you present to the world."
 
   "Then let's just keep her well out of sight for the time being and hope she knows how to navigate these heels," she whispered back, wondering exactly when Sam had come to know her better, sometimes, than she even knew herself.
 
   She took a slight stumble but recovered quickly when Sam grabbed her arm. "I thought those heels were a bit much."
 
   "Heels are power for a woman in the business world. They make me five ten."
 
   "True, but I like my women a little more down to earth."
 
   If she wasn't careful, Jennifer was going to be down to earth.
 
   They stopped at a large reception desk where a slim woman flashed them a smile. High mounted security cameras pointed at them from at least four directions, and an armed guard stood opposite the bank of elevator doors. Big Brother was watching.
 
   "We have an appointment with Mr. Downing. Sam Culpepper and Jennifer Marsh."
 
   The woman punched in something on her computer keyboard and then looked up at them. "I have you down for ten forty-five. You can go on up. Fourth floor. He'll be expecting you."
 
   Sam thanked her, and they entered the elevator. Jennifer took a deep breath to speak, but Sam shook his head ever so slightly as he punched the number 4. She looked up. More security cameras with tiny, round, button-like things that sat right beneath them. Probably microphones. Best not to say anything that could be overheard or recorded.
 
   Downing was, indeed, waiting for them a few seconds later when the elevator doors opened. He was, simply stated, a truly handsome man. Fortyish with a boyish shock of blond hair sweeping across the forehead of a long, thin face. Long-limbed and broad-shouldered, he seemed to tower over both Sam and herself—even with her heels—as he warmly offered each of them his hand. "Mr. Culpepper. Ms. Marsh. Nice to see you. Please." He stretched out his arm, inviting them to precede him down the hall. "My office is straight ahead at the end of the hallway."
 
   They entered and two swift strides put Downing behind his desk, a bank of windows casting him in a slight shadow as the strong sun made an aura behind him. Golden boy, Jennifer thought, drinking in both Downing's appearance and demeanor. The one who married the boss's daughter and his money. The one who was too obvious for the picking for kidnappers to resist.
 
   "Coffee, soda, Perrier?" Downing offered, charm dripping from those three simple words.
 
   They both shook their heads.
 
   He folded his hands on his desk and leaned slightly forward. "So what, exactly, have you found out about my kidnapping?  You mentioned something on the phone about Daniel Carmichael."
 
   Sam cleared his throat. Salespeople were quick on their feet, but they were no match for a trained reporter, or at least that was Jennifer's hope. "You know that he's dead."
 
   Downing nodded. "Yes, I'd heard. A heart attack. Tragic."
 
   "Have you also heard that the place he died might be the location where you were held four years ago?"
 
   Jennifer gaped. Sam was taking a huge risk suggesting the site of Carmichael's death might be connected to Downing. They had no proof of that, or even a suggestion, in anything that they knew. Only the conviction that Carmichael would not have gone out to a cabin in the woods at night to look for ghosts. And that he was still working on the only case that mattered to him. And that Downing had been found not too far from there when he was released. The logic was there. She just hadn't expected Sam to lead with it.
 
   The man looked stunned. He slumped backward in his chair and turned to look out the window behind him. After a moment, he turned back. That wonderful charm had evaporated leaving little behind except a wary, middle-aged man. "No, I hadn't heard that. But how…I mean, I have no idea where I was kept. I told the police all of this…I…Why…Did they find my fingerprints? It's been years."
 
   Sam shook his head. "They didn't find anyone's. The cabin's practically falling down. It's very rustic. No smooth surfaces for prints."
 
   Another bluff. Neither she nor Sam had yet seen the cabin. He had only the police reports to go on, and with no suspicion of foul play, the police would never have dusted for fingerprints at the cabin or looked for any other evidence of any crime, Jennifer thought. This was not a murder case, at least not yet.
 
   "Then why would they think…" His golden brown eyes searched theirs.
 
   "Because Mr. Carmichael appears to have been lured out to the cabin. He'd been looking into your case again," Jennifer said softly.
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   "We believe he was murdered."
 
   "Murdered?"
 
   At that point, Downing stood.
 
   Jennifer stole a glance at Sam, hoping she hadn't pushed too far, but Sam's face offered no emotion.
 
   "Let me make myself clear." Downing's words were even, measured. "I don't know where I was held. I explained all that years ago. I was kept blindfolded somewhere for three days. Three days of hell during which I was sure I could be murdered at any moment. Then that damned hood was placed over my head again, I was shoved into a car, driven some distance, and pushed out onto a road in the middle of nowhere." He slowly lowered himself back into his chair. "I didn't know if they'd taken me somewhere to shoot me or to set me free. I heard the car leave, but still I sat there. Waiting. For them to come back. To put a bullet in my head. I don't know how long I waited before I worked the hood off my head. Then the blindfold. I've tried to leave that experience in the past. All these cameras, all this security…I thought they were unnecessary, but my wife insisted. I thought…"
 
   "You thought you were safe," Jennifer said quietly.
 
   "It's been four years. I thought this was over," he said.
 
   "You remember nothing about the voices of any of your kidnappers?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "They whispered," Downing said, sending chills down Jennifer's back, imaging how creepy that would be.
 
   "Daniel Carmichael was working for the Atlanta Eye when he died," Sam stated.
 
   Downing let out a deep sigh as though coming back from some dark place in his mind. "That doesn't surprise me. I had no affection for the man, and I certainly don't read the trash that rag prints. Carmichael put my family through hell during an especially difficult time in our lives."
 
   "It's possible he figured out who kidnapped you," Sam suggested.
 
   One of Downing's eyebrows shot up. "Really? Who?"
 
   "We don't know."
 
   "So that's why you're here. To try to get me to help you figure out who killed Carmichael because you think his murderer was one of the people who kidnapped me."
 
   "We were hoping—" Jennifer started.
 
   "I've been through extensive therapy, Ms. Marsh. I have nothing more to offer now than what I told the police four years ago. I don't know how. I don't know who. I don't know where. I don't know anything except for why. Whoever did it wanted money. And they got it."
 
   "They let you go when they could just as easily have killed you," Sam reminded him.
 
   Downing stood again, and, this time, Sam and Jennifer followed.
 
   "Oh," Sam added, "I never said one of your kidnappers was the person we believe killed Carmichael. Thanks for seeing us."
 
   They turned and walked out, leaving Downing staring after them.
 
   As soon as they were outside of the building and safely in the car, Jennifer turned to Sam. "How many kidnappers do you think there really were?"
 
   "Downing said there were at least two."
 
   "I know, but you saw how big Downing is. Do you think he'd let two men take him, even if they were armed, without putting up a fight? According to Carmichael's article, Downing didn't have a scratch on him when he was released."
 
   "I don't know. It's hard to say what any of us would do in any given situation. Size doesn't really have anything to do with courage."
 
   "Yeah, but we're talking kidnapping here. The first defense is to never let them get you in a car—or a van—even if it means letting them shoot you."
 
   "That's easier in theory than in practice," Sam said. "Having a gun pointed at you might make you rethink that strategy."
 
   He studied her a moment. "Tell me, Miss Marsh, what else is bothering you about what Downing said."
 
   "It's not what he said. It's what he didn't say. He didn't ask."
 
   "Ask what?"
 
   "He didn't ask where the cabin was. If you were held captive somewhere for three days and someone thought they might have located it, wouldn't you want to know where it was?"
 
   Sam cranked the engine. "Yes."
 
   "The only reason I can think of that he wouldn't ask—" Jennifer began.
 
   "Is because he already knows," Sam finished.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   "Does Sam know you're here?" Teague asked, a glint of mischief in his eyes.
 
   "I have no secrets from Sam," Jennifer declared defiantly, hoping the end of her nose had not grown slightly longer.
 
   As soon as Sam had dropped her off at home, Jennifer had called Teague, changed her clothes, made a mad dash to her VW Bug, and taken off for Atlanta.
 
   "Which means you don't consider this a secret." Teague chuckled. "Good enough, Marsh. Just watch yourself. You're not exactly unknown to the world of crazy journalism."
 
   Teague ushered her into the cramped office of Fred Hall, the managing editor of the Eye. It looked like it belonged in Roswell, New Mexico. A big "I Want to Believe" poster from the X-Files with a large, hand-drawn red circle with a line dissecting it hung in the middle of the wall above the desk. Every sort of weird thing, some unidentifiable, lined shelves on both sides.
 
   "What?" the man behind the desk demanded, obviously irritated at being disturbed. He was short, overweight, balding, and wore heavy, dark-rimmed bifocals.
 
   "This, I hope, is our new hire," Teague offered. "With Carmichael dead, we need someone to cover his beat."
 
   "And you think this skinny ass of a girl is going to do that?"
 
   Jennifer stared him down. "This skinny ass is a believer."
 
   Hall let out a guffaw that sent his beer belly rolling. "In what? Fairies? Unicorns?"
 
   "In the monetary value of bullshit."
 
   Shame on you, Jennifer. A lady never says words like that. Her mother's rebuke rang in her ears. But she wasn't going to land this job by being polite. She had only one shot at getting on the inside at the Eye, and the guy standing in front of her wasn't looking to hire a lady.
 
   Hall's face softened into a smirky smile. "Okay, you've got two minutes. Lay it on me. Why the hell would I hire you?"
 
   "I can make a story out of anything."
 
   She'd spent most of Sunday night, after the episode with Carmichael's widow, doing exactly that—watching crazy flow from her fingertips onto the screen of her computer. She pulled out a sheaf of paper and dumped it on Prince Charming's mess of a desk.
 
   He scooped up the pages and riffled through them. "Humming birds surrounding a house down Jonesville way that are actually miniature drones sent by a band of rogue CIA operatives who suspect a meth lab on the premises. Got the wrong initials on that one. FBI, ATF, local fuz, but definitely not CIA. A walking plant spotted in the marshlands near Tobesofkee that could have come from seeds from a recent meteorite that landed in the area. Needs a prequel of the meteorite landing maybe a week before this one comes out. A demonic omen burned overnight into the uppermost reaches of a barn where no human could possibly have reached, indicating immediate and total destruction of the North American continent. You've even got quotes from first-hand observers. Any of them real?"
 
   "No," Jennifer admitted. "Anonymous sources that can't be traced."
 
   "Hah!" He tossed the papers back onto his desk and looked directly at Jennifer. "Are you kidding me? You think The Eye has no standards? Well, we don't. But you write well enough and that's about all I ask. You get me stories like these on a regular basis—at least two a week—and you're hired. But only on a freelance basis. Make sure there's nothing in there that can get us sued. Be vague about locations but make them familiar enough that everyone thinks they know where they are. This is an art form we're dealing with here. Got it?"
 
   "Got it," Jennifer agreed.
 
   "Give the art director a complete description of what she's supposed to Photoshop for each piece."
 
   Jennifer reached for her work, but Hall snatched it back.
 
   "Leave them. I've got some empty space in this week's edition. Get to work on the landing of the meteorite. Throw in some good color, something that will stand out in the mock-up we do for the page.
 
   "By the way, sweetheart, what's your name?"
 
   "Jennifer Marsh."
 
   "That won't do. Your byline will be… Amelia Evergreen. Yeah, I kind of like that. You'll get paid on a cash basis. And the paper retains the name, in case we want to use it again after you're gone."
 
   "We have a fairly high turnover," Teague explained.
 
   I just bet you do, Jennifer thought.
 
   "She'll need a place to work in the office and a computer," Teague threw in, "especially if calls or emails come in, and we need to send her out. I thought she might take Carmichael's old desk."
 
   Hall set his glasses on the top of his shiny head, rubbed his eyes, and then pulled them back into place. "Okay. But only while I don't need the space. I get another pro like Carmichael in here, and she's working off a card table in a corner. Now get out of here."
 
   Teague shuffled Jennifer out of the office and pointed to a wooden desk near a window that looked down on the dirty alley below. "That's his desk. Nobody's touched it that I know of. I'll get you a box so you can empty it out." The look he gave her added, before anyone else does. "I'm sure his wife would like to have whatever he left behind." The after we've gone through it was left unspoken.
 
   "Feel free to use the computer," Teague added. "I'll introduce you around when I get a chance."
 
   Jennifer nodded and sank into the worn, vinyl-covered desk chair, some leftover from when the offices were first put in sometime in the fifties. It didn't like to roll and the springs in the seat were shot, but she'd make do. She pulled out her laptop and opened it on the stained blotter that sat in front of Carmichael's monitor. The only other things on the desktop, besides the computer, were a cup filled with pencils and pens, a notepad, and a corded phone.
 
   The room itself was a large square with brick walls and old-style windows that began waist high and rose upwards to arch a foot below the twelve-foot ceiling. There were no barriers between her and any of the other desks, but no one even looked her way. Three were smoking despite city regulations against the use of tobacco in public areas. Two were women, the other three men, including Teague. The noise was an unreal hum, like a hive of bees making honey out of invisible pollen spun out of the stale air.
 
   She recognized one of the writers. Ethereal Mathers. Her photo appeared above her column with stars circling her head like a halo, but she was no angel. The photo showed an attractive face with coal black dyed hair and heavily lined eyes accentuating pale skin. She wrote the horoscopes and made vaguely worded predictions of doom and gloom for every well known local official and society page personality in the city and the surrounding area. She was a tough broad, somewhere in her early forties. She'd written that column for the last few years, and it was one of the paper's biggest draws.
 
   Few messed with Ethereal because, if they did, they wouldn't like what she might say about their futures. A prediction of a rat infestation at a local restaurant could put it out of business in a matter of hours. An innuendo about a love affair timed to coincide with an anniversary or engagement announcement could be lethal to a marriage.
 
   Jennifer opened her word processing program and centered her title:
 
    
 
   MYSTERIOUS METERIORITE SPOTTED AS IT FELL TO EARTH ON LOCAL FARM
 
    
 
   Two young college students home on break from the University of Georgia spotted a glowing ball of fire in the sky over a rural area in the western portion of Fulton County Saturday night. The large meteorite, which would have caused massive damage had it landed in a populated area, was encrusted with a scaly, green, barnacle-like substance that reportedly glowed in the dark. By the time the young men had made their way to the landing site near a pond on a local farm, the green scale was dissolving into the water causing it to boil. The portion resting on solid ground was said to be covered in small, seed-like particles.
 
   The young men, who have asked that their names be withheld for privacy's sake, touched the rock and later reported experiencing a virus-like illness. They were seen at a local hospital.
 
    
 
   Nope that wouldn't work. Someone could call around and ask for hospital records. Jennifer backspaced, erasing the last sentence.
 
    
 
   Their symptoms were transitory and seemed to have left no lasting effects. When they returned to the site three days later, no evidence could be found of the strange meteorite except for a slight discoloration near the edge of the lake. Both young men have since returned to college to finish out the term.
 
    
 
   Okay. That should do it. This small, unobtrusive bit of info tucked onto the second page of the paper would make a perfect lead-in to her 750 word article about walking plants. Add the photo chopped together by the art department, and another mysterious, unexplained event had been unearthed by the Eye. Maybe her background in fiction was actually finally going to pay off after—
 
   A cardboard file box thumped down next to her on the desktop.
 
   "For cripes sake, Marsh, what the heck are you doing?" Teague asked in a loud whisper, staring over her shoulder at her computer screen. "You're not here to work. Now get busy emptying the drawers. Also check to see if Carmichael left anything on his computer that can help us."
 
   Jennifer blushed. Writing trash came surprisingly easy to her, so easy for a moment she'd forgotten why she was at the Eye.
 
   "I don't have Carmichael's password," she said.
 
   "Then figure it out. The guy was sixty-two. It's not like he's going to go for an eight-digit letter/number/symbol combo. It has to be something he could easily remember."
 
   "All right, already. Don't you have a two-headed goat story that has to go to print?"
 
   "Not my style, Marsh. I write about the creatures who cloak themselves in human guise."
 
   "Ah, something more autobiographical," Jennifer suggested.
 
   A stunning Asian woman—medium height with long bangs and hair caught up in a clip above her neck—walked toward them. She attached herself to Teague with one hand on his shoulder, the other possessively wrapped around his wrist, unmistakably saying he's mine. Or…maybe she just needed someone to hold onto, so she wouldn't tumble over in her four-inch heels. She was dressed in a blouse of some sort of silky material cinched at the waist by a pencil skirt. Okay. The Eye was indeed the world of the fascinating and weird.
 
   "Who's the newbie?" the woman asked Teague, piercing Jennifer with unimaginably dark, almond eyes.
 
   "She's just a reporter. Grace meet Jennifer."
 
   Jennifer stared at the woman, taking in every small detail, and smiled. "Nice to meet you, Grace. Are you a reporter?"
 
   "Nope. The art director."
 
   "Once Fred approves an article and says he wants a graphic to go with it," Teague explained, "you give it to Grace. She does some amazing work."
 
   "I'm sure she does," Jennifer agreed.
 
   "My office is right over there." Grace used her chin to indicate a glass-enclosed area. It was the only private office, other than the editor's, on the floor. But then her work was essential to the newspaper. Those wonky aliens didn't just put themselves together all by themselves and neither would Jennifer's slime-oozing meteorite.
 
   Grace leaned in and whispered into Teague's ear with her red-rouged lips just loud enough for Jennifer to hear, "Later, baby."
 
   Then she gave Jennifer a pointed look, turned, and slowly started to sway her way back to her office, a slight teeter to her walk.
 
   "That's your girlfriend?"
 
   "Hey, I warned you, Marsh. These sorts of goods don't stay on the market long."
 
   "Right. Ah, Grace," Jennifer called.
 
   Grace stopped and looked back.
 
   "How much?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "What?"
 
   "How much did Teague offer you?"
 
   Grace's smile evaporated into a pout as the whole sexy allure drained from Grace's body. "Nothing. It was a bet."
 
   "And you just lost?"
 
   "Nope. I just won." The two women exchanged a knowing grin. It made Jennifer like her a whole lot more.
 
   "Ah. Got some flats in your office?"
 
   "Chucks. Can't wait to get these blasted things off my feet before I break my neck. I knew when I saw you, you were never going to buy it." She shrugged as she loosed her hair from the clip and shook it out. "Maybe we can get coffee sometime—assuming you're buying. Grad school is expensive." She pulled off the stilettos, rubbed her feet, and rolled her eyes at Teague.
 
   "Do you know the last time I had on heels?" she asked Jennifer.
 
   Teague answered. "Two weeks ago when we went to see Wicked."
 
   "Right. You said I had to dress up, like anyone actually does that anymore, even at the theater." She pulled the tail of her blouse out of her skirt and started unbuttoning it, revealing an old, paint-stained tank top. For half a second, Jennifer was afraid she was going to strip right there in the office. 
 
   "I think he's got a shoe fetish." Grace's gaze darted in Teague's direction.
 
   But that wasn't what made Jennifer's eyes widen. "You mean the two of you really are dating?"
 
   "Dating? Is that what we're doing?" she asked Teague. Then she came back to Teague, leaned in, and kissed him full on the lips. She winked at Jennifer and said, "He's a blast." Then she went back to her office.
 
   "You made her dress up? For me? Why?"
 
   "Because she's gorgeous, and I wanted you to know that."
 
   "Are you kidding me? That woman would be attractive in baggy jeans and a faded T-shirt."
 
   "Yeah, well that's what she usually wears. I just…hell, I don't know what I was thinking."
 
   That you care what I think of you, Jennifer thought. She found it touching, this warped display that he had just orchestrated. Fact was Teague didn't really know her at all, not any more than she knew him. He wanted her to respect him. And Grace had just moved her in that direction. Perhaps there was more to Teague McAfee than she'd ever given him credit for.
 
   "I need to get back to work, and you need to do what you came here for," he whispered, thumping the box. "Who knows how long it'll be before Fred boots you out of here."
 
   He turned and walked away, probably as much from himself as from her. As he passed Ethereal's desk, she grabbed him by the elbow. Jennifer could hear her hissing at him as she pointed directly at her. She saw Teague shake his head. Jennifer's photo had been in both the Telegraph and the Eye several times. But so what if she was recognized? Jennifer Marsh was a writer, and she could work at the Eye if she wanted.
 
   Teague continued to his desk, and Ethereal continued to stare, not even trying to conceal her squinty-eyed curiosity. Jennifer nodded and smiled in the woman's direction and got a glare for her efforts. So much for office niceties.
 
   Pulling open the desk's lap drawer, she sighed. Junk. Lots of it. Apparently these desks didn't come with trashcans because Carmichael hadn't thrown a scrap of paper or a broken paper clip anywhere except back in that drawer, assuming all this junk was his and not years of accumulation from previous tenants. She scooped it out by the handful and dumped it into the box. Next came the side drawers. Papers, files, an old date book—all went straight into the box. So it went, until all the drawers were empty. Nothing appeared promising, but she didn't take time to look. The box, once she, Sam, and Teague had combed through it, would be one more excuse to drop in on the armed and possibly dangerous Charlene Carmichael.
 
   Then she turned on Carmichael's computer. It was old and whirred loudly to announce to anyone who cared that she was going into the system. Up came the prompt asking for a password. This was so not going to work. She turned over the keyboard and the mouse pad, just in case Carmichael had hidden it there. No such luck. She tried several variations of his name and then his wife's name. Nothing. Age, initials, house number. Then it struck her. Could Carmichael have used his pet's name? Many people did. She typed in "Yosemite", and she was in. Simple as that. She attached a USB drive and set it to copy his email files, his Word documents, and his search history.
 
   As she was opening Carmichael's email account, which fortunately used the same password, the phone on her desk rang. She stared at it as it continued to demand her attention.
 
   "Pick up the damn phone," the guy at the next desk hollered at her.
 
   She lifted the receiver. "Yes," she said tentatively.
 
   "The cabin where Carmichael died…" a voice whispered. "You need to get out there. Tonight. Late."
 
   Frantically, she waved at Teague, who, of course, was paying absolutely no attention to her. She picked up a pencil and threw it in his direction, but he was two desks away. It landed with a thud on Ethereal's desk. The woman turned and rewarded Jennifer with a scowl.
 
   "I will. Just tell me what—" Jennifer said into the phone.
 
   "You're not McAfee," the voice declared in the same eerie whisper.
 
   "No, but I'll tell him—"
 
   The line went dead.
 
   "You got a problem?" Ethereal demanded.
 
   "Nope," Jennifer assured her. "I was just trying to—"
 
   "Get his attention?" Her eyebrow arched in Teague's direction.
 
   "This isn't grade school. You need to talk to someone, you get off your—"
 
   "Noted." Jennifer hopped up and grabbed the pencil as she swept past Ethereal's desk on her way to Teague's. She bent down and whispered in Teague's ear. "The person who may have called Carmichael about the cabin just called. Whoever it was hung up when he realized I wasn't you. He wants you out there tonight."
 
   "Damn. I forgot to undo the forward I'd put on my line. What'd he say exactly?
 
   "Just that. Then he hung up. I told him I'd tell you."
 
   Teague looked at his watch. "We've got an exact time and date for this one. Sam can get the phone records, right, along with Carmichael's? Maybe we can match the numbers and come up with a name."
 
   "I doubt whoever called used his home phone," Jennifer said.
 
   "Ah, but you're assuming you just talked to the murderer. Could just as well be an informant, someone who saw something out there at the cabin, something suspicious before, during, or after Carmichael's death. A witness. That's someone I'd like to find pronto. He asked for me, right? Not Carmichael."
 
   "Right." Jennifer agreed.
 
   "I'll give Sam a heads up."
 
   "Teague, does this mean we're going? Tonight? To the cabin? I've got my writers' group."
 
   "I don't know. We'll see what Sam says. If we do, it'll be after your meeting anyway."
 
   "Hey, what are you two huddled together discussing?" Grace asked, sidling up next to Teague. She'd been eyeing them from her glass enclosure. "Got room for one more at this party?"
 
   She was in yoga pants and had thrown a ragged sweater over her tank top. The lipstick was gone and most of the eye make-up, except for a smear here and there.
 
   "Nothing," Teague said casually before Jennifer had a chance to speak. "Fred's got me overseeing Jennifer's work."
 
   "Ah, yeah. That must be it because I'm a moron. Well, if you two need any help with that—"
 
   "Hey, Grace," Fred yelled from the doorway of his office. "Gotta have that T. Rex graphic stat."
 
   "I'll have it to you in five," she promised. Then she whispered, "You know where to find me if you change your mind," and disappeared back into her office.
 
   Jennifer started to speak, but Teague stopped her. "Grace is not to be involved with any of this. Got it?"
 
   "If you say so, but I have a feeling she can take care of herself just fine."
 
   "Well, she's not going to have to," Teague assured her.
 
   "Uh, we're gathering interest from another corner." Jennifer nodded in Ethereal's direction. She was staring holes through both of them as she left her desk and headed for the coffee station in the back corner of the room. Jennifer lowered her voice before nodding toward the retreating figure, who had been close enough to hear most of her side of the phone conversation with their mysterious caller. Like Grace, Ethereal couldn't have missed the fact that she and Teague were working on something together. There was something strange about that woman, and it wasn't just what she did for a living or the hard shell of makeup and attitude that covered what was most likely a very pretty face.
 
   "About this Ethereal Mathers or whatever her real name is..."
 
   "It's Matalyn Elmore, but everyone calls her Mattie," Teague said.
 
   Such a soft, innocuous name, Jennifer thought. "So what's Mattie's story? I mean that woman would make a great KGB agent if she had a Russian accent."
 
   "Oh, she's all right," Teague assured her.
 
   "Think so, huh? I wouldn't turn my back on her unless I had to." It's not like Jennifer was about to take Teague's word over her own gut reaction to the woman, or the evidence that was apparent in every edition of the Eye. Ethereal had a mean streak, no doubt about it. There was more of an offensive, rather than a defensive, air about her. The question was why. "Who did her dirty?"
 
   Teague chuckled. "That obvious?"
 
   "Oh, yeah. My guess is someone really hurt her, and she likes to spread her misery around."
 
   "If you think having your husband run off without so much as leaving a note and saddling you with a landslide of debt hurting you, then I guess you've got her pegged."
 
   "He deserted her?"
 
   "He up and left, presumably with some woman. That's when she came to work at the Eye. She had no money and basically no skills outside of knowing how to read a horoscope and do an amateur run-through with a deck of tarot cards."
 
   "Plus a bitter attitude."
 
   "Part of the requirements for her job description. Get past all that venom, and I think you'll find that she's all right."
 
   Yeah. Like a rattlesnake. Except for the deadly fangs and the slither, what's not to love?
 
   Teague squeezed her elbow. "I'll see you tonight."
 
   "I'm not sure that's a good idea. Johnny Zeeman says never let a criminal call the shots."
 
   "Good advice from a boozy, third-rate P.I. But if this truly is an informant, we can't afford to let him slip away from us. Whoever killed Carmichael may have a list with my name on it. Maybe yours, too."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   They were all already there Monday night, her whole writers' group, smiling at her, beaming with good wishes, as she found her customary place on Monique's large, sectional sofa in the den that had served for years as host to their weekly writers' meetings. Oh, what the heck. Jennifer found herself smiling back. She was engaged to a wonderful man. Why wouldn't she be happy? What's more, if her friends wanted to frolic in that joy, why not let them?
 
   "Let me see the ring," Teri demanded without so much as a hello, how are you. She sat in full lotus position on the floor, so close to the sofa that Jennifer had to step over her to get to her seat.
 
   "I don't have a ring," Jennifer said, finding herself already sliding into defensive mode. Sheesh! Couldn't they give her five minutes of unconditional support? Besides, people were being murdered. She hadn't even thought about the trappings that were expected to accompany an engagement. Wasn't it enough that she and Sam had finally made a commitment to one another? Would they like her to wear a sign as well?
 
   "No ring? Are you kidding me? Is it on order?" Teri asked. "If not, that man of yours is going to be feeling some major hurt when I get hold of him. No one is going to disrespect my friend like that. If Sam wants you, Beyonce says he's got to put a ring on your finger, one with a stone that doesn't take a microscope to see. Are they still using that formula for what it should cost? Three months' salary? Or has it gone up?"
 
   Jennifer's eyes went wide. Teri was kidding, right? Who came up with a ridiculous formula like that? Obviously the diamond industry. What, exactly, was the poor groom-to-be supposed to live on during those three months when his entire paycheck went toward a symbol of true, greed-based love?
 
   "Lots of brides are skipping the engagement ring and going for a simple wedding band of smaller diamonds that surround the entire finger, especially if it's a short engagement," Leigh Ann suggested. She winked at Jennifer.
 
   Yeah, right. Like that was a better solution for a guy on a reporter's salary. Besides, why should Sam bear the entire cost of something neither one of them could afford? Jennifer, herself, barely had money to pay her rent and feed herself and Muffy, let alone chip in for some unnecessary status symbol. The small inheritance from her parents coupled with her part-time catering gig with her friend Dee Dee and the almost nonexistent royalties from the nonfiction crime books she'd written with Sam hardly kept Muffy in dog biscuits. Really. Did the carats in a diamond actually signify the depth of love a man had for a woman? If so, rich people had a monopoly on this whole love business.
 
   Besides, she'd asked Sam. Kind of let him off the hook, if there'd been a hook. Simple gold bands. One for him, one for her. That should do it.
 
   "I don't want an engagement ring. Or a diamond wedding band," Jennifer stated firmly.
 
   Leigh Ann gasped from among the pillows in the corner of the sofa. "Every girl—"
 
   "Lay off." Monique had spoken and nobody with half a brain ever challenged Monique unless it was absolutely necessary. The older woman, if you could call someone approaching fifty older, smiled. It transformed her face and dropped a good ten years off her appearance. "Congratulations, Jennifer. We're all thrilled for you and Sam. We'll celebrate your exciting news at the appropriate time. This, however, is a writers' meeting, and we have a wealth of material to get through tonight. Or at least we better have," she added under her breath.
 
   Leigh Ann leaned over and slipped a copy of last week's edition of the Eye to Jennifer. Jennifer had called right before leaving to come to the group and asked for it, having totally forgotten to pick one up when she was at the Eye's office. Leigh Ann, of course, had a subscription. She had to keep up with the latest society gossip in the Macon and Atlanta areas.
 
   "I don't know why you want this, but I'd like it back when you're finished," Leigh Ann said in a low voice. "I'm still trying to figure out what Ethereal Mathers meant in her horoscope column—besides the obvious."
 
   "What do you mean?" Jennifer whispered.
 
   "She practically says right there in print that someone at that newspaper is going to die. I was just hoping it wouldn't be Teague."
 
   "She says that?" Jennifer asked. Quickly she scanned the paper, which had been carefully pressed into a small square highlighting Mattie's column, but Leigh Ann stopped her.
 
   "Don't do that! Monique might see it. Do you know that some of our friends don't believe in any of this stuff? They're only open to things they can perceive through their senses. How stupid is that? With Monique writing science fiction, you'd think she'd be more open to the hidden worlds surrounding us."
 
   Jennifer wasn't about to get into it with Leigh Ann either. All she wanted was that copy of the Eye and the answer to a new question she hadn't even known to ask: What was Mattie Elmore doing predicting the death of one of her co-workers?
 
   "Would you two ladies like to share your discussion with the group?" Monique asked. She would have made a great elementary school teacher.
 
   Both Jennifer and Leigh Ann vigorously shook their heads as Jennifer stuffed the newspaper out of sight.
 
   "All right then. Anyone have any news before we start reading?"
 
   April cleared her throat, and Jennifer turned to look at the woman perched, posture erect, to her left. April looked stunning in slim-cut, blinged-out designer jeans and an off-one-shoulder, oversized cashmere pullover. Like a model out of Vogue. Since she'd lost the baby weight from Colleen, she was even thinner than Jennifer. No more constant eating. No more snacks at their meetings. And that cake she'd promised Leigh Ann for Jennifer's bachelorette party—she would never touch a piece herself. Not these days.
 
   Jennifer had watched the transformation with awe. It had come right after April had gone in to have author photos taken for her Billy and Barney children's books, which were flying off the bookstore shelves. She'd been baby-fat plump then with spit-up on her shoulders and the fresh glow of her recent pregnancy still illuminating her lovely face. Now she never went anywhere without makeup, and her long, blonde hair seemed to have grown longer and sleeker every time Jennifer saw her, which was once a week. Hmmm. Maybe extensions. Definitely highlights. Probably that super expensive keratin straightening process that dared the Georgia humidity to frizz even one strand of her hair. But whatever she looked like, she was the same old April—sweet, kind, modest, oblivious—and Jennifer loved her in whatever package she came in.
 
   "They sent me a contract for three more Billy and Barney books," April said.
 
   Okay, maybe loved her with a little envy thrown in, but not because of how she looked. Or because she'd caught the gold ring of success, even though Jennifer was still straining so hard to grasp it that every atom in her body ached. Writing true crime was one thing. Seeing a mystery of her own creation in print would be something else entirely.
 
   "But you haven't even finished writing the third one in your first contract," Leigh Ann blurted.
 
   Even Monique looked startled.
 
   "I know. It's crazy, isn't it?" April offered a shy smile.
 
   How in the world had some simplistic mystery stories—which had been partially Jennifer's idea—aimed at third graders become such an outrageous success? Indeed, who would have thought stories about a little boy and his best friend, who just happened to be a flying squirrel, would storm the young reader market? But if a sponge living on the bottom of the ocean with a starfish for a buddy could become a megastar…Ah, the wonders of children's entertainment and the writers who could tap into them.
 
   And exactly how many mysteries were there to solve in Billy's backyard? Really. Those parents needed to keep a better watch on that kid. Or move to a safer neighborhood.
 
   "Well, just don't forget where you came from when you're traipsing all over the world signing books." Teri straightened her shapely cocoa-colored legs and sent some attitude April's way with a tilt of her chin.
 
   April smiled. What the heck? Were those caps, or had she had her teeth whitened so much that light glinted off of them? Jennifer tried not to stare, wondering if they glowed in the dark.
 
   "I couldn't write a word without you guys and you know it."
 
   "That's wonderful, April. We're all excited for you. Now. Moving along," Monique ordered. "Any other news? Teri?"
 
   "I've gotten two nibbles from agents. They want the entire manuscript for Love Could Get You Killed."
 
   Ah, yes, another entry in Teri's Dangerous Love series. If one of those books ever did sell, she'd have four more to throw at a publisher. Love, murder, intrigue,  wild sex. Jennifer couldn't understand why they hadn't gone into a bidding war already considering the reading public's lust for, well, lust.
 
   "Terrific! Keep us informed. Any new pages to read tonight?"
 
   "Nope. I read last week and the week before. I'm stuck figuring out my newest love scene. I've got my hero and heroine in a classic Corvette with ten minutes to kill before the bad guys show up. This is one difficult scene to write. It's like figuring out how sardines would do it in a can. Besides, I think it's someone else's turn." She slanted her eyes in Jennifer's direction.
 
   "All right, Jen—" Monique began with a malicious gleam in her eye.
 
   "Um," April began. "Could I possibly go next?"
 
   Oh, for goodness sakes. A bestselling author did not have to modestly ask permission in this group to read her work first.
 
   "I'm having some trouble with chapter two of my manuscript. Would it be all right if I read it to you? I'm so anxious to get your advice."
 
   "Yes, please. Go ahead," Jennifer said graciously, as April fumbled in her bag.
 
   "Don't have anything again, huh?" Teri said in a low voice.
 
   "Not a word," Jennifer whispered back. "I haven't had time to edit, and I'm not about to read an unedited scene to this group and get shredded for some grammatical mistake I'd catch in a first read through."
 
   "She has ways," Teri said, nodding toward Monique, "of making you sorry."
 
   "Yeah, well maybe that doesn't matter as much as it once did. I've got several Maxie Malone novels ready to go, and I think maybe that's exactly what I should do. Just let them go."
 
   "You can't mean you're dumping your ace, Jen. Maxie's the greatest. She's the one—"
 
   "That I'm going to make my name with," Jennifer interrupted. "You, Leigh Ann, and April say they're ready. Even Monique says they're ready. Who else do I need to tell me they're good enough to publish?"
 
   "Maybe an editor at a publishing house?"
 
   "Maybe not. The world of publishing has changed. I've decided—"
 
   "Okay, found it," April announced, pulling out pages. "Remember Billy and Barney have been finding strange things that don't belong in the yard on the back deck of Billy's house."
 
   "You've decided what?" Teri demanded in a loud whisper. "Don't you dare leave me hanging."
 
   "Shhhhh," Jennifer said. "I'll tell you later."
 
   April cleared her throat and began:
 
   "'Billy held up a red flower. "Look, look," he said, showing Barney the small blossom. "I think I've found a trail. It leads to the old shed behind the house."
 
   "'"But no squirrels live in there," Barney said. "It's too scary. See? The boards are rotted."
 
   "'"True. But someone wants us to follow," Billy said.
 
   "'Barney shook his head. "Foxes live in the ravine. They eat squirrels. It could be a trap."'"
 
   It could be a trap. The boards are rotted. Of course Carmichael had walked into a trap. Duh. Or maybe that was hindsight on Jennifer's part. The whole death thing kind of gave it away. Yet Carmichael went out there. By himself. Why? Yes, reporters interviewed nuts for articles, but how many would go to an abandoned house at night? One look at that cabin and he had to know the house was unsafe to enter, especially in the dark. He couldn't have thought someone was living there. The roof was half gone, according to Sam's source, and there were no signs of habitation, at least none when the police had arrived to find Carmichael dead in his car. But he had gotten out because there'd been dust on his shoes. And the poison, assuming he had indeed been poisoned or given something that brought on his heart attack—it had to have been given to him somehow at that location. Didn't it?
 
   So why had he gone? Could he have known who he was meeting?
 
   Whatever his reasons, they had died with him. The police had tracked his cell phone. But they'd waited the requisite forty-eight hours after his wife had filed a missing person's report. Forty-eight hours when minutes had counted. There'd be no answers from Daniel Carmichael.
 
   When she and Sam had met with Downing, Sam had employed the oldest reporter strategy in the world—throw out a theory and hope your interviewee confirms it or steers you in the right direction. Downing had more or less connected the cabin with his kidnapping, confirming that Carmichael had somehow already made the connection to Downing's kidnapping. Now she and Sam had to learn what it was that Carmichael knew that made him draw those conclusions. She had to get through Carmichael's computer files.
 
   "Nice," Monique said loudly enough to break Jennifer's thoughts. April must have finished. "The vocabulary seems age appropriate and the reader can certainly follow the plot."
 
   Good to know they were all reading on at least a third grade level.
 
   "Did you have any comments, Jennifer?" Monique asked pointedly.
 
   "Yes. How did Billy's mother know exactly where they were?" Hah! Monique thought she hadn't been listening, but she had. She could multi-task, or at least hear and think at the same time enough to know that Billy's mom had made a beeline for the shed. "When Billy disappeared from view, why wasn't his mom looking in Billy's playhouse on the deck or in his sandbox or at the bar?"
 
   "The bar?" Teri asked, frowning.
 
   "I meant to say the barbeque—near the barbeque," Jennifer covered. Okay, maybe this multi-tasking thing wasn't so easy after all. A recovered alcoholic might be found in a bar—not a third grader. Keep your story lines straight, Jennifer ordered herself.
 
   "Oh," April said, as though she hadn't given it a thought. "I don't think I mentioned a barbeque on the deck. That's a pretty big word for third graders. And there are several different ways to spell it. I'm not sure I'm comfortable deciding which one to use."
 
   "Forget the barbeque. What's important is that she went straight to the shed. Why was she worried?" Jennifer asked. Yes, why was Carmichael's wife worried that particular night? Why had she pushed the police to find him when a man with a drinking problem—former, if not current—could easily have been thought to be off on a binge at some bar. If her husband's drinking had been Mrs. Carmichael's concern, she certainly wouldn't have gotten the police involved and risked a possible DUI charge for her husband. She would have gone looking for him herself in the joints he'd been known to frequent. But she didn't. So what had she told the police? Sam needed to get a look at the notes the officer took that night that later sent the police out after Carmichael.
 
   "Well, he wasn't in the front or the side yards. He wasn't allowed there—only in the backyard," April said.
 
   "He wasn't allowed in that rickety old shack either," Teri pointed out. "The mother knew something you left out of the story."
 
   "The reader is only eight or—" April began.
 
   Leigh Ann cut her short with a giant sigh. "Those are my future readers you're writing for. Don't give them lazy storytelling. Besides, kids are smart these days. You can't get things like that past them. They already know how to put one over on their parents, but Billy got caught, apparently because you told his mother where he was, but you didn't tell your readers you told her."
 
   Poor April. Like it really mattered to an eight-year-old. But what did matter was that now the whole group had chimed in and were dissecting this early reader like it was a T. S. Eliot poem. Jennifer loved it. Writing was such an inexact science.
 
   More importantly, Monique had apparently forgotten all about Jennifer. Or so it seemed. Monique turned in Jennifer's direction, a stern expression on her face. Uh, oh. She was just about to speak when the doorbell rang.
 
   The group turned in tandem to stare toward the hallway. No one rang Monique's bell on Monday nights, and pity the poor soul who dared to call without news concerning massive injury or destruction.
 
   Without a word, Monique lifted herself out of her throne of a rocking chair and headed toward the front door, a stony look on her face.
 
   "I'd hate to be on the other side of that door," Teri said, pulling her legs up against her and shrinking back toward the couch.
 
   Words drifted into the den. "I thought I made it clear when you phoned that this is a closed group. We aren't accepting new members, Mrs. Walker."
 
   "Yes, of course you did, my dear, but I promise you won't even know I'm here. It's just the one night."
 
   Seconds later, Monique returned, a slightly disheveled wisp of an elderly, white-haired woman in tow. Emma Walker, a pint-sized dynamo given to pretense of helpless confusion, had just crashed their meeting. Jennifer's eyes narrowed as she saw that Emmie was carrying an over-sized bag. Please, oh please, don't let that be what I think it is, Jennifer thought.
 
   "Oh, dear. I hope I'm not interrupting," Emmie said breathlessly. "I just thought that perhaps you wouldn't mind if I sat in a corner and watched you ladies in operation, producing your marvelous literature."
 
   Well, at least they'd gotten through their third-grade material for the night.
 
   Emmie grabbed Jennifer's hand as she stepped over Teri and squeezed between Jennifer and April on the sofa, not exactly the "corner" she'd promised. She whispered, "I'm so happy for you and Sam." She patted Jennifer's knee and then settled into place pretending to be invisible but being anything but while she clutched the large bag on her lap. A small, innocent smile played on her lips.
 
   Monique resumed her chair of authority. "All right. Where were we? Does anyone have something they'd like to share?"
 
   Emmie made a small squeak. "I hope I'm not intruding, but I would like your advice. You see I saw an interview on television with a grandmother who was not quite as old as I am who's been making quite a bit of money writing."
 
   Jennifer's stomach lurched. Oh, please, no. Not that interview with the woman who was making a fortune writing porn who had broken a couple of Barbie dolls experimenting with "compromising" positions. Surely Emmie wouldn't—
 
   "I thought if there was some meager way that I might supplement my modest income."
 
   Good grief! The woman was a millionaire. Hmmm. Her being here was becoming more and more suspicious.
 
   "If you think writing will make you rich, you are entirely wrong," Monique stated emphatically. "Very few people even make minimum wage. So if you're not in it for the pure joy of the written word, you should never be in it at all."
 
   Maybe, but Jennifer had always hoped that someday she could at least pay her rent doing something she loved. That day, however, had yet to come for any of them, except maybe April.
 
   "Oh, my, that did sound crass, didn't it?" Emmie said. "My apologies. It's been a lifelong dream of mine to someday see my name in print other than in the headline of some newspaper accusing me of murder or in the obituary column." That beatific smile again. She sported it like a perpetual get-out-of-jail-free card.
 
   "I've brought a couple of pages of A Dozen Shades of Chartreuse. I'd love to read them if you don't mind," she went on. "It won't take but a minute of your time. It borrows somewhat from a popular book, but the setting—a retirement community—and the characters are totally different." Without so much as waiting for a reply, Emma whipped out a dozen or more sheets of paper.
 
   As easy as it was to let her mind drift in these meetings, Jennifer knew she'd be riveted to every word that Emma was about to speak and most probably scarred for life as a result.
 
   "I think I've gotten down most of the euphemisms in common usage: throbbing—"
 
   "Hold it right there," Jennifer roared, snatching the pages out of Emmie's hand and quickly scanning the first page. She turned crimson. Yes, scarred, but not as much as she would have been if she'd heard those words uttered by Mrs.Walker.
 
   "Are you kidding me?" Jennifer sputtered. "This is never more than an R rated group."
 
   "Really? I would have said it was more like a PG, some parental guidance suggested," Leigh Ann offered.
 
   "C'mon," Teri taunted Leigh Ann, "with you in it?"
 
   "Oh, and I suppose that scene you read last week with your heroine doing all those gymnastics with chocolate chips and cookie dough while she was searching for a hidden microchip on the hero was for the high school crowd. It was creative. I'll give you that, but…"
 
   Emma leaned close to Jennifer as the argument raged on. "Your phone's turned off, you're in this meeting that will last for who knows how long, and I've got to see you. Now, young lady. Don't blow my cover. The first page is for them. The rest are for you. I knew perfectly well you wouldn't let me read past page one."
 
   "You took a taxi all the way from Atlanta to give me this? You could have just emailed it to me, whatever it is."
 
   "Oh, no, dear. That sort of communication can be intercepted. Don't you ever read the newspapers? It had to be hand delivered."
 
   Ah, yes, of course. This from the woman who loudly played the 1812 Overture when having a sensitive conversation in her own home.
 
   "You're working at the Eye, trying to uncover what happened to that poor Mr. Carmichael."
 
   "How do you know that?" Jennifer whispered.
 
   "I have my sources. Mattie Elmore is a friend of mine. She and her husband Wyatt used to be regulars at Edgar's Down Home Grill back in the days when Edgar and I were still married. They were practically babies then, and Mattie couldn't cook a lick. Wyatt adored Edgar's steak sauce. I was the one who suggested she start her column when that scamp of a husband of hers took off. She told me you're working there. Daniel Carmichael is dead. Why else would you be there? The Eye isn't exactly your style."
 
   Was there no one in Atlanta that Emma Walker didn't know? "So you and Mattie are friends?"
 
   "Yes, but ours is more of a professional relationship. She used to do tarot readings for me. I had her do horoscopes for Edgar, too, not that he'd take any of her advice. He was such a small-minded man. If he'd only listened to her—"
 
   Jennifer shushed Mrs. Walker and slanted her eyes in Monique's direction. Her face had turned an unattractive and somewhat dangerous shade of purple. Jennifer did not want to be in the direct line of fire when Monique blew.
 
   The old lady leaned back, a smug smile on her lips, her mission accomplished.
 
   "That's it!" Monique roared. "This meeting is officially over."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   "I had no intention whatsoever of imposing on you, dear," Mrs. Walker insisted, as Jennifer unlocked the door to her apartment. Mrs. Walker walked straight into Muffy's yay-you're-home dance and nearly got knocked over before Jennifer was able to grab the dog's collar.
 
   "Down, sweetie," Jennifer ordered, as a tiny "Oh, dear" escaped from Emmie's lips.
 
   "Are you all right?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Yes. It's just that your Muffy is almost as big as I am."
 
   "That she is, and unbelievably needy."
 
   Jennifer turned her attention to Muffy. "You have not been abandoned. It's Monday night. You know I go to visit your Aunt Monique on Mondays." Muffy calmed and let out her you-left-me-home-by-myself-to-starve whine.
 
   "I already fed you. Did you forget?" Jennifer pointed to her empty dog bowl. "That was full before I left. But you do get a couple of treats for being such a good girl while I was gone." Jennifer knelt down, tickled the dog's ears, and then hugged her to her. She retrieved the treats from the box on top of the refrigerator and tossed three into the dog's bowl. They were gone before Jennifer had a chance to slip off her shoes.
 
   "Sorry about that," Jennifer said to Mrs. Walker, who had recovered enough to regain her balance and deposit her large bag by the door.
 
   "It's quite all right, dear. I understand disciplinary problems with animals. You know I have a rescue dog myself."
 
   Right. If Tiger could be called a dog, nasty little candidate for the Meanest Pet in America Award that he was. Mrs. Walker had her hands full with that mutant creature that was supposed to be a Chihuahua.
 
   "But you really didn't have to offer to let me stay with you this evening. I would have been perfectly happy to call a cab to take me home."
 
   As if. Mrs. Walker's appearance at Monique's had clandestine meeting written all over it. Jennifer was certain she'd come fully equipped for some sort of extensive consult.
 
   "I can loan you some pajamas," Jennifer offered, suspiciously eyeing the bag Mrs. Walker had left by the door. They'd swallow the woman whole, but with several turn-ups of the cuffs and hems, she might be able to make them do.
 
   "Oh, that won't be necessary," Mrs. Walker assured her. "I just happen to have some with me."
 
   "Tooth brush? Tooth paste?"
 
   "That, too."
 
   Suspicions confirmed.
 
   "Shall we?" Jennifer asked, gesturing toward the sofa. "Would you care for something cold to—"
 
   Mrs. Walker grabbed Jennifer's arm and dragged her to the sofa, sat down, and pulled Jennifer down after her. "It was murder, you know."
 
   Jennifer didn't even pretend not to know what Emmie was talking about. The woman had a network that put the FBI to shame.
 
   "Is that what Mattie told you?"
 
   "What she told me was some strange woman had usurped Daniel Carmichael's place at the Eye and was poking around. When she described her, I immediately knew it was you, especially the part about you and Teague being thick as thieves. She thinks you may have had a hand in Carmichael's demise and that you and Teague may be attempting a coup to gain control of the newspaper."
 
   "Really? When did she tell you all of this?"
 
   "During our weekly meeting on Sunday evening when she was reading my cards."
 
   "She really said all that to you?"
 
   The older woman paused. "Well, not in those exact words."
 
   "Right, and I suppose she suspects I killed Carmichael to get his job," Jennifer said sarcastically.
 
   "Of course not. I told her you are not a cold-blooded killer and that I know of only one person that you've ever shot."
 
   "I appreciate the ringing endorsement. I don't suppose Mattie happened to mention that she warned Carmichael in her column a few days before his death?"
 
   "I read every word that Mattie writes, and I have no idea what you're talking about."
 
   "Let me refresh your memory. I haven't seen it yet, but Leigh Ann told me about it, and I just happen to have a copy of Mattie's column."
 
   Jennifer retrieved the copy of the Eye Leigh Ann had slipped to her at Monique's. She moved down to the floor between the couch and the coffee table, so Muffy could snuggle up to her as she straightened the newspaper that was still folded to Ethereal's column. Mattie had omitted her usual introduction, a simple astrological sign format, and replaced it with something quite different. Jennifer read it aloud:
 
    
 
   "A note to all my readers and coworkers: The moon is bright this week, and while it may entice some of you to dance beneath its allure, I urge caution. Go not where you are not wanted. Accept no unexpected invitations. Watch the shadows for they may hold danger. Trust no one you do not know, and be leery of those you do. Curb your curious spirit and rein in your lust for answers to questions you should not ask. Read a book. Watch a movie. This will quickly pass. Rain will wash the wickedness away."
 
    
 
   "Well, I must say that was a bit more intense than I remembered," Mrs. Walker admitted, "and needlessly flowery."
 
   "If by intense you mean downright threatening, I agree. She all but said, 'Bar the door and salt the doorways. Evil is roaming the earth.' You've got to admit her inclusion of coworkers seems strange, especially with Carmichael dying like he did."
 
   "Yes, well, it would appear that perhaps Mattie knows a bit more than she shared with me."
 
   "That, I think, is an understatement. I suspect that warning was directed squarely at Carmichael. Or possibly Teague. She listens to everything that goes on in the Eye's offices, and her desk sits close to Carmichael's. Do you think he might have taken her into his confidence?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Oh, I doubt that. What would Mattie have to offer him? A personal tarot reading?"
 
   "Precisely. What could Mattie have to do with any of this?"
 
   Thankfully, Muffy had settled down and was now fast asleep, her head in Jennifer's lap.
 
   "I can't think of a thing," Mrs. Walker said, frowning slightly, "outside of the fact that she owned the cabin where he was found dead."
 
   "What?" Jennifer roared, disturbing Muffy. She patted the dog back to sleep.
 
   "She owns the cabin?" Jennifer said in a loud whisper. "She told you that's where Carmichael died?"
 
   "Yes, dear. At our tarot meeting. The police contacted her. I suppose she has a right to know when someone dies on her land, even if it isn't really her land."
 
   "Is it her land or isn't it?"
 
   "That's not as easy a question to answer as one might think. The deed's in her husband's name, you see. You'll find a copy of it beneath the first page of 'The Twelve Shades of Chartreuse'."
 
   "How'd you get that?" Jennifer asked, taking up the pages and flipping through them. "Forget I asked." Emmie had her ways, and deeds were public record.
 
   "Mattie would like to unload that worthless pile of dirt, but she can't until her husband is either found and signs the deed over to her or is declared legally dead, which, if all goes well, might be sooner rather than later. I did tell you, didn't I, that I helped Mattie get her job at the Eye after that dirty rotten scoundrel abandoned her? Do you know one only has to be missing four years in our great state before a loved one can petition for such an order? Of course the court might demand more proof than Mattie can supply, but at least now she can begin the process. Difficult to prove a negative. Oh, well. Doesn't matter either way. Who would want to buy property that might be haunted now there's been a murder on it?"
 
   Jennifer ignored the whole haunted remark. Surely Carmichael's spirit had better places to hang out—like Heaven.
 
   "Four years ago," Jennifer repeated. "That was about the same time Xander Downing was abducted and presumably held on that very property."
 
   "Dear me!" Mrs. Walker exclaimed. "I had no idea. Do you think the kidnappers may have murdered Mattie's husband?"
 
   "That's certainly one possibility, but no one is saying anything about Wyatt Elmore's being murdered. The kidnappers may have found what seemed to be an abandoned piece of property, were surprised when the owner showed up, and offed him. Or Wyatt's disappearance could simply be a coincidence."
 
   Mattie's husband could also have been in on the kidnapping, especially if he was in a lot of debt. But she didn't want to upset Mrs. Walker with the thought of her friend's husband being mixed up in illegal activity. Emmie Walker was an amazing mixture of savvy and naïve, a description not infrequently used for Jennifer herself.
 
   "Is that why poor Mr. Carmichael was murdered? He'd discovered who kidnapped Mr. Downing?"
 
   "I don't think he knew who the kidnappers were, but he wanted someone to think he did. If one of the kidnappers killed Mattie's husband, he certainly wouldn't have been above killing Carmichael. Do you think she has any suspicions?"
 
   "Well, my dear, Mattie certainly has wished Wyatt dead over the years I've known her. Personally, I suspect the greedy little bastard was more likely to have provided a place without knowing what it was to be used for and to have taken off with some hush money once he did find out. I don't, however, believe that her husband has, or perhaps had, the brains or the guts to have committed or abetted an abduction. I know Mattie would have mentioned it if she suspected any criminal activity, considering all the foul things she's said about him. And now we have that brash young reporter Teague never knowing when to shut up. Have you read that article he co-authored with Mr. Carmichael?"
 
   Jennifer unfolded the copy of the Eye with Ethereal's column in it and turned to the front page. Staring back at her was the article that may have put Carmichael's death into motion.
 
    
 
   NEW EVIDENCE UNCOVERED IN DOWNING ABDUCTION
 
    
 
   New evidence has recently surfaced in the kidnapping and ransom case of Xander Downing, the prominent Macon businessman who was abducted four years ago, held for ransom, and later released unharmed. His abductors have never been identified by the police, nor has the location where he was held for the three days of his captivity. It has recently come to the attention of this reporter, through anonymous sources, that the location where Downing was held has been discovered. Police have yet to comment. The two million dollars paid by Mrs. Downing, heir to the Billings' fortune, was never located, leaving police to suspect the kidnappers successfully absconded with the money.  DNA, sure to be found at the site, should confirm it as the place where Downing was confined and may finally lead the authorities to the perpetrators of the abduction. Watch for more information in the coming weeks as this story unfolds.
 
    
 
   Short, concise, but smack dab on the front page with a large stock photo of Downing wearing a suit and a friendly, used-car-salesman smile. Anyone who even glanced at that edition of the Eye could not fail to miss it. Too bad not a word of it was true. Carmichael had just been stirring the pot, trying to make the kidnappers believe he knew more than he did, hoping to prompt an anonymous phone call like the one that had led him to the cabin.
 
   If any of the article had actually been true, similar stories would have been plastered across both the Atlanta Constitution and the Macon Telegraph. But neither had printed a word. Sam had not been assigned the case before the article came out, which meant, according to the police, there were no new developments. Period. Until now. Until Carmichael's death, which still might or might not have anything to do with the kidnapping.
 
   Unless…Carmichael had indeed found the location where he suspected that Downing had been held—before he wrote the article. And when he received that phone call the other night at the Eye's offices, he thought someone else had found it, too. Of course, there were the kidnappers who'd known all along exactly where Downing was held and might have set up a lure to get him there to kill him. It was frustrating when the only man who knew the answers to all of her questions was dead.
 
   "The other papers you gave me…" Jennifer began, as she slipped out from under the dog's head and went toward the door to retrieve them. "What's on them?"
 
   "Oh, don't bother with those just yet, dear. Except for a copy of the deed, the others are just a little something that I thought might help you and Sam with your future plans. I think you've had quite enough excitement already for one night. Besides, they're just guides really, a few thoughts to ponder."
 
   Jennifer stopped in mid stride. Darned if Emma hadn't gotten her again. You'd think she'd learn after a while. "You've had astrological charts done for us?"
 
   "I gave Mattie your birth dates. She did one for you and one for Sam." Mrs. Walker shook her head slowly. "I'm afraid it isn't looking good for you at the moment, dear. You must take precautions. You're in grave danger. As for Sam…well, when you combine the two charts, you two are in for an especially difficult time. One can't tell, of course, the exact source of the difficulties or whether they pertain to your impending marriage or the crime you currently find yourselves embroiled in."
 
   Just the words every woman wants to hear, especially when she should be planning her wedding instead of chasing after some killer.
 
   Jennifer swallowed hard and turned to face her guest. Her nerves were ridiculously rattled. She had no belief whatsoever in astrology, and yet that little nag of fear lodged itself where it would never have been if Mrs. Walker hadn't suggested it.
 
   "I must admit some prejudice against the whole institution of marriage," Mrs. Walker continued, "even with someone as deliciously charming and attractive as your Samuel. The bloom fades, I'm afraid, over the years, and the true nature of man—the cheating, the lying, the—"
 
   "I know you mean well, Emmie, but Sam is no Edgar. He hurt you terribly, but you can't believe he's typical. Sam would never…"
 
   The pitying resignation of doubt shone sadly in Emmie's eyes and stopped Jennifer cold. Emmie had trusted her man, and he had failed her. This was not a healthy conversation for either of them to be having.
 
   Every step, every action affected the next. No one, regardless of how carefully they planned, was ever able to control the life they led. Yet, there were pivotal points, ones that people could look back at and say "If only".
 
   Jennifer felt a chill sweep over her. She, Sam, and Teague were navigating dangerous waters. She did not want to be the one saying "If only" when all of this was finally over.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Teague's signature three sharp raps resounded on Jennifer's door, bringing her discussion with Emma to an abrupt stop. She opened it to find him leaning against the doorjamb a la James Dean waiting to light up. Yeah, no. No James Dean here. Just a skinny, almost preppy looking kid who might be in way over his head.
 
   "Hey, pretty lady, what's shakin'?"
 
   She pulled him inside without a word.
 
   "Worried someone might see me visiting you at night and tell your boyfriend?"
 
   "Yeah. That's what I'm concerned about," she said sarcastically. "What the heck were you and Carmichael thinking when you printed that article? You both had to know how dangerous it could be."
 
   "I'm going to tell you a little secret," Teague said in a whisper as if Muffy was going to listen in and tell. "Carmichael wasn't taking any advice from me."
 
   He looked up to notice Mrs. Walker sitting on the couch so still she looked like a statue.
 
   "What's she doing here?" Teague asked.
 
   "Oh, don't mind me," Mrs. Walker offered. "I didn't hear a thing about Mr. Carmichael's article and your involvement with it."
 
   Jennifer shrugged. Emma was what she was. It was part of her charm.
 
   "Maybe Carmichael didn't care what you thought, Teague, but you put yourself right in the middle of what he was doing when you elbowed your way in on his story."
 
   "I didn't have a choice. The old guy wasn't in good shape, and he didn't know how to handle what he was getting himself into."
 
   "And I suppose you do."
 
   "He's dead. I'm not. I'd say I'm at least one point up on him."
 
   But maybe not for long.
 
   "Look," Teague said, "Carmichael had lost one job because of this case. If I stuck my toe in the pool, it would be no biggie to the boss. If Carmichael made it obvious he was using the Eye as a platform for his own purposes, he would have been out the door. Hall uses everybody, but nobody uses him."
 
   Teague dropped onto the chair next to the sofa, leaned back, and propped his legs on the coffee table. Jennifer lifted one foot by his pants leg and retrieved the copy of the Eye before sitting back down next to Emma. "This is on loan from a friend."
 
   "Whatever you say, sweet cheeks. Got any pretzels? A beer?"
 
   "Fresh out of everything you like."
 
   "No, dear. When you got Muffy's treats, I thought I saw a package of—" Mrs. Walker began before Jennifer stopped her with a glare. She "zipped" her lips with her fingers, folded her hands in her lap, and returned to her stone-like appearance.
 
   "You wound me, Marsh, straight through my heart." He put his fist over the left side of his chest and then opened his hand, making a little exploding sound.
 
   She raised a threatening eyebrow at him. "Now tell me what you left out. What was the big secret that stirred everything up years ago?"
 
   "All right. Carmichael suspected Elise Downing might have had something to do with her husband's kidnapping, or at least that she knew something she was refusing to share with the police. He as much as said so in his last article for the Telegraph."
 
   "Elise? The woman who coughed up two mil to bring her husband home?"
 
   "The very one."
 
   "Why in the world would Carmichael believe that?"
 
   "I don't know. Maybe he suspected it was a publicity stunt for the store that got out of hand. But rule one in journalism is be objective. You don't print anything without having solid evidence to back it up, even if you can't tell the public what that evidence is."
 
   Jennifer laughed out loud. Those words actually came out of his mouth.
 
   But he wasn't laughing. He was just staring at her. "It makes no sense to me either, and Carmichael refused to share his reasoning or his sources. Maybe it was only a hunch. Maybe it was hard evidence. Maybe it had to do with Elise's mental health history."
 
   "What are you talking about?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Oh, you don't know," Teague said. "Her family kept it hush-hush. Back in high school, Elise spent a summer at 'camp'—an exclusive mental health facility somewhere in upstate New York. To answer your next question, no, I don't know what her diagnosis was."
 
   "She was exhibiting signs of paranoia and delusion which manifested as extreme possessiveness," Emma supplied, and then zipped her lips again.
 
   Jennifer stared at her. "Are you serious?"
 
   "Quite, I'm afraid." Mrs. Walker shook her head. "That lovely girl. It was so sad. There was some ugly incident with a boyfriend in high school. A suicide attempt when he broke up with her, I believe. She refused to let the young man out of her life. He applied for a restraining order but it was never granted. I suspect a bit of money came his way. In any case, her father found an excellent doctor, and it was all taken care of. She was cured and sent home."
 
   Right. Just like that. Develop a medical cocktail that made Elise appear functional, put her back into society, and pretend all was okay.
 
   What would the kidnapping of her husband do to a woman with a fragile mental state? It must have been her worst nightmare, unleashing her paranoia in the face of a real-life threat. That would explain her obsession with security after Xander returned. The prior suicide attempt might also explain Elise's fixation on Xander their freshman year of college, perhaps a form of transference, and their rush into such a young marriage. Her parents' support may have been a desperate attempt to help Elise establish stability. Or to make her someone else's problem.
 
   "If Carmichael knew the whole story about Elise, surely he wouldn't make it public," Jennifer insisted. "That would be heartless."
 
   "True," Teague agreed. "Don't think that's what he had in mind, although her control issues could explain Elise's refusal to involve the police in Xander's kidnapping and why she didn't even tell her family. All I know is that Carmichael didn't want me involved in reopening the investigation. He said it was too dangerous."
 
   "Maybe he couldn't substantiate anything yet," Jennifer suggested, "and he didn't want you poking around and alerting anyone about what he was doing. Or sending Elise off the deep end. The money was paid. It disappeared and never resurfaced in Elise Downing's account, or her husband's. That's right, isn't it? Did anyone bother to look?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Downing and his wife filed for bankruptcy after he came back, so all of their financial records were investigated. According to Garth Bennett, Elise's father bailed them out and staked Downing with enough operating money to keep his business afloat."
 
   "Who the heck is Garth Bennett?"
 
   "Gossip columnist extraordinaire for the Eye," Mrs. Walker offered.
 
   Jennifer's head began to ache right behind her right eye. This was a reliable source? "You mean Ms. Fortune?" It sounded like some name right out of a mystery party game, and yet it proudly topped a weekly financial/gossip column in the Eye.
 
   "Yeah. He's the guy who yelled at you to answer your phone yesterday."
 
   "Do you believe him?"
 
   "Absolutely. Every word he writes is true."
 
   Jennifer rolled her eyes.
 
   Mrs. Walker nodded vigorously. "He's nailed me more than once, vindictive little bastard." Then she popped her hand over her mouth as though that sort of language never escaped those dignified lips.
 
   "No, really, Marsh," Teague insisted. "A lot of the Eye is pure fantasy but not what I write and not what Bennett writes. We don't play fast and loose with people's lives. He's never once mentioned Elise's health problems. But we don't pull punches either."
 
   "He's always struck me as just mean," Jennifer said. "And rude. But if he's so honest, just how does Bennett get his information?"
 
   "The old-fashioned way. He pays for it. He has a network of maids, security guards, accountants, and gardeners that would make the FBI proud."
 
   "True," Mrs. Walker agreed. "They're the invisibles. People in my tax bracket believe minimum wage buys top-dollar loyalty. Foolish. Tell-all books—that's where the money is."
 
   "So did Bennett write about daddy's bailout of Downing's enterprises?" Jennifer asked, trying desperately to stay on topic and not let the discussion degenerate into a discussion about class warfare.
 
   "Not a chance. He knows when to fold 'em. Get too close with the big players in this town and bad things can happen."
 
   "You mean like murder?"
 
   "No. I mean like lose your job, never get hired in this town again, become a drunk."
 
   "Ah, like Carmichael."
 
   "Exactly like Carmichael—before the dead part."
 
   "Okay. So Carmichael publicly crosses the line by somehow criticizing Elise Downing, or her family, about their actions concerning her husband's kidnapping in a respected newspaper—maybe even implying they could have had some involvement. You know this is making absolutely no sense. Why have your husband kidnapped and then buy him back? I could understand her paying to have him killed—"
 
   "Such strong words from the lovely bride-to-be," Teague interjected.
 
   "Oh, you'd be amazed at how often murder crosses my mind when you're in the room," Jennifer said.
 
   "You cut me to the quick, Marsh. Hate and love, love and hate. Some people say they're two heads of the same coin." He made a kissing sound in her direction.
 
   "I know your girlfriend. Do you really want her to know you've been flirting with me?"
 
   "Flirting? That was a goad, not a flirt. You should know the difference by now."
 
   "Can you be serious for two seconds? Right now I don't think passion is at the heart of this," Jennifer insisted.
 
   "Oh, my dear, passion is at the heart of every murder, even those for hire," Mrs. Walker espoused.
 
   "You're probably right about that, but sometimes that passion is for wealth. We could speculate all night," Jennifer stated, "but what Carmichael thought is what's important. We have to find out exactly what that was and what evidence he had that we haven't seen."
 
   "He could have been purposely misled," Teague suggested. "Not all sources are created equal."
 
   "True. Remember reading about Watergate and Deep Throat?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Of course. Can't get a journalism degree without studying that one," Teague said.
 
   "I always thought it was dreadful that they named their source after that pornographic movie," Mrs. Walker said. "It wasn't even that good."
 
   Jennifer blinked hard at Emmie. After knowing her all this time, how could that woman continue to shock her?
 
   "So Deep Throat is feeding Woodward and Bernstein information in cryptic terms," Jennifer stated, trying hard to erase the image of sweet Emma Walker watching Deep Throat. "But they have other sources. No one will flat out say anything in plain English. Then at least one of those sources leads them astray. They publish incorrect information."
 
   "Right, and it almost blows the whole investigation because their credibility has been undermined."
 
   "Just like Carmichael's," Jennifer agreed. "So maybe we should be looking for whoever might have fed him false info."
 
   "Ah, now you're about to fall into another trap. Don't assume anything is true or false. Words are simply words. Maybe he wasn't talking to anybody. Maybe it was the lack of a suspect or his inability to establish a money trail that made him suspicious."
 
   The doorbell sounded.
 
   "More company," Mrs. Walker observed happily. "Such a busy little hub this is."
 
   Muffy scrambled over her legs in a race to beat Jennifer to the door. It was Sam carrying two large pizza boxes, one of which was emitting the unmistakable aroma of pepperoni. Really? In her house? At least he hadn't come expecting her to feed him. He leaned forward without a word and gave her a soft, lingering kiss. Then she pulled back, nodding in Teague's and Mrs. Walker's direction. "We have guests."
 
   "Of course we do. He's not living here, is he?"
 
   "Not yet, but I'm considering charging him rent. One of those boxes better have a thin crust veggie inside."
 
   "Loaded with all of your favorites."
 
   He was such a cutie when he remembered her veggies.
 
   "Then you may enter."
 
   "Hi, Emma," he called.
 
   She nodded in his direction and repeated the zipped mouth sign.
 
   "Got her muzzled?"
 
   "Yeah. She hasn't spoken a word in the three seconds it took me to get to the door."
 
   She took the greasy cardboard box from him and headed to the kitchen where she put slices on two plates, which she took back to the living room. She slid them and a stack of napkins onto the coffee table. Sam plopped down two beers and a couple of sodas.
 
   "I thought you didn't have any beer," Teague said.
 
   She ignored him.
 
   "So where are we?" Sam asked, helping himself to a slice of double pepperoni pan pizza.
 
   "We were speculating on what Carmichael did to get himself killed," Jennifer said, helping herself to a wayward green pepper. "Now we're going to go through the box of stuff I pulled out of Carmichael's desk today."
 
   "No, we aren't," Teague said.
 
   "Then why did you tell me to clean it out?"
 
   "Because we need it. But tonight we've got someplace we have to be. I was just waiting for Sam to show."
 
   Jennifer sighed. "We can't go, not after that phone call I got at the Eye today. Did you check the number, Sam?"
 
   "Yep. It came from a burner phone, so no help there. The one Carmichael received the day he died came from a pay phone, so we have no connection between the calls."
 
   "A clever murderer never uses the same phone," Jennifer stated.
 
   "True. But I'm afraid Teague's right, Jen," Sam said. "When this thing blows open, and it will soon, we won't have a chance to have a look at the place. There'll be police crawling all over it."
 
   "Ah, geez. I hate going into the woods at night," Jennifer groused. "And the jerk who called might show. Can't we wait until tomorrow during the daylight?"
 
   "Your caller didn't give you a time, did he?" Sam asked.
 
   "No."
 
   "And he hung up when he realized you weren't Teague."
 
   "True."
 
   "Odds are we won't be seeing anyone out there tonight."
 
   "Sam's right," Teague agreed.
 
   "We can't wait," Sam insisted. "Charlene Carmichael ordered a complete autopsy this morning."
 
   "Can she do that?" Jennifer asked. "She can't do that. I thought she didn't want one. But if she did—"
 
   "Stop that. Arguing with yourself sounds weird," Teague said. "She can do it if she pays for it herself and hires an independent medical examiner." He downed half his beer and grabbed a second slice of pizza.
 
   "When the results come in—" Jennifer began.
 
   "If anything is found, that cabin will become a murder scene, and we won't be allowed anywhere near it," Sam finished.
 
   "But he was found in his car, not at the cabin," Jennifer said, ever fiber of her being warning them to stay away.
 
   "Doesn't matter," Sam stated, in between bites. "The whole area—cabin, road leading up to it, the woods—all of it will be cordoned off."
 
   Jennifer made one last try. "What if the cabin's locked?"
 
   "There is no lock, and not much left of the door, according to my source," Sam countered.
 
   "I don't suppose I could possibly tag along?" Mrs. Walker asked.
 
   Jennifer, Sam, and Teague all turned toward her with a resounding "No!"
 
   "Goodness. I guess that leaves me babysitting your pooch."
 
   "She'll need to go out one more time, and please don't let her talk you into giving her any more treats."
 
   "Anything you say, dear. I'm only here to help."
 
   That sweet smile again. Lord help them all if Emma got any ideas while they were gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Jennifer had donned long sleeves over a tank top, a heavy jacket, cargo pants tucked into high top boots, and a bandana to cover her hair—her standard tromp-through-the-woods outfit. Ugh. But Jennifer was not going to be left behind, no matter how uneasy she might be or how many bats, creepy crawlies, and flying menaces they might encounter. She didn't trust the guys to tell her everything she needed to know and not to miss something vital. Okay. So she was a little OCD. It was an occupational hazard that had paid off more than once.
 
   If only she hadn't received that phone call…
 
   "Do we actually know where this place is, or are we planning to scour the entire stretch of I-75 between here and Atlanta?" Jennifer asked. "A navigator needs something to navigate from."
 
   "You wanted to ride in the front," Teague taunted from the backseat.
 
   Sam glanced again at the odometer of his Honda. "I've got a copy of both the police report and the directions found in Carmichael's pocket the night he died. We take the next exit and then continue up a frontage road until we come to a split rail fence and a mailbox made out of an old outboard engine that's lying on the ground. It's the next dirt road after that."
 
   They took the exit and found the narrow driveway a couple of miles down the road. They turned onto it, hitting a deep rut, and wound a good half mile through foliage that scraped at the car and hid the moon. It was scary dark.
 
   Sam stopped the car close to the weathered, never-painted exterior of the seemingly abandoned shack. Cabin was far too eloquent a description for what Jennifer saw before her.
 
   She handed each of the men a strong flashlight, keeping one for herself. Nothing like a hefty blunt object filled with D cells. Sam left the lights of the Honda on to give them more light.
 
   It was almost midnight, but the sky was clear and the moon was brighter now, less obscured closer to the cabin.
 
   They got out of the car and flipped on their flashlights. "
 
   "Who owns this place?" Teague asked. "I'd kind of like to know who might be shooting at me for trespassing."
 
   "Wyatt Elmore," Sam said at exactly the same time that Jennifer said, "Mattie Elmore."
 
   "Son of a bitch!" Teague let fly. "She could have told me."
 
   "Teague thinks they're friends, but I don't think Mattie has friends. Wyatt skipped out on her several years ago," Jennifer explained to Sam.
 
   "So this Mattie doesn't know where her husband is," Sam stated. "You sure about that?"
 
   "Pretty sure," Jennifer said.
 
   "I see," Sam said. "Do your sources know where Wyatt is? All I could get on him was an old address."
 
   "Hmmmm," Jennifer said. "Who wants to bet it's the house Mattie's living in? If so, I can tell you he's not there."
 
   Sam was good at finding people. That meant Wyatt had to be way off the grid, which made him doubly interesting, especially with Carmichael's winding up dead on his property and whatever all of this had to do with Downing's kidnapping. This place was quickly adding up to more than a place of opportunity.
 
   "You think Wyatt Elmore was in on the kidnapping," Jennifer stated.
 
   "Quite possibly," Sam said.
 
   "Or maybe he showed up at an inopportune moment—" she suggested.
 
   "And kapow!" Teague finished. "One property owner out of the way."
 
   Jennifer caught a glimpse of the grim look on Sam's face, as he moved in and out of the beam from the car. He didn't want to be there anymore than she did, even less now that they were speculating about the reason for Elmore's disappearance.
 
   All three of them ran their lights over what little was left of the dirt drive and the hard-packed earth that surrounded the wooden porch. They saw nothing out of the ordinary. No tire marks, no debris.
 
   Jennifer shook her head. The call to Carmichael had been a trap, not a prank, no matter how much she would prefer to think otherwise.
 
   The two steps leading up to the porch were weathered to an unsafe gray. Sam ran his light across each board.
 
   "Think Carmichael went inside?" Teague asked.
 
   "Probably," Sam answered. "He was found in his car, facing the frontage road. He died leaving."
 
   Jennifer could see nothing that resembled blood anywhere, but she didn't expect to, especially not in the dark. Besides, when the police had found Carmichael, they would have looked the place over, even if they were certain Carmichael had simply had a heart attack.
 
   Teague was already on the porch. It seemed sturdier than one would expect. "You guys coming, or are you going to stand there and let Carmichael's final breaths bounce around in your brains for a while?"
 
   She hated it when Teague read her mind. She was indeed thinking about Carmichael's final thoughts and how this was a lonely, crappy place to die.
 
   "You first," she said, shining the beam of her light through the half open door.
 
   It probably hadn't been a bad little place once upon a time. But even in this darkness they could see layers of dust and the sort of neglect that insects, rodents, and snakes claimed as their own.
 
   There was a small, cast iron, wood burning stove complete with claw feet, a stove pipe, and a flat top that could be used for cooking. Their flashes of light showed a few oil lamps set about the room and a single light bulb dangling from a wire in the middle of a ceiling beam. Apparently the cabin sometimes had power and sometimes didn't. The room also contained a loveseat in some drab material, a rocking chair, and a crude excuse for a kitchen which consisted of a hot plate, a two-foot wooden work area, and a hand-powered well pump ready to spill its contents into a porcelain sink. And that was it. Not a place Jennifer would want to spend a night, a day, an hour, or one more minute.
 
   Teague tried the light switch, but it did nothing.
 
   "Didn't you notice the generator on the outside wall as we pulled up?" Sam asked him. "And the lack of power lines leading in from the road? This was never a place someone lived. It was either a hunting cabin or some sort of getaway."
 
   Hunting deer, maybe squirrels, if you liked that sort of sport. Most likely just a hideaway. Yes, that's what it was, Jennifer thought. That's what it still was—a place where things hid.
 
   A ladder led to an open-sided loft. Jennifer put a foot on the first rung, but Teague brushed her aside and went up three steps. Her aggravation gave way to gratitude when the fourth rung broke under his foot. Fortunately, he had a good grip on the sides, so he didn't fall. Luckily, he was already high enough to see what was above them.
 
   "Looks like a double mattress on the floor and that's about it. Someone would have to crawl into the space. It's too low to stand up in."
 
   "Any linens?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "If you can call what's left linens," Teague called down over his shoulder. "There's a pillow I'm never going to put my head on. I think there's been some vermin up here." The beam from his flashlight shone through the ceiling as he ran the light over the small area. "Someone slept up here once upon a time, but not in years."
 
   "Hey, give a look," Sam called. He was standing near the wood stove with the feeding door open and one hand inside. "Got some scraps of paper in here. Someone put them in here, stacked some wood on top and set it afire. But whoever did it didn't know anything about how to build a fire and create air flow. There wasn't enough space left between the wood to really get it burning and the vent wasn't opened."
 
   "Which means whoever tried to burn them wasn't familiar with the stove," Jennifer offered. "Which also means he or she probably wasn't the owner."
 
   Sam pulled what was left of the soot smudged pages from beneath some partially charred wood and quickly scanned them with his flashlight beam. "They've been here awhile."
 
   Immediately Jennifer was right up against him, trying her best to read over his shoulder, but she couldn't make out any of the words. "Read it out loud," she ordered.
 
   "Better do what she says," Teague said, hopping down from the ladder and making a loud creak on the floorboards. "The woman has no patience."
 
   "Holy crap," Sam said.
 
   "What?" Jennifer demanded.
 
   He turned to look at her, handing her the pages. "It looks like pieces of a script. Like something a kidnapper might write down and read into the telephone."
 
   Quickly Jennifer ran her beam over the pieces of paper. Some of the words had been burned away, but there were enough left to get the general gist. It was a demand for two million dollars for the safe return of Xander Downing. A few of the letters were missing, but that had to be the name. It had been written out in cursive in what was now faded ink. Jennifer felt her face go pale. It's one thing to suspect they had found the cabin where Downing was held captive. It was quite another to be holding proof of it in their hands.
 
   "And that, boys and girls, is not all," Teague said.
 
   Jennifer turned to see Teague on his knees messing with the floorboards. He was holding a loose one in one hand and lifting up a second one, his light lying on the floor offering some illumination. "We've got a nice pocket here where there shouldn't be one."
 
   "What do you mean 'there shouldn't be one'?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "The floorboards rest directly on the joists. There's no subfloor at all. But I'm seeing a small, box-like area that's been nailed between the joists."
 
   "What's in it?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Not a damned thing except dust. Nothing's been in here for a good while."
 
   "We need to get out of here," Sam stated. "We can't do this in the dark, and we need to report what we've found to the police."
 
   "Roger that," Teague said. "These flashlights aren't cutting it."
 
   "But…but…" Jennifer began, convinced they could be missing something.
 
   Sam stuffed the papers from the stove into his pockets. "No buts. Someone's been here recently with Carmichael. Who's to say he won't come back again?"
 
   "That was exactly my point when I said we shouldn't come out here to begin with," Jennifer pointed out.
 
   "Yeah, well, now I agree. C'mon." Sam grabbed Jennifer's arm and pulled her through the cabin door. They were off the porch and down the steps, moving quickly, when Teague emerged.
 
   Sam opened the backdoor of the car and started to help Jennifer inside. Teague's cry of pain made her wrench to attention. She watched as he crumpled to the ground.
 
   Sam whispered, "Keep down." He reached into the front seat and cut the headlights, then ran in a crouch toward Teague.
 
   A second object swished rapidly through the air landing just to Sam's right as he ducked. It thudded into one of the porch's support posts. Jennifer whipped her head to the right. Their attacker was somewhere amongst the vegetation on the far side of the cabin. His aim was way too accurate to be random. He had to be wearing night vision goggles.
 
   Jennifer grabbed the .38 she had wedged in her pocket and took off the safety as still another projectile flew past the two men on the porch, pinning them down. She scurried to the back of the car and steadied her arm on the trunk lid, aimed in the direction the arrows had come from, and sprayed four bullets into the darkness, saving some in case the archer showed himself.
 
   Sam wasted no time. He dragged Teague to the car. Sam and Jennifer pushed Teague's limp body into the backseat as she crawled in after him. Then Sam jumped into the driver's seat. He cranked the engine, threw the car into reverse, whipped it around, and sped out of the driveway.
 
   Jennifer felt blood seeping into her pants, as she pulled Teague's head toward her lap making sure his position allowed the arrow that had pierced his shoulder to lie straight up and down in the foot well. Teague moaned, but in the dim light, Jennifer couldn't tell if he was conscious.
 
   "You brought a gun?" Sam called to Jennifer.
 
   "It's dark. It's lonely out here. Johnny Zee told me never to go anywhere creepy at night without it."
 
   "He actually said 'creepy'?"
 
   "No, I added that."
 
   "Well, for once, I'm glad you listened to that boozy jerk. How's Teague doing?"
 
   "I'm not sure."
 
   "Be careful," Sam warned. "The bolt is poking all the way through the wound."
 
   "What the hell is a bolt? I thought it was an arrow," Jennifer said in a panic, wondering how she was supposed to help when she couldn't even see the wound.
 
   "It is, one that's used for hunting with a crossbow. Keep it in place to help stem the blood loss. Just wrap the entry and exit wounds with something—anything you can find—and hold onto it."
 
   Jennifer tore off her jacket and then took off her top shirt and stuffed them both around the shaft of the bolt.
 
   "Wow. If this is what it takes to get you to strip for me, remind me to get shot more often," Teague gasped out. At least he was conscious.
 
   "How are you guys doing back there?" Sam asked, hitting a huge rut full on and then pulling onto the main road. It sent Teague a good four inches into the air off the backseat, but Jennifer held the bolt tightly in place. Teague let out another loud moan.
 
   "Well, his mouth still works," Jennifer assured Sam. "I don't think the arrow hit an artery. The blood's seeping, not gushing."
 
   Sam had his phone out dialing 911. Calmly, he reported the attack, their location, and explained that Jennifer had fired into the wooded area to stop the assault.
 
   "No, sir, I don't know if any of the bullets struck our assailant, but you may want to check the area for blood. We're headed for the hospital in Macon. One of our group is badly injured. Yes, we'll meet you there."
 
   He hung up. "You guys still okay back there?" Sam called over his shoulder.
 
   "Just one kiss before I die," Teague whispered.
 
   "He's delusional, but that's normal for him," Jennifer said.
 
   "If I don't make it, tell Grace—" Teague whispered.
 
   "Shush," Jennifer said. "You're too ornery to die."
 
   She flipped on the overhead light now that they were far enough away from the cabin that she dared to, and no car could be seen anywhere behind them. The shaft of the bolt had bored right through Teague's shoulder. It was a nasty wound, but one that shouldn't leave too much permanent damage as long as it hadn't hit too many nerves. It had to hurt like hell, and she had no idea what the exit wound looked like. It was spilling blood to pool in the foot well all over Jennifer's shoes, more blood than she liked.
 
   Teague's eyes fluttered shut.
 
   "Is he all right?" Sam asked. "I liked it better when he was moaning and mouthing off."
 
   "Just hurry, Sam. I think he may have just passed out. I can't stop the bleeding."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   "They what?" Jennifer shouted into the phone as she sat straight up in bed. Sam had awakened her out of a dead sleep for this? "What time is it anyway?"
 
   They'd been at the hospital most of the night, first explaining to the police what had happened, and then with Teague. She'd refused to leave until the bolt had been removed, the wound had been flushed and sewn up, huge doses of antibiotics were flowing through Teague's IV, and he'd awakened to a state of drug-induced euphoria. He was going to be just fine. He'd better be, or she'd kill him herself.
 
   "Eight-thirty," Sam said.
 
   Jennifer groaned and plopped back down on the bed. An hour and a half. That's all the sleep she'd had.
 
   "You're not still in bed, are you?" Sam teased.
 
   "Still? Look, I know you probably haven't had any sleep, but—"
 
   "Not a wink. Coffee is a wonderful thing. Is Emmie still there?"
 
   "No, she left about seven, shortly after I got home. She had an early bridge/breakfast thingie she had to go to. She fed Muffy, walked her, and told me to go to bed."
 
   "And you're not up yet?"
 
   She blinked at the sun streaming in past the sides of her drapes and drew the bedcovers up around her neck, as though they'd hide the truth from him, and totally ignored his question. She felt guilty she'd had any sleep at all. Time to get back to the point of his phone call.
 
   "You're telling me the police are refusing to acknowledge Carmichael's death had anything to do with Downing's kidnapping, even after Teague was shot with an arrow and you showed them the papers you found?"
 
   "I didn't say that. I said they're currently saying they still have nothing to link one with the other. Hunters spotlight deer on land like that all the time, and they think Teague's wound may have been an accidental shooting."
 
   "Accidental my—"
 
   "Cursing really does not sit well on you. You do know that, don't you?"
 
   Jennifer hammered the phone into her mattress before taking two deep breaths and bringing the receiver back, calmly this time, to her ear. Ninety minutes of sleep. That's exactly what she'd had. You'd think Sam would cut her some slack. "Teague was threatened because of that article in the Eye. He was shot with an arrow. If it had been a handgun, they wouldn't be saying it was a hunting accident."
 
   "Probably not, but it was dark last night, and there were three of us there. Like I said, a crossbow is not your normal murder weapon. It's not like Carmichael was killed with one."
 
   Jennifer let out a huge sigh. "Did I hit the guy with the crossbow?"
 
   "Apparently not. They didn't find any evidence that anyone had been shot."
 
   She didn't know whether to be relieved or disappointed. If she'd wounded their assailant, at least he'd have to seek medical assistance and they might have caught him.
 
   "As for the paper we found," Sam went on, "it's going into Downing's kidnapping file. The police concede the cabin may have something to do with the kidnapping. It's considered an open case. If they had something to compare the handwriting to, we might have a break in the case, but, at the moment, it doesn't lead them anywhere."
 
   "So they still don't believe Carmichael was murdered and his being there was just a coincidence. Even with the call he received while at the Eye. Even after what happened to Teague." she said evenly.
 
   "Have you seen Teague this morning?" she added.
 
   "Just a little while ago."
 
   "Is he doing all right?"
 
   "You know he is. The doctor told us that before you went home."
 
   "I know. I just wanted to hear you say it again."
 
   "Grace was with him," Sam said. "He was laying it on pretty thick, milking every bit of sympathy he could from her, but it wasn't working very well. She's something else. How'd he land her?"
 
   "I have no idea, but I'm glad she's there." Jennifer sank back farther into her pillow and said another little prayer of thanks.
 
   "You did make a copy of those pages before you turned them over like you said you would, didn't you?" she asked.
 
   "You know that could be considered unethical."
 
   Ah, good answer avoidance. He had, of course, done exactly that.
 
   "Hey, you did your part," Jennifer praised. "They've got their evidence. We both read it. We just didn't memorize the handwriting. Keeping the original document would be unethical. "
 
   "Keeping it would be obstructing justice, a chargeable offense."
 
   "Did you tell them about the hidey hole that Teague found?"
 
   "Yep. They didn't find that either suspicious or unusual in a cabin like that that anyone could break into."
 
   "Of course they didn't. Thanks for letting me know."
 
   "Sure. I thought you might like a heads up before you read it in the Telegraph."
 
   "Did you leave out the part about finding the ransom note?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   "And are you going to tell Downing the cabin is for sure the place he was held, not that he hasn't already figured that out."
 
   "It's on my agenda, but he might not take my call. He didn't seem all that thrilled with us when we visited him."
 
   "Tell his voicemail flat out you now have proof of where he was held hostage, and he just might clear his agenda. If he thinks we can actually help the police catch his kidnapper, I would think it'd help him sleep better at night. He might even be able to identify the handwriting. Kidnapping is often an inside job. I want to see his reaction when we talk to him."
 
   "Now, that's a surprise."
 
   "Sarcasm is not part of a good relationship."
 
   "My love, sarcasm is the basis for our relationship."
 
   She smiled. "Love you, too. Let me know when you've set up the meeting."
 
   She disconnected the call and was about to roll over and try for another twenty minutes of sleep when the front door bell sounded.
 
   Great. Company. And she wasn't even dressed yet. She dragged herself out of bed on the second ring, wrapped herself in a robe covered with images of steaming coffee cups, and met Muffy at the door. Whoever it was had better have a darned good reason for being there. Or an amazing assortment of pastries.
 
   Through the peephole she saw Teri and Leigh Ann bickering. Teri reached a hand toward the doorbell once again.
 
   Oh, groan. There could be only one reason why they would have shown up together on her doorstep on a Tuesday morning without calling first when they were both supposed to be at work. They wanted her to do something she didn't want to do.
 
   She unlocked the door and the women pushed past her into the apartment, never once acknowledging her presence, as they continued to bark at one another.
 
   "How about a pale pink?" Leigh Ann suggested. "It's timeless."
 
   "Tell that to all the people who are pulling out all those pink sinks and toilets and scraping off the tile in their bathrooms when they buy homes built in the fifties. Besides, have you considered her coloring? I could pull it off. You might be able to pull it off. But she'd look like she was dipped in a vat of strawberry soft serve. Put her hair in a twist with a little swirl on top, and she could be a human-sized ice cream cone dipped in hard-shelled caramel. Do you want our best friend looking like something you can buy at the Dairy Queen on her wedding day? Not good. I thought we'd settled this. She needs an ivory color. White's too stark and pastels will make her look pasty. That girl should get out in the sun more often."
 
   "True. But what can we do? She suffers from writer's disease. Too much time behind a desk. And we'll never get her to agree to a spray tan."
 
   "What we can do is put her in something that will compliment what we have to work with."
 
   "All right. Ivory it is. But with some sort of splashy sash covered in Swarovski crystals to give her that extra little something."
 
   "Not bad. Or we could make it a color that would match our dresses. Purple or maybe a deep red, but not mauve. Mauve is so seventies. Maybe a cranberry," Teri suggested. "I look good in jewel tones."
 
   "Oh, emerald green. That would match my eyes."
 
   "Right. Because this is all about you."
 
   Jennifer shook her head and let her eyes flutter shut for a second. Really? Did she need to be here for this conversation, especially when she could be snoozing in her bed? Maybe she was still asleep and this was all a nightmare. She opened one eye. Nope. They were both still here. In the flesh. She should never have opened that door. Maybe if she backed up quietly and slipped back into her bedroom…
 
   "We need to narrow down the shape of the gown—princess, mermaid, strapless, A-line," Leigh Ann insisted. "We should take her to La Boutique Nuptiale and let her try on a few things to determine the silhouette."
 
   "Are you kidding me? Didn't the two of you get banned from there when you were investigating Suzanne Gray's murder?"
 
   "Of course not. Besides, I promised I'd bring Jennifer back to pick out her dress."
 
   "That was over a year ago when she was pretend engaged to some guy you'd made up," Teri countered.
 
   Okay. Leaving was not an option. "I'm not going to La Boutique Nuptiale, if that's why you're here," Jennifer stated in a bold, but vain, attempt to make them acknowledge she had some say-so in all of this.
 
   "See?" Teri raised an eyebrow in triumph at Leigh Ann. "Didn't I tell you?"
 
   "You do both still have day jobs, don't you?" Jennifer asked, heading for the kitchen. She needed caffeine, and since eating an entire slab of super dark chocolate first thing in the morning was probably not the best choice after the night she'd had, coffee was going to have to do. Both women crowded into the tiny kitchen with her to watch her put on a pot.
 
   Leigh Ann offered a tiny croak of a fake cough. "I'm sick. Something awful is going around. I can't spread it to my coworkers. That would be irresponsible."
 
   "So you're here spreading fake germs to me."
 
   Jennifer turned to Teri with a pointed look. "And you?"
 
   "Hey, she was breathing all over me last night at Monique's. I can't take any chances."
 
   "Do either of you even know how to spell the word logic?" Jennifer asked, wondering why she even bothered to talk. Neither of them listened to her anyway, but then all that seemed to come out of her mouth when they were around was rhetorical questions.
 
   "Okay, so we both took an unsick day. Don't get all superior on us. Neither one of us is doing anything crucial at work at the moment, but what the three of us have to do today is deal with a crisis."
 
   "And that would be…" Jennifer began as though she didn't know exactly what was coming.
 
   She stared at the coffee pot wishing it would drip faster. Why hadn't she bought one of those cute, super quick coffeemakers that used pods? Oh, that's right. They cost money. Just drip already, she commanded.
 
   "Do you have any idea how long it takes to order a wedding dress?" Leigh Ann asked. "Three months minimum, and that doesn't include fittings or possible backorders, not to mention trips to find the perfect dress. Or, heaven forbid, someone screwing up the order. Do you know the average bride goes to at least three salons before—"
 
   Jennifer screamed. She actually let out a high-pitched wail of distress that stunned both Teri and Leigh Ann into silence. They stared at her in horror. In truth, she was a bit horrified herself.
 
   "Please. Just go home. Or to work. Or someplace—anyplace—and leave me alone."
 
   A moment passed before Teri said, "Who would have thought Jennifer would be one of those."
 
   Leigh Ann nodded. "A bridezilla. Our best friend is a bridezilla." She sighed heavily. "You know what this means."
 
   Teri grimaced. "Drunken parties, over-the-top champagne fountains and centerpieces, crazy hair appointments, uncontrollable mood swings—"
 
   "Artificial nails—"
 
   "All the better to scratch your eyes out with. Those things are impossible to break off."
 
   They turned on Jennifer with an accusatory stare. She folded her arms across her chest. "This is not going to happen."
 
   "You got that right," Teri shot back. "As your maid of honor—"
 
   "Whoa, whoa, whoa! Did I hear that right?" Leigh Ann broke in. "When did Jennifer ask you to—"
 
   "Oh, like she's going to ask you over me."
 
   Again, the two of them stared straight at Jennifer. Right now even Muffy seemed a better choice than either of them.
 
   Jennifer took three mugs out of the cabinet and filled them with coffee. "Here. Drink this." Then she led the way back into the living room, sat down on the couch, pulled her bare feet up next to her, and slugged the dark brew. Yuck. She hated black coffee, at least what she made for herself. But the jolt of caffeine hitting her empty stomach on so few hours of sleep sent a surge of energy through her body.
 
   "First, I'm the one getting married." The subject was, in truth, far from Jennifer's thoughts with Teague lying in a hospital and Daniel Carmichael lying in a funeral home.
 
   "Way to rub it in," Leigh Ann muttered. A comment Jennifer wisely chose to ignore.
 
   "As well intentioned as you both may be, I am not a fan of weddings or funerals or rituals of any kind. I do not want to be anywhere with dozens of eyes staring at me when—"
 
   "Hundreds," Leigh Ann corrected. "I've already started your guest list."
 
   "—when Sam and I say our vows." She did a double take in Leigh Ann's direction. "Hundreds? Really? I don't even know hundreds of people."
 
   "Maybe not, but I do."
 
   "Look," Jennifer continued, "when and if I need your help planning our small ceremony, I will let you know."
 
   "But we both took the whole day off." Leigh Ann spoke with just that hint of guilt that Jennifer's mother had perfected so well.
 
   "Then untake it. Go in for the afternoon. Tell them you're feeling better. Tell them—" Jennifer sat straight up. "Cripes. Work. I've got to go into the office." With Teague out of commission, she had to keep an eye on what happened at the Eye. And she had sort of accepted a job there.
 
   "What office?" Teri stared at her. "Since when did you have a day job?"
 
   "Since yesterday morning."
 
   Teri shook her head. "And you already forgot you had it? Girl, you need some serious help."
 
   Jennifer couldn't agree more. She slugged down the rest of her coffee and stood up. "I've got to get dressed. Let yourselves out."
 
   Teri and Leigh Ann exchanged knowing looks and then stared straight at Jennifer, blocking her path from the sofa to her bedroom. "You're working a case," Teri accused.
 
   "That you told us nothing about it," Leigh Ann added, her eyes narrowing almost to slits.
 
   Jennifer fake dodged to her left in order to try to break through the human wall they'd trapped her inside. It didn't work. The coffee table was in the way, and they were onto her.
 
   "Admit it and we'll let you pass," Leigh Ann bargained.
 
   "The heck with that. I want details. Now," Teri insisted. "It's not like you aren't going to ask for our help before this is all over anyway. You always do."
 
   True, but she was always sorry after she did. "Okay. But you've got to promise you'll keep it to yourselves."
 
   "Pinky swear." Leigh Ann held out her right hand with her little finger in a crook.
 
   "Really?" Jennifer gave her a look, and Leigh Ann dropped her hand and shrugged.
 
   "It's better than the cut-your-wrist-and-mingle-your-blood thing."
 
   "Don't joke about blood. There's already been too much spilled," Jennifer said quietly.
 
   "What are you talking about?" Teri demanded.
 
   "Teague was shot with a bolt last night."
 
   "A bolt?" Leigh Ann's eyes went wide. "You mean like a bolt of lightning or an electric nail gun that spits out bolts?"
 
   "No, as in what's used in a crossbow."
 
   "That would be an arrow," Teri corrected, rolling her eyes.
 
   "No, it wouldn't. Look, I don't care what you call it. He's in the hospital, and this situation is getting really dangerous. I'd rather not get the two of you involved."
 
   "Is he going to be all right?" Leigh Ann's jaw began to quiver.
 
   "He's fine. But no one's to know anything about this. You got that?"
 
   "Absolutely," they both agreed. "As long as you tell us exactly what's going on," Teri added.
 
   Jennifer sighed and sank back onto the couch. There'd be no getting around these two. Literally. They each took a seat on either side of her, hemming her in.
 
   "It has to do with Xander Downing's kidnapping four years ago," Jennifer began.
 
   "I remember that," Leigh Ann said. "He was released unharmed."
 
   "Yeah. That was cool. Like when does that ever happen?" Teri asked. "So that story should be over and done with."
 
   "Should be, but a man died the other night at the location where Downing may have been held. That's also the place Teague was shot. Remember the kidnappers were never caught."
 
   "So is your job working for Downing?" Teri asked.
 
   "No. I wish it were. I've got a job writing for the Eye, where the dead man worked."
 
   "Oooooh. That's exciting." Leigh Ann beamed.
 
   "Yeah, not really. Anyway, I've got to get out of here. I have to be at work. If you two refuse to go to your jobs, why don't you go shopping?" She stood and headed for the bedroom.
 
   "You trust us to do that?" Leigh Ann called after her.
 
   Jennifer poked her head back out the door just long enough to say, "I didn't say wedding dress shopping. I said shopping. For yourselves. Have fun. Grab lunch. Have a girls' day out."
 
   They both stared at her like she'd lost her mind.
 
   "Just go then. Shoo. I've got places I have to be."
 
   "Like I said: bridezilla," Teri muttered.
 
   "We'll peek in her closet when she leaves and check her size," Leigh Ann whispered.
 
   "I heard that," Jennifer called, throwing on a pair of black slacks and a button-down, long-sleeved shirt. She added some lipstick, ran a comb through her hair and made a wayward attempt at applying some mascara. "We'll talk about the wedding later."
 
   "Okay, but all of the good venues are snapped up a year in advance," Leigh Ann warned. "We may have to get creative."
 
   "An elevator that will fit a dozen people will do just fine, preferably one in the court house," Jennifer hollered.
 
   "She's not going to help," Teri added. "When she's working a case—"
 
   "I'm not working a case. I'm helping out a friend."
 
   "With a murder," Leigh Ann finished.
 
   Jennifer grabbed her phone and her purse. Then she stared at Muffy, who was doing her I-need-one-more-walk-before-you-go dance. Oh, cripes. Jennifer grabbed the leash off the top of her dresser and snapped it onto her collar.
 
   Back in the living room, she put on her best smile and offered the handle to Teri. "I don't suppose—"
 
   "Oh, just get the heck out of here," Teri said, accepting the leash. "But this is not on the list of maid-of-honor duties."
 
   "You're a doll. You both are." Jennifer blew them kisses as she swept out the door. She called over her shoulder, "Don't forget to give Muffy a couple of treats before you leave."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Charlene Carmichael's house was practically on the way to the Eye. Okay, that wasn't true, but it wasn't more than ten or so miles out of the way. Jennifer wasn't going to make it all the way to Atlanta and the office until after lunch anyway. She rang the doorbell twice before she saw the shade flutter at the window.
 
   Charlene opened the door. "You're back. I thought I made it clear—"
 
   "You and I both know your husband was murdered, Mrs. Carmichael. Last night another reporter was shot with an arrow—" She was not about to explain the whole bolt thing again—"at the same place your husband died."
 
   "Not Sam."
 
   Jennifer shook her head. She watched relief sweep over Charlene. "No, the one your husband was mentoring, Teague McAfee."
 
   Charlene swallowed hard. "I never met Teague. Is he all right?"
 
   "He will be. Sam told me you're having a private autopsy performed immediately, which you wouldn't do unless you believe in your heart Daniel was murdered," Jennifer rushed on. "We both know that if the murderer used any number of substances to bring on the heart attack, they may have dissipated by now, leaving no proof whatsoever. If we're lucky, they might find a puncture mark, but even that could be explained away." Jennifer gasped for breath. "Whatever Daniel was given could just as easily have been ingested, and if that's the case and enough was administered, there might still be some evidence in the stomach contents."
 
   Charlene paled and Jennifer realized how unfeeling she must have sounded. Charlene started to push the door closed. Jennifer pushed back. "What I mean to say is you don't have to be in this alone. Let us help you. We can help you."
 
   Charlene offered a sad, resigned little smile. "No, you can't. I actually believe your intentions are sincere, but if you try to help, Sam may find himself exactly where my husband is, on a cold slab in some mortuary."
 
   Jennifer's heart skipped a beat as she shoved away the picture of Sam's dead body that was forming in her mind. Her face must have said it all because Charlene took hold of her hand and pulled her inside, shutting the door behind her. "Let me handle this my own way. I don't want anyone else getting hurt."
 
   "But other people are getting hurt. You think your husband's death is directly connected to Downing's kidnapping four years ago. That's why you went to his home after we were here the other day. For some reason you blame him."
 
   "You followed me?"
 
   "We did. You have every right to be angry with me and the whole world and to want to force some answers out of Downing, but just hear me out. Your husband was killed at the cabin where Downing was held."
 
   Jennifer watched for a reaction but there wasn't one. "You already guessed that. Or Daniel told you he was going there." Jennifer studied the woman's face. "He did tell you, didn't he?"
 
   "You're going to pursue this with or without my help, aren't you?"
 
   Jennifer nodded. "Whoever shot Teague McAfee last night knows Sam and I were there, too. He or she may not know our names yet, but it shouldn't be that difficult to figure out. Sam's car was there, and how hard is it to trace a license plate?"
 
   "Then you'd better have a seat in the living room. I'll put on a pot of tea. I've already got the hot water boiling."
 
   Jennifer nodded. She'd drink anything to get Mrs. Carmichael to take her into her confidence. In five minutes, Charlene was back with a ceramic tea service. She poured them each a cup and slid a sugar bowl and creamer in Jennifer's direction.
 
   "Why did you go to Downing's home?" Jennifer asked, taking a sip of tea.
 
   "He must remember something that might identify whoever kidnapped him."
 
   "You think that's who murdered your husband—Downing's kidnappers."
 
   Charlene nodded. "Who else could it have been? He was getting close."
 
   "So you believe at least one of the kidnappers is still in this area."
 
   Charlene narrowed her eyes. "I believe they're living among us. Downing believes it, too. If he didn't, he wouldn't have that sort of security at his home and his offices."
 
   "The gun you had with you when you went to his house…What were you planning to do with it?"
 
   "You saw that?" Charlene's hand shook when she placed her tea cup back in its saucer and set it on the coffee table. "I'm not sure. Maybe force Downing to tell me who did it?"
 
   "And if he had no answers?"
 
   "Shoot myself on his property? Maybe then someone would take all of this seriously. If it weren't for Daniel…with him gone…"
 
   So she'd had no real plan. She was simply desperate. "You want his killer caught."
 
   "Yes. Before I go, I want him to pay. I want it so badly I'd walk through burning coals. I wasn't always kind to my husband, Ms. Marsh. Don't make that same mistake. Always be kind, even when you don't understand. Kindness is something you never have to regret."
 
   "Jennifer. Please call me Jennifer."
 
   The sorrow was so strong in the room that Jennifer felt as though it were her own, as though she, however ridiculous it might sound and who knew nothing really about this man Daniel, might somehow have been able to help save him if only she'd been more aware. And this woman, Charlene, in some crazy parallel universe, might have been herself.
 
   "Whatever your regrets," Jennifer said, unable to listen to them spoken out loud, "you never left him. He had to know you loved him. And now you want to do the last thing that you can for him—find his killer."
 
   The woman nodded.
 
   "Show me what you've got," Jennifer said.
 
   The woman shook her head, a sad, puzzled look on her face. "I have nothing. I've been through everything in this house, every drawer, every nook, every cranny. Whatever led Daniel to wherever he was going, it simply isn't here."
 
   "I'm working at the Eye," Jennifer stated.
 
   "You never mentioned you and Daniel were colleagues."
 
   "We weren't. I just started. I'm there because he was. If there's nothing here, maybe there's something there."
 
   "Ah," Mrs. Carmichael said knowingly.  "There's something rotten in that hell hole."
 
   Okay. That made the thought of going to work fun. "Why do you say that?"
 
   "The whole lot of them—from the editor to the art director to the astrologer and the gossip monger—evil lurks in their hearts."
 
   Jennifer frowned and placed her tea back onto the coffee table. Maybe talking to Mrs. Carmichael hadn't been the best idea after all. Maybe she was as loony as the bunch at the Eye. And the inclusion of Grace in her list of hell hounds sent a chill down her spine. "Evil's a strong word," Jennifer reminded her.
 
   "I didn't choose it lightly, Jennifer. Work there long enough, and you'll see."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   "Where the hell have you been?" Fred Hall bellowed at Jennifer before she'd barely had time to make it to her desk. It was only a quarter past one. What was his problem? It wasn't as though he'd hired her full-time.
 
   "I—"
 
   "Get yourself over to Macon Baptist. I need that copy ASAP. Would have been nice if you'd put a cell number on your resume."
 
   Jennifer blinked hard at him, taking a quick look around the room. Mattie was at her desk going about her business as though she had earplugs in, which she probably did.  Garth Bennett was staring at Jennifer as if she'd committed a mortal sin, which, apparently, she had. The rest of the staff—well, they had that Children-of-the-Corn thing going on. "Evil," Charlene had said. Looked like an accurate assessment to Jennifer.
 
   Still she suspected whoever had walked through that door would have caught the brunt of Hall's anger. How, exactly, had he found out about what had happened last night? Had Teague called and told him? No. That couldn't be right. Teague would never allow Hall to give her, or anyone else, his story. As soon as he was able, he would write it on a borrowed laptop and send in his copy or use some sort of dictation software if he couldn't type. Something was all wrong about this.
 
   "What's the story?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Hell, if I knew, I wouldn't have to send you, would I? I want a full, front-page worthy write-up by six tonight. Got that? We go to press in the morning. Get every detail you can from Downing. And if he can't talk, won't cooperate, or they won't let you into his room, I want quotes from every doctor, nurse, policeman, orderly, and janitor who have been within a foot of him. Talk to the kitchen staff if you have to. Find out what flavor of Jell-O they're serving him. Get me something. Anything. Can't find that damn McAfee anywhere. I'm going to fire his ass. And where the hell is Grace? Has anybody seen her?"
 
   Hall's question met with stony silence from the staff.
 
   "Downing?" Jennifer's mouth dropped open. "What—"
 
   "Oh, good grief, woman. What kind of reporter are you? Do you not own a TV or listen to your car radio? Someone ran Downing off the road last night on his way to a Kiwanis Club meeting. Now get the hell out," Hall roared. "If you don't get the story, don't bother coming back. Got it?" Then he stomped back into his office and slammed the door.
 
   Jennifer stood for several seconds staring after him. Then she turned and retraced her path.
 
   As she passed Mattie's desk, Mattie's hand went up, holding a piece of paper between her fingers. "You'll need this," she said.
 
   Jennifer took it. It was a press pass.
 
   "Tell that S.O.B. he was lucky," Mattie added and then went back to her writing, never once looking up. "I warned him."
 
   Jennifer kept walking. Downing seemed convinced someone was after him, and he was right. Teague had said the same thing—about himself. And he'd been right, too.
 
    
 
   The media frenzy that surrounded the hospital had not started until after she'd left early that morning, when word had leaked out that Downing was a patient there. Still, security at a hospital can be an interesting thing. She found a back door and managed to make her way up a stairway unhindered. Jennifer spotted a policeman at the door to what had to be Downing's room on the ward one floor down from where Teague was recuperating. That uniform did not bode well for getting information. All she could do was try. She pulled out both her press card and her driver's license and marched right up to him as though she knew what she was doing.
 
   "Jennifer Marsh. The Atlanta Eye," Jennifer stated presenting them both.
 
   "Sorry, Ma'am. No visitors."
 
   "I understand, but as a member of the free press—"
 
   "Mr. Downing has made it clear. He's not talking to anyone."
 
   Hmmm. On closer inspection, the "policeman" didn't look quite as official as he had first appeared. The uniform might be the right color with all the sharp creases in all the right places, but the insignias weren't from the Macon P.D. This was definitely a rent-a-cop, probably part of Downing's personal security force.
 
   "All right, then tell me what's the deal? Why has Mr. Downing refused official police protection?" She pulled out a small pad of paper and a pen, ready to jot down notes. "I don't need to mention your name. You can simply be a 'source close to the Downing family'."
 
   "Just move along lady. No one's going in that room that's not supposed to be in there, and I'm not saying a word to you or anybody else. A representative for Mr. Downing will be releasing an official statement shortly. For that, you can join the other members of the press." He nodded toward a nearby waiting room bursting with people. "Or you can leave. Your choice."
 
   Okay. So much for Plan A. On to plan B. She stuffed the pad of paper and pen into her bag, turned on her heel, and marched to the nurse's station. The bright smile she offered was rewarded with a sullen look from the nurse behind the counter who was juggling two phones and something on her computer screen.
 
   Jennifer started to speak when she saw two people who looked suspiciously like Leigh Ann and Teri approaching Downing's room from the opposite end of the hall. Leigh Ann was wearing light blue scrub pants rolled up at the bottoms, a pullover cotton top with puppies and kittens printed all it, and white athletic shoes. Teri sported a white medical jacket with a name tag and had a stethoscope slung around her neck. She said a few words to the rent-a-cop and then pushed open Downing's door. Both women stepped inside.
 
   Jennifer stared in disbelief. What did they think they were doing? Leigh Ann didn't even know the Heimlich maneuver.
 
   Ah. Exactly what Jennifer wished she'd done herself. As if a press pass would ever trump faked-up nurse's and doctor's uniforms in a hospital. Brilliant. And probably illegal.
 
   Jennifer drifted toward the waiting room teeming with the press, keeping her eyes glued to the door of Downing's room. Five minutes passed. Then ten. Finally, the door opened and Teri and Leigh Ann stepped out. Leigh Ann flashed a smile at the rent-a-cop, threw a raised eyebrow in Jennifer's direction, and the women set off down the hallway in the direction from which they'd originally come, conveniently out of the sightline of the nurse's station.
 
   Jennifer gave them enough time to make it to the end of the corridor and turn right before she followed. In less than two minutes she was rounding that same corner. She almost knocked Leigh Ann down.
 
   "What took you so long," Teri demanded in a loud whisper. "These duds aren't exactly rented." She shrugged out of the coat, turned it inside out, and folded it into a small rectangle.
 
   "You two have more nerve than brains," Jennifer burst out, "sneaking into the staff's locker room."
 
   "Think so, Miss Hot-Shot Reporter?" Leigh Ann retorted. "I didn't see you get into that room. I don't suppose you want to know what we just found out either, which is way more than you did with that press pass of yours."
 
   Deep breaths, Jennifer. "I just mean you two could have gotten yourselves arrested."
 
   "For impersonating a nurse?" Leigh Ann laughed. "I do that every Halloween, only I never wear scrubs. Fishnet stockings, white high heels, a mini-skirted uniform, and one of those cute little starched caps. You'd be surprised how many people want to play 'doctor'. Think any of them ever get arrested?"
 
   "Yeah, actually, I do. You're in a hospital for goodness sakes."
 
   "Yep, and I never told anyone I was a doctor," Teri chimed in. "I can't help what they might assume."
 
   "Oh, for goodness sakes! You were wearing a nametag with the initials M.D. on it," Jennifer pointed out.
 
   Leigh Ann wrinkled her nose. "It's not like we gave Mr. Downing any medication. Heck, we didn't even touch him."
 
   Jennifer turned her gaze on Teri. "What did you do?"
 
   "We just chatted."
 
   "He's one good-looking man. And he's a bit of a flirt," Leigh Ann added.
 
   "Takes one to know one," Jennifer muttered.
 
   "Really, Jen? Is that playground line the best zinger you've got?"
 
   "Yep. Look, I'm sorry. It's just…geez, I don't want you to get into trouble for me. What'd you find out?"
 
   "Well, he's not very bad off," Teri said. "He was perfectly lucid and in good spirits, despite the swelling on his forehead. I think they're keeping him as a precaution because of the head thing. I gave him an itsy bitsy look-see. Don't worry. No touching, just like Leigh Ann said. Most of his wounds appeared to be superficial scrapes and scratches except for one nasty gash on his calf. He didn't seem to have any trouble moving any of his limbs. They do have him on an IV but that's it. He complained the leg wound was sore. I'm afraid he's going to be waiting a long time for that pain medication I promised him."
 
   "Did he say what happened?"
 
   "Stuck to the same story his people released to the media this morning. He was run off the road by an SUV and took a hard blow to the head that left him disoriented and his car badly damaged. He managed to get out of the car and flee into a wooded area where he hid until the driver of the SUV finally gave up the search for him. He may have even passed out for a while. Once he felt he was safe, he phoned his wife. She found him still hiding and called for an ambulance."
 
   "We did good, didn't we? You're the first to get the scoop on his condition." Leigh Ann beamed.
 
   "Yes, you did good," Jennifer agreed. And so, apparently, had Downing. He'd made it out alive.
 
   "Has anyone said when the accident happened?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "About eight or so last night," Leigh Ann volunteered.
 
   Before Sam, Teague, and she were at the cabin. That meant they could have been attacked by two different people.
 
   "Honestly, I don't know why he's here," Leigh Ann threw in. "His wounds aren't that bad. From the look of him, I would think they could have treated him and released him from the emergency room."
 
   "His wife probably insisted that he be admitted. Head wounds can be deceptive. A person can seem perfectly fine and then die within a few hours," Jennifer rattled off. "Was she in his room?"
 
   "No. He said she was down at the coffee shop." Leigh Ann sighed. "Guess she needed a break."
 
   "Great. I'm going to see if I can catch her before she heads back to his room."
 
   Jennifer touched both Leigh Ann's and Teri's hands. "Thanks again, you two. That was gutsy."
 
   "You're just saying that because we got away with it," Teri stated. "Don't think I've forgotten all of that what-do-you-think-you-were-doing business that you were just spouting."
 
   Jennifer pursed her lips. She hated that Teri knew her so well.
 
   Leigh Ann, ignoring Teri as usual, just smiled. "Piece of cake, boss. Just let us know when you need us for our next assignment."
 
   Jennifer shook her head. "Once arrows start flying and people are run off roads, you two are no longer involved. Got that?"
 
   Leigh Ann winked. "Got it. You got it?" she asked Teri.
 
   "Oh, I've got it all right. Now let's get rid of these clothes."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Elise Downing was easy to spot. Her clothes dripped money, and Jennifer had seen her photo more than once in the society pages of the Telegraph. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and her hands clung to a mug of coffee sitting in front of her in a small booth.
 
   "Mrs. Downing?" Jennifer asked gently, as she stopped next to her, pad and pen in hand.
 
   "Yes. Are you hospital staff? He's not worse, is he?" she asked, searching Jennifer's face. Then she turned back as though speaking to the reflections in the dark liquid of her cup. "I don't know what I'd do if something happened to Xander."
 
   "No, he's fine. His injuries are minor."
 
   She beamed back at Jennifer, eyes sparkling through her tears. "Thank God. The doctors told me that. They said the CT scan of is head was fine, but I can't stop worrying."
 
   Elise looked Jennifer up and down, obviously trying to figure out where she might fit in the hospital bureaucracy. "I've already signed every paper you could possibly ask me to. If you're here again about discharging him before I believe he's ready to be released, you'll have to speak to my attorney. We'll pay for any of his expenses out of pocket that our insurance won't cover."
 
   The woman's terror was real, as palpable as a young mother with a baby who has a temperature of 104 degrees. Xander Downing may have gotten over the trauma of his kidnapping, but Elise was still in the throes of it.
 
   This was a woman who loved her husband.
 
   Or owned him.
 
   "I'm not a hospital employee," Jennifer explained, sliding onto the booth's bench. I'm investigating the incident last night."
 
   "You're police then. I don't want to talk to—"
 
   "No. I'm a friend of a man who is being targeted by the same people who seem to want your husband dead. All of this goes back to your husband's kidnapping four years ago."
 
   Elise shook her head slowly. "It can't. I've tried so hard…I can't…"
 
   "You can't what?" Jennifer asked quietly.
 
   "I can't go back there. I can't endure the hell we went through. You can't understand..." A series of small hiccups interrupted her attempt to speak while she fought back more tears. The woman was a virtual fountain. "You can't imagine what it's been like. I've done everything humanly possible to make sure he's safe."
 
   "I'm sure you have."
 
   "But he won't let me 'put him in a box'. Those were his words. He says he has to be normal or he doesn't want to be at all."
 
   Had Xander threatened suicide? Had she suffocated him as she might a child she wouldn't let play in the yard for fear he might run into the street? There were more ways than one to die.
 
   Or was it all about control on his part? Which one was pulling the other's strings?
 
   "My friend was attacked the same night as your husband. We have reason to believe—"
 
   "We who?"
 
   "Sam Culpepper, Macon Telegraph."
 
   Sam had suddenly appeared out of nowhere. She certainly hadn't seen him in the press room when she briefly scanned it on her way to Downing's room. He must have run into Leigh Ann and Teri upstairs. Or maybe it was that great minds thinking alike thing.
 
   Sam offered Mrs. Downing his hand and then slipped into the booth beside Jennifer, forcing her to scoot over. She gave him a look that said, "I had this under control, and now you're going to ruin everything."
 
   Elise started to rise. "I'm not talking to the press."
 
   Yep, she was right. The word press was sure to send shivers down the woman's spine.
 
   "Sit down, Mrs. Downing," Sam commanded. "I'm not here to get a story. I'm here to help save your husband's life."
 
   The woman sank back into her seat, her eyes narrowed to slits, her tears forgotten.
 
   "The kidnappers involved in your husband's abduction may believe that a journalist who recently died was getting close to discovering their identity," Sam stated. "They may fear that your husband might remember something, or that he might have held something back during the original investigation of his kidnapping. You see, we believe we've found the location where your husband was kept. Has he ever mentioned anything to you about that time—"
 
   "That S.O.B. is responsible for this, isn't he? He opened it all back up. Why couldn't he just leave it alone?"
 
   There it was. Her anger. The tiger defending her own.
 
   "You mean…" Jennifer prompted.
 
   "Daniel Carmichael. He blamed my family because we're wealthy. Of course we were targeted for our money. Why would anyone kidnap someone who doesn't have money to pay a ransom?
 
   "Even if Carmichael knew who did it," Elise went on, "why not just let it go? All they took was money. We were safe. We'd been safe for four years and—"
 
   "You don't believe that," Sam stated. "You've continued to do everything possible to protect your husband. You're still doing it by keeping him here, in the hospital while you put more security measures in place. You're planning to hire a body guard to travel with him."
 
   Ah, so that's the angle Sam had been working this morning. While other journalists were huddled together waiting for crumbs from a press conference, Sam had been checking out the Downings' response.
 
   "Carmichael may have thought the kidnappers were planning to try it again," Jennifer suggested.
 
   "They tried to take him last night," Elise stated.
 
   Probably best not to point out their attempt might have been simply to kill him to eliminate the one witness against them.
 
   "They ran him off the road," Elise spat out. "If he hadn't gotten away and fled into the woods to hide…I can't even think about what might have happened. He was scratched from head to toe, but he got away. They couldn't find him in the dark. Don't you see? He was all alone. Waiting. Frightened. Defenseless. For who knows how long. And I wasn't there to protect him."
 
   Elise's face desperately tried to frown, but Botox refused to let it.
 
   "Maybe they simply wanted another drink from the well," Jennifer suggested. "Two million only goes so far, and crooks are notoriously bad at handling their money."
 
   "Who the hell are you, if you're not hospital staff or with the police?" she demanded, turning to Jennifer. "Are you a reporter, too?"
 
   "Marsh. Jennifer Marsh. I'm an investigator who's been asked to look into this case." Well, close enough. Teague had asked her to help, and what she was doing could technically be called investigating. "I write true crime, and, no, I'm not writing a book about your husband's kidnapping." At least she wasn't yet. "This looks like a sweep-up operation to me. The kidnappers are covering all their tracks, disposing of any possible witnesses, and Nosy Nancys."
 
   "Nosy Nancys?" Sam repeated, a twitch in the corner of his mouth where he was suppressing a smile.
 
   Darn those phrases her grandmother used to toss around that spilled out at the most inappropriate times!
 
   "Look," Jennifer said, trying to ignore Sam's existence, "if there's anything, anything at all, that you remember from the night your husband was taken or when he got back, something he might have been reluctant to tell the police, something that might help us identify who took him, please tell us."
 
   Elise shook her head and then swallowed hard. "I have nothing."
 
   "He had to have nightmares," Sam suggested. "Did he ever say anything in his sleep, shout out anything? Call out a name?"
 
   "No. Nothing like that. After I got him back, I'd prop myself up and watch him sleep. He never stirred. When I finally did sleep, I'd wake if he even made a sigh."
 
   "It must have been the medication," Jennifer suggested. "Valium, sleeping pills, sedatives that his doctor prescribed."
 
   "There was no medication. He refused to take it. He felt safe, don't you see? He was home. With me. With armed guards in the house. He was exactly where he was supposed to be, and he knew it. With me watching over him." She smiled, a small, self-satisfied smile. "We were together, and that was all that mattered to either of us. You can understand that, can't you?"
 
   Jennifer offered a smile, but, no, she didn't understand that. Not at all. To her it sounded like a special kind of hell.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Fred Hall was all over her almost before she got through the door of the Eye. "Let me have it!"
 
   Oh, she'd like to let him have it all right. Instead, she simply told him to check his email. She'd written the article about Downing on her laptop while sitting in her Volkswagen Beetle in the parking lot. Better to write it there than with Hall breathing down her neck in the office watching every word she typed onto the screen.
 
   It was short and sweet and contained what little was presented to the press at the hospital. She and Sam had just squeaked into the room before the police had finally made their formal announcement. Of course she'd embellished it a little. Made it an Eye article, which meant it included a more graphic, fictional accounting of Downing going off the road, the searing pain he endured as he injured himself scrambling through underbrush to hide from his attackers, barely escaping with his life. She had clearly presented her descriptions as only a possible depiction of the actual events. She shrugged. Nobody was going to sue her, at least not for that article.
 
   Hall turned and stalked into his office while she dropped her bags on the floor behind her desk and sank into Carmichael's squeaky chair. She ached from head to toe, but, unfortunately, this day was not yet over.
 
   She hardly had time to get her jacket off before Hall roared from his door. "Marsh! Get your butt in here."
 
   Mattie turned to look at her. "It's a good sign when he doesn't add any adjectives in front of butt. My guess is he liked your article."
 
   Terrific. At least he hadn't used the "a" word.
 
   "Anyone have any idea where the hell McAfee is?" Hall called out again. "He still isn't answering his damned phone."
 
   No one even looked up from their desks. Their lack of concern made Jennifer wonder if anyone would call a paramedic if she lay bleeding on the floor in front of them.
 
   Grace was in her office with the door shut, headphones on, hair flying as she bounced to music as she worked. She must have gotten there a little before Jennifer. With the paper going to bed that night, she had to finish the graphics. Obviously Grace had not felt obligated to tell Hall about Teague's situation.
 
   Jennifer wasn't about to tell him, either, as she slunk to Hall's office door. She and Sam had popped in to see Teague before she left the hospital and watched him wolf down lime Jell-O like it was a brownie sundae. He'd be released by tomorrow morning. After that it was just a matter of his taking his antibiotics and resting for a few days while his sutures healed. Heck, he wasn't even running a fever.
 
   She followed Hall into the office and watched him plop his considerable mass down behind his desk.
 
   "So what'd you think?" Jennifer asked in as much of a tough girl voice as she could manage.
 
   "Not bad for a newbie. It'll do. I sent it on to layout. Now get me a follow-up for next week. You can start work on it, and we'll spruce it up just before it goes to press. Look for the pathos, sweetheart. We want tears. And sex. Work that in somehow. Maybe Downing was having an affair—jealous boyfriend, solicitation gone bad—whatever you can come up with. At the Eye we consider innuendo a fine art. So make it subtle, nothing that will land us in court."
 
   Yeah, right, subtle.
 
   Jennifer swallowed her words and nodded. It was better than calling the man an idiot. If she was still working at the Eye this time next week, they might have her suicide to grace the front page.
 
   "I'm going home now," she said.
 
   "Whatever," Hall bellowed.
 
   Jennifer turned on her heel and grabbed her bags and jacket before Hall could give her another assignment. She stopped at Mattie's desk. Mattie, too, was gathering up her things.
 
   "Want to grab some coffee?" she asked quietly.
 
   Mattie looked at her like she was some alien off the front page. "Nope."
 
   "Oh, I think you do, since Teague McAfee was assaulted at your cabin last night."
 
    
 
   "I had nothing to do with Teague getting hurt," Mattie insisted in a loud whisper. The Starbucks across the street from the Eye offices was pretty much deserted, which gave the two women plenty of privacy in the back corner. "First Carmichael and now Teague? And you're saying the cabin is where Downing was kept by his kidnappers? What the hell is going on?"
 
   "I hoped you could tell me," Jennifer said. She was tired beyond belief, and the last thing she wanted to do was grill some woman, especially this one, but it had to be done. Jennifer studied Mattie's anger. She was either telling the truth, thus the righteous indignation, or she was a really good liar.
 
   "I was nowhere near that rattrap. I haven't been in years. So you can't place me there. My husband did have a crossbow that he kept at the cabin for hunting, but my guess is someone swiped it years ago. Besides, I don't even know how to use one. You can't think that I—"
 
   "Right now, I'm not thinking anything. But you've got to know, Mattie, that all of this happening on land that you own—"
 
   "That my husband owns."
 
   "That your missing husband owns puts you smack in the middle of all of this. Something brought Carmichael to work at the Eye. Was it you?"
 
   And just like that, the hard, tough-gal veneer that was Mattie Elmore broke. Jennifer could see fear in her eyes. Cripes. She'd just about enough of crying women this week. She really didn't want Mattie to start with the waterworks. A second look convinced her there'd be no crying, not from Mattie. If there had ever been tears from Mattie, they were well in the past.
 
   "Downing said there were two kidnappers," Jennifer pressed. "Maybe your husband and—"
 
   "Not me. It wasn't me! Even if Wyatt was involved, which I don't think he was, he knew I'd never forgive him if he hurt Xander." She bit her lip hard, but the word had already slipped out. So had the telling expression that fleeted across her face. Xander Downing meant something to Mattie Elmore, and not just as some guy who might have sold her a refrigerator.
 
   "Xander," Jennifer repeated. "I was asking myself why you might hurt someone you didn't know. But that was the wrong question, wasn't it? I should have been asking why you might hurt someone you do know. Exactly how well do you know Downing?"
 
   The woman swallowed and her protective shell hardened around her once more. "I didn't hurt anyone—not Downing and not Teague. I knew Downing a long time ago when we were kids. But that has nothing to do with his kidnapping. Or anything that's happened since."
 
   "Someone led Carmichael to your cabin. And something or someone led him to your place of employment. You seem to be the common denominator."
 
   "How about when you figure out how I figure into all of this, you let me know." Mattie threw the strap of her shoulder bag across her chest and stood up. "Better yet, don't."
 
   "We both know he's dead," Jennifer stated. That stopped Mattie cold. Jennifer didn't wait for the obligatory question as to what she meant. "Your husband's been dead for four years."
 
   Mattie sank back down. "Have you got proof?"
 
   Jennifer hadn't known for sure. Not until Mattie had confirmed it right now with her total lack of surprise or denial. Mattie was no fool, and she'd had years to look for Wyatt. To surf the Internet. To speak to friends. To search for evidence that he was alive somewhere, trace his credit cards, examine their bank statements, watch for red flags on her credit reports. Had he packed a bag? Taken the dog, if they had one? Packed a box of souvenirs? His toothbrush? His razor? Photos? Only Mattie would know the answers to all of these questions.
 
   Mattie had filed a missing person's report. She needed to find him—or his body—first out of anger and then out of necessity. Her finances had to be interwoven with his, and although she could petition the court after only four years to have him declared legally dead, she'd have to provide detailed evidence that he couldn't be found and could reasonably be presumed dead. Not an easy task before most judges.
 
   Mattie wanted to dump that land, but she had to inherit it first. What else was in his name, separately and jointly? The house she lived in? Their cars? Wyatt had her tied up in a neat little bow, controlling where she went, what she could do, even who she could do it with. Jennifer didn't have to do the research. Mattie had already done it for her and in places Jennifer would never even think to look.
 
   Or she'd killed him herself, which was a distinct possibility. In which case, she hadn't planned very well and had succeeded in screwing herself over as well. Murder in the heat of passion presented its own complications, even if you got away with it.
 
   "I didn't know for sure until you just told me," Jennifer said, "but it's the only thing that makes sense. You think he had something to do with Xander's kidnapping, too. Why?"
 
   She'd purposely used Downing's first name, wanting to study Mattie's reaction to it, to create a false intimacy that implied Mattie could talk to Jennifer about this man she once knew. Or still knew.
 
   "No, I don't," Mattie said evenly. "Yes, I think my husband's dead. He wasn't the best man. He wasn't the best husband. But he wasn't a bad person, not that kind of bad. He would never kidnap anyone."
 
   "Would he have helped someone else do it?"
 
   Ah, there it was, a strange look that Jennifer didn't know how to read. Mattie was the one with the mean streak. Could she also have been the mastermind behind the kidnapping? She'd assumed the woman's anger came from her husband's desertion. Maybe it had come long before that. Maybe it was even the cause of it. Or maybe Wyatt had tried to leave, and she'd stopped him. Permanently.
 
   Or maybe, just maybe, one of Xander Downing's kidnappers had been an old acquaintance, which might explain why he hadn't fought them off more vigorously and why he hadn't identified them to the police. Just what sort of relationship did Xander Downing have with Mattie Elmore?
 
   Mattie stood, her eyes narrowed. "Stay out of my business, Jennifer Marsh. If you like the life you're leading, don't cross me. I know where all the bodies are buried."
 
   Then she turned and left the little shop, leaving Jennifer staring after her, wondering if she'd just unleashed a hell hound.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   So Mattie and Xander knew each other well enough to be on a first-name basis. Since childhood, according to Mattie, which meant they probably went to school together. High school? Had they run in the same crowd? Maybe even dated?
 
   Mattie must have been strikingly pretty once, before that mean streak robbed her eyes of any innocent sparkle and drove deep frown lines between her eyes and down the sides of her mouth.
 
   Thoughts continued to swirl through Jennifer's mind as she drove back to Macon from Atlanta, so much so she almost missed her exit. She scooted her little Volkswagen across three lanes of traffic and into the far right lane just in time to make it. Xander was linked to Mattie who was linked to the cabin where he was probably held captive, which was linked to Carmichael's—Whoa!
 
   Jennifer slammed on the brakes. The stoplight at the end of the exit ramp was red. Driving while being engrossed in writing a novel was bad enough. Driving with a real case bouncing around in her head was downright dangerous, especially when some revelation hit her hard. Maybe they'd been looking at this all wrong, trying to tie Carmichael and the cabin to Downing's kidnapping when there was more to Carmichael's investigation than that. Mattie had said she knew "where all the bodies are buried." Could she have meant that literally? Had that been a dig at the new reporter at the Eye who was looking into a cold case, a dig that was never meant to be taken literally? Did the bodies she was referring to include her husband's? If Wyatt was dead, if he had never left the area, his body had to be somewhere. What if Carmichael's interest in the cabin wasn't solely about Downing's kidnapping? Maybe it had nothing at all to do with the kidnapping.
 
   Who was she kidding? Carmichael was all about Downing. The cabin had to be where Downing was held. But that didn't mean it didn't hold other secrets that Carmichael might have figured out. The place was isolated. It was private property. It was in the middle of nowhere. It was the perfect place to hold someone.
 
   And to bury a body.
 
   There was nothing left out there in that weathered, rotten heap that forensics could ever link to Xander Downing or anyone else's having been there. But there could be bones. And keeping those bones secret might be reason enough to commit murder.
 
   Jennifer sped her way through Macon, at least as fast as her ancient Beetle would allow her to go, and was pulling into the parking lot of her apartment building within minutes. She jumped out of the car and ran up the stairs. She was anxious to get inside, call Sam, and let him in on what she'd learned and now suspected. And to finally find time to have a more thorough look through the items she'd taken from Carmichael's desk and go over everything again from the files she'd taken from Carmichael's computer. Maybe there was some reference to Mattie and/or her husband in that mess somewhere.
 
   Muffy met Jennifer at the door, a shredded piece of paper still in her mouth. Cripes. Had Muffy gotten hold of one of her manuscripts and decided to snack on it? If so, no big deal. Jennifer had several versions of all her books stored on her computer.
 
   "Were you good for Mrs. Ramon when she took you out for your walk?" Jennifer asked, as she bent down and carefully extracted the paper that was spiked onto one of the dog's canines. She hated leaving the dog alone, especially for such a long stretch. She'd had no choice, and if the dog had gotten into a little mischief, then it wasn't really her—
 
   Jennifer's eyes widened as she looked at the paper. It wasn't a typed sheet. And it wasn't her handwriting. Around the holes left by Muffy's tooth marks, she could read scribbles about some alien sighting. Her gaze flashed around the living room. The box she'd collected from Carmichael's desk was upturned, and its contents were strewn all around the coffee table, bits of paper everywhere.
 
   Anger flared inside her, but it was not directed at Muffy. It was her own stupid fault that she hadn't put the box in the closet or at least up on a shelf until she'd had time to go through it. And now…
 
   And now the doorbell rang. Great! Just what she needed: company. She quickly tossed a few treats into Muffy's bowl, barked "Those are not a reward for making a mess," and went back to the door. She looked through the peephole. It was Sam. Thank goodness. She couldn't face dealing with Leigh Ann and Teri one more time today.
 
   She threw open the door and fell into his arms. He hugged her tightly and then, looking over her shoulder, asked, "What are you doing in here? Making confetti? I understand you can buy it relatively inexpensively at the party store."
 
   "Muffy was going through Carmichael's things while I was gone."
 
   "Did she find anything?"
 
   "If she did, she ate it. Sam, I am so sorry. I—"
 
   She didn't get a chance to finish the sentence. Sam kissed the words away. When he finally pulled back, she gasped for air. "I—" she tried again, but Sam placed two fingers over her lips and shushed her. "Not a word."
 
   He closed the door behind them, locked it, and led her to the sofa and sat her down. The contents of Carmichael's desk lay about their feet.
 
   "This isn't the romantic setting I'd hoped to do this in, but I'm not waiting another minute. Sorry I screwed up everything the other night when you proposed."
 
   "You didn't screw up anything," Jennifer said. "Teague did that. To be honest, it wasn't his fault, either. I should have let you ask me almost a year ago when you took me out for that romantic dinner. I should have…It always seems like I should have done something. But I didn't and—"
 
   "Stop talking."
 
   He was right. She never knew when to shut up.
 
   "If Teague hadn't shown up, I would have done this Saturday night, or at least I should have, as soon as I walked through your door. Instead, I had this idiotic notion of letting you suffer a little first because you'd made me wait almost a year because you weren't ready. I won't ever do that again. That's not the kind of relationship I want us to have."
 
   Sam reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small velvet box. He brushed off the pocket lint that had stuck to it and presented it to her. "I've been carrying this around since that night at the Casablanca."
 
   He opened the box and inside was a glittering round solitaire set in a single band of white gold. It was the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen, not just because it was indeed lovely but because Sam was holding it. She felt tears gather in the corners of her eyes. She hadn't wanted an engagement ring. She'd never wanted one from anybody. But with Sam sitting so close to her, holding it so expectantly in his hand, a sweet, scared, does-she-like-it look on his strong face, she wanted it more than anything in this world because he wanted her to want it.
 
   "I love you," she said, burying her head in his neck.
 
   "You've gotten a lot better at saying those words."
 
   "Yeah, I have. Like you said, the first time was the hardest. After that, they just kind of roll off my tongue."
 
   "I'm going to need a little space for this."
 
   She pulled back. Sam took the ring from its box and placed it on the ring finger of her left hand. It felt strange sitting there, like a billboard on a busy street shouting Jennifer and Sam are getting married. She almost saw white as her ears stopped hearing and her body rushed toward panic mode. But it was a good panic, more of an otherworldly panic.
 
   She'd never expected to fall in love. She thought love was a myth that people like Leigh Ann and Teri only wrote about. Sure she'd had crushes. Sure she'd loved some of the men she'd dated, but this was something entirely different. This was a whole other animal, one people can't explain or rationalize or make happen. It simply is. Or isn't. It's something she, who never seemed at a loss for words, simply had no words for. Yes, she expected to someday get married, to find a partner to share her life with, but this was more than that. Whatever "this" was and however impossible it was to put "this" into words…"This" had been well worth the wait.
 
   "They say there's a vein that leads from this finger straight to the heart," Sam said, running his index finger down past her ring and then the length of her hand.
 
   "Is that true?"
 
   "I have no idea." That smirk of a smile of his was back. "What I do know is that I knew I wanted to marry you the first moment I saw you at Steve Moore's party. You were all dressed up in that pseudo tuxedo serving outfit, your hair falling out of a twist, and looking uncomfortable and sexy as hell."
 
   Sam wasn't given to lying. Teasing, yes. Lying, no. So which was this? "You couldn't possibly..."
 
   "Yeah, I did. Scared me so much I almost didn't speak to you."
 
   "But you did. You needed my help, and you—"
 
   He kissed her cheek, her other cheek, and then found her mouth for a long, lingering kiss. If he didn't want her talking, he knew exactly how to shut her up.
 
   "So it's true that some people know, just like that?" she asked, pulling back just a little.
 
   "Love at first sight. Yeah, I didn't believe in it either. But when you almost decapitated me with that serving tray, I knew I'd never be able to live without you, regardless of how dangerous living with you might be."
 
   And she couldn't live without that snarky sense of humor of his. "You never felt that with Belle?" Belle. Beautiful Belle. Sam's old flame from college.
 
   "Do you really have to ask?"
 
   No, she didn't. She'd never felt it with her first love, Danny Buckner, either, or any of the other guys she'd dated over the years, not that there'd been that many. Her social life had taken an unhealthy backseat to her writing.
 
   She snuggled closer to Sam, keeping one eye on the glittering gem on her finger that caught every spark of light in the room and made it dance. "I don't think this will ever grow old," she said with a sigh. "Do you think people make mistakes when they marry young, when they don't wait for the right person to come along?"
 
   She could feel Sam shake his head against her hair. "Who says you can't meet your true love when you're fifteen or sixty? It's whenever they cross your path. The real miracle is two people feeling the same way about each other at the same time. People date. They try out relationships. Young, old. Unfortunately, one person may fall head-over-heels for someone, and the other person doesn't even—"
 
   Jennifer sat straight up, pulling back from Sam. "Xander Downing and Mattie Elmore may have had a relationship, or at least a friendship, years ago, back in high school."
 
   "Mattie Elmore who owns the cabin in the woods and whose husband is MIA?"
 
   "Exactly."
 
   "Hmmm. Adds a wrinkle."
 
   "It does indeed," Jennifer agreed.
 
   "A jilted lover?"
 
   "I doubt it. Probably just a high school romance. Two people from different worlds who came together for one brief moment in time."
 
   "Leigh Ann would write that as everlasting love."
 
   "And I—"
 
   "Would definitely kill off one, if not both, of them," Sam finished.
 
   "Ouch. Am I that much of a killjoy?"
 
   "Nope. Just more realistic," Sam assured her. "You're a person who finds murder more intriguing than falling in love."
 
   "That's a terrible thing to say to your future wife, and not true—at least not when I'm the one doing the falling. Speaking of wives, if Mattie and Xander did have a fling, it couldn't have been long before Downing met his wife."
 
   "And all of her money."
 
   Jennifer frowned at him. "We don't know that's what attracted Downing to Elise Billings. She's a very pretty woman who cares deeply for her husband."
 
   "One who watches his every move like he's a two-year-old."
 
   "Or—"
 
   "Like he's a cheating husband."
 
   "Hmmm. Two birds. One security system."
 
   "Quite possibly," Sam agreed."
 
   "Oh, oh!" Jennifer exclaimed, drawing her feet up under her on the sofa and giving a little bounce, herself as excited as any two-year-old.
 
   Sam grinned at her and then chuckled softly.
 
   "What?" Jennifer demanded.
 
   "It's just that I love it when you do that. Your whole body courses with energy when you get excited about something."
 
   "But I have something important to tell you."
 
   "Then tell me." He leaned back, crossed his arms, and looked at her as seriously as he could manage. He might love it when she got excited, but she also knew he was afraid the next words out of her mouth would be one of her harebrained ideas. As if she ever came up with anything that off the wall. Well, maybe she did. But most of them worked, didn't they?
 
   "Mattie thinks her husband is dead."
 
   "Now there's a segue you don't hear every day. She actually told you that?"
 
   "Yeah. And I think his body might be buried on their land, somewhere near the cabin."
 
   "Okay. You may have just jumped the shark. But tell me anyway. There may be a body at the cabin because…"
 
   "Because it was Wyatt's cabin, and Carmichael had to think something was out there, something that could break Downing's kidnapping case wide open, and we both know it wasn't forensic evidence. We just hadn't considered a body. Nobody else is dead that we know of, and I'd bury someone there if I ever needed to get rid of a body."
 
   "I'll keep that in mind."
 
   Jennifer narrowed her eyes. "Just go with me on this one, Sam. Something is at that cabin or near it. If Downing was held there and if Wyatt Elmore was in on the kidnapping and had a falling out with the other kidnapper, of course he's buried there. If there was a dispute at the kidnapping site, and someone was killed, I wouldn't haul the body into my car, spreading DNA evidence all over my own property, when I was already at a perfectly remote plot of land on which to dispose of the body. It was Wyatt's property, so, of course, his DNA would be all over it.
 
   "Sam, there has to be a reason someone is attacking people at that cabin. It doesn't appear to be the money. We found that hidey-hole, and it's been emptied, assuming something was ever hidden there. There's nothing left there after all these years. That leaves the one bit of evidence that's almost impossible to dispose of completely. Bones. They last."
 
   "I'm not sure that's the only thing left, but I see what you're saying," Sam acknowledged. "There is, however, one problem with your theory. If Wyatt Elmore was one of two kidnappers and he's dead, and the other kidnapper shot Teague, who was the person who ran Downing off the road while we were being attacked at the cabin?"
 
   "I've been thinking about that. We don't know exactly when Downing was attacked, although it had to be earlier than we were because he was on his way to the same civic meeting he attended each month, traveling that same isolated road. Whoever it was would have had time to get to the cabin and shoot at us later that evening after giving up on finding Downing hiding in the woods.
 
   "Or…" Jennifer continued.
 
   "Tell me you're not going there."
 
   "I am. There may have been three kidnappers," Jennifer suggested.
 
   "If three, then how about four? Want to go for a half dozen? Everyone you add makes it harder to conceal the crime and takes another piece out of the two million dollar pie," Sam pointed out. "I can see someone attacking Downing on a known route, but why lure people to a place you want them to stay away from?"
 
   "Because we're already sniffing around the place. It's remote and there's room for more than one body to be buried there. If Teague had gone by himself, he might have disappeared like Elmore did. Maybe he, or she, was actually trying to keep us away, not lure us there. We didn't go because of the phone call. We went because Charlene had arranged for the autopsy on Daniel."
 
   "True," Sam agreed, "but someone was waiting for us either way."
 
   "We're getting too close—just like Carmichael was.
 
   "There's something else I need to tell you," Jennifer went on. "I finally found time to go through Carmichael's computer files. He was looking for Mattie's husband."
 
   "Ah, but why? Maybe he just needed the owner's permission to really examine the place," Sam suggested.
 
   "No, no, no. Elmore is mixed up in this. I know it. I'm sure Carmichael had figured out he was dead, too."
 
   "That may be impossible to prove."
 
   Jennifer slumped back down on the couch. "I know."
 
   "Sorry, sweetheart."
 
   "I'm right. I can feel it, even if I don't have it all worked out yet," Jennifer insisted. "There's someone buried at that cabin. But, Sam, short of renting a couple of cadaver dogs—"
 
   "You can't rent cadaver dogs."
 
   "I know that. Will you, just for once, go with my flow? Without having access to cadaver dogs, how can we search an area for human remains? If the body was left under the floorboards of the cabin, that'd be one thing, but we can't dig up the whole surrounding area. We need the dogs."
 
   "So we get them."
 
   "How? I can't call the police station and say I've got a hunch something might be there. They'd want evidence. They'd want my name, and I'm on their people-we-don't-like list. Even if we could leave the police out of it entirely by getting Mattie's permission, which would never happen because she kind of hates my guts—"
 
   "Police have anonymous tip lines for a reason."
 
   They did indeed. A slow smile spread across Jennifer's face and then faded as she looked at the phone sitting on her desk. She twisted her nose in an obvious display of disgust. Anonymous wasn't as easy as it once had been, not with the invention of caller I.D. Call from any phone registered anywhere, and they could track her down. Even prepaid, disposable phones could sometimes be traced to their purchasers. Surveillance cameras were everywhere. Sheesh! Emma's paranoia was rubbing off on her.
 
   "Know where there's still a working pay phone in this city?" she asked hopefully.
 
   "On the corner down from the Telegraph offices."
 
   Ah, kept there, no doubt, for providing tips to the newspaper. "Great. Let's go."
 
   "Now?" Sam asked. "It's pretty late."
 
   "Sam…" She drew out his name in a slow drawl and offered him her most seductive come-hither look. He sighed and she knew she had him—not because of the look or her sex appeal, but because she was as tenacious as a toddler going after presents on Christmas morning and he knew it.
 
   "Oh, good grief, just get your jacket, the one with the hood."
 
    
 
   The last public phone probably still standing in the whole downtown area was exactly half a block from the Telegraph offices, just as Sam said it would be. She'd probably walked past it dozens of time and never actually registered its existence. Now if it had been a Clark Kent/Superman phone booth, all red and shiny with a folding door, she would have noticed. But this one sat on a small pedestal with nothing to shelter the user from the elements or probing cameras that might or might not be surveying the area at that very moment.
 
   Sam pulled his Honda up close to the curb, just around the corner. "Make it quick," he ordered, as she threw open the door. "This is a red curb."
 
   This section of downtown was totally deserted at this time of night, so Sam didn't have to tell her twice. She didn't want to be there anymore than he did. She pulled her hoodie up over her hair and quickly exited the car. In seconds she was standing in front of the phone. She grabbed several quarters out of her pocket, rubbed them clean with a handkerchief, and slipped them into the slot after raising the receiver. Then she wrapped her index finger in the handkerchief and punched in the tip line phone number that she remembered from the TV ad asking for help in solving crimes.
 
   An operator quickly came on the line and started his spiel about how anything that was said would be held in strict confidence and how the caller could—
 
   "There's a body buried near the cabin where Daniel Carmichael was found dead about a week ago not far off Interstate 75 between Macon and Atlanta." She'd raised her voice an octave from its normal pitch and threw in some sort of strange Cajun-Irish mishmash of an accent. Let voice recognition software try to sort that out, assuming they could get a sample of her normal speaking voice to compare it to! "It may be Wyatt Elmore, who disappeared four years ago. The land is in his name." She quickly disconnected the call, wiped the receiver clean once more, and dropped it into its holder. Then she dashed back to the Honda and slipped into the passenger seat, gasping for breath.
 
   "Drive!" she commanded Sam as if they were being pursued by half the Macon police force. Sam took off, chuckling as he pulled onto the main thoroughfare.
 
   "Feel better?" he asked.
 
   "Just get me home before somebody sees us."
 
   "Your wish, m'lady, is my command."
 
   "Do you think they'll check it out?"
 
   "With Teague getting shot out there, they'll have to."
 
   And maybe, just maybe, they'd find something.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   She desperately needed to sleep, but her brain refused to shut off. Jennifer rolled over and punched her pillow hard. Once for whoever shot Teague, once for whoever killed Carmichael, and once for whoever attacked Downing. And then two more times for whoever was behind all of this and was keeping her awake. She sighed and sat up in bed, admitting defeat.
 
   It had taken her almost an hour after Sam had dropped her off to gather all the pieces of paper that Muffy had distributed about the room. She'd looked at each of them before she'd dumped them back into their box. Downing's name and the word where were circled several times, followed by the word kidnapping and question marks. She'd found no brilliant revelations. What she did find was a crudely drawn map that showed a semicircle to the west of I-75 with an X indicating where Downing had been found after he'd been released by his kidnappers. Apparently Carmichael had been working under the assumption the site where Downing had been held was within a fairly tight radius. Rectangles presumably indicated structures. Mattie's cabin would be one of the few abandoned buildings within that area, placing Mattie and Wyatt right in Carmichael's crosshairs.
 
   She'd shoved the box onto the top of a high shelf in the closet where Muffy could never get to it again. Something else might be in that box, but if it was, she hadn't found it.
 
   Jennifer dragged herself out of bed and went to her computer to do some searching. The Downings' wedding had been a big society bash. At the time, Jennifer's preteen brain could not quite comprehend what all the fuss was about. Even her own free-spirited mom had been caught up in what the bride wore and what color scheme had been selected. But then the couple had been a bit like royalty—at least Elise was. Downing, not so much. He was a mere commoner who had been scooped up to go live in the castle—sort of like Cinderella only with the properly fitted athletic shoe instead of a glass slipper. He had been a bit of a celebrity jock at his high school and then in college.
 
   By then, Mattie had most likely faded in Xander's memory. They would have met in elementary or high school, or at church, or as counselors at some summer camp. Jennifer was betting on high school.
 
   The yearbooks for all the local high schools were online, scanned and available for anyone willing to sign up as an alumnus. "Janet Marshall", whose made-up birth date roughly corresponded to Xander's and Mattie's, was her ticket in.
 
   It took a while, but she found Xander. During his senior year, he was in every popular club and sports group, an all-star quarterback. Nothing remotely nerdy or uncool about him. He'd been a total hottie in his letterman's jacket. All American. Apple pie blond, just like he was now. So deliciously good on the outside. What lay beneath that sugar coating?
 
   Mattie, however, didn't show up in any of the organized groups, only with the compulsory senior photos, wearing a sullen, I-can't-believe-you're-making-me-do-this look on her face. But in the uncaptioned, candid photos, there was one of Xander hugging a smiling, shy-looking girl with hair so dark it had to be dyed. Her eyes were heavily lined, her face pale with white powder. She was dressed all in black and was waving her right hand cloaked in fingerless gloves. Mattie. A beautiful Goth girl, her sullenness momentarily forgotten in one dazzling smile.
 
   She wouldn't have been in Xander's crowd, nor he in hers. Unlikely acquaintances. Yet that look was unmistakable. They had been friends. Good friends. Maybe more than friends? If so, it would have been forbidden love. Forbidden to him because his friends would call her a freak. Forbidden to her because he was the epitome of everything her group rejected. Yet, there they were, and someone had captured them on film and slipped it into the yearbook.
 
   Whatever their relationship, it had ended. How and why? That one was a duh. He went to college, and she moved on. Goth was a phase that usually passed, or at least morphed as it had with Mattie. And the appeal that Mattie might have held for Xander, that he could somehow slip out of his own world and into another, one with maybe deeper meaning or fewer demands…
 
   Hold it right there, Jennifer scolded herself. This was not a novel, these were not her characters, and one candid shot did not make a love story. They were real people, and she couldn't anymore see into their psyches than she could anyone else's. What she did know was that by the next fall, Xander had left for college where he'd found the woman he would marry. And that, apparently, had been the end of that.
 
    
 
   "Mattie is mad as hell," Teague barked across the phone line. "She just called and cussed me out. Then she broke down in tears and hung up on me."
 
   Mattie. Jennifer had known having the grounds of the cabin searched would be hard on her, but she'd had no choice. Mattie didn't deserve to pay for what her husband had done. Unless…unless she was one of the kidnappers or some sort of accessory to the crime. It was beginning to look as if there might have been a whole troupe of baddies in on the action. But that couldn't be right. That old saying…How did it go? Something like two people can keep a secret—as long as one of them is dead. Mattie was very much alive and currently the only living person Jennifer could link directly to the cabin. But did she have the strength to use a crossbow? The nerve to run Downing off the road, someone she'd once known, maybe even dated? Oh heck, there she went again. What made her so sure Downing and Mattie had had something going on? Instinct? One small photo in an old yearbook?
 
   What she should be asking was if Mattie possessed the cold-blooded, calculating mind necessary to dispose of her own husband and to hold a man hostage.
 
   Jennifer shifted the cell phone to her other ear and turned her head toward the big window behind her in the Eye's office. It'd been two full days since she'd dropped a dime on a possible murder at the cabin. "Dropped a dime." She'd been waiting most of her mystery writing life to use that phrase and had never once been able to work it into a story. At least she could let it roll through her mind.
 
   "Well, Mattie's not here, if that's why you called," Jennifer told Teague.
 
   "What'd you do, Marsh? More important, why didn't you tell me before you did it?"
 
   "Aren't you supposed to be on bed rest nursing that shoulder or back at work? Can't have it both ways, McAfee."
 
   "They're digging up an area in the rear of the cabin, and the police have brought Mattie in for questioning."
 
   "I noticed she didn't make it into work yesterday."
 
   "She just left the station after another round with detectives, refusing to answer any more questions. She's invoking her right to an attorney. She was in her car when she called, but she didn't tell me where she was going. I tried to call her back, but she didn't pick up."
 
   Jennifer stared out the window seeing nothing. The cadaver dogs must have made a hit. Her skin tingled, but not in a good way. Someone was buried on that property.
 
   "Are you at home?" she asked.
 
   "Yes, I'm home, but I won't be for long. Now, answer my question. What did you do? Call the tip line?"
 
   "Why do you think I did anything?"
 
   "Oh for cripes sake, Jennifer."
 
   She cupped her hand around the phone. "Mattie's husband is missing. Downing was held at the cabin. You and Carmichael were attacked there."
 
   "That equals a dead body?"
 
   "So they found one. Thanks for the confirmation." She was amazed and sickened at the same time.
 
   "How'd you know?"
 
   She could hear the grudging admiration in his voice.
 
   "I went through Carmichael's search history from his computer. I think he was trying to trace Wyatt's movements since his disappearance, only he couldn't find any. He was also checking out all the isolated structures close to where Xander was released by the kidnappers. Since Xander was found relatively soon after the ransom was paid, it only follows he was being kept somewhere nearby. Couple the cabin's location with Wyatt's disappearance, and that's what led Carmichael to the Eye. Mattie was his only possible link."
 
   "What did Carmichael find out about Wyatt?"
 
   "I just told you. Nothing. The man vanished. Teague, even if he wasn't one of the kidnappers, there should have been a trail away from here. An airplane reservation or a private plane rental. A car trip north, south, across some border. But there was nothing. I checked all the sites Carmichael visited, traced every step. There's no evidence of Wyatt Elmore having left the area. Carmichael was thorough. He wasn't a celebrated journalist for nothing. Wyatt's car was still at his home. He has to be somewhere, or at least his body does."
 
   There was a long pause on the other end of the line before Teague spoke. "It might not be him. They don't have an identification yet and won't for some time. And we still haven't connected Wyatt to the kidnapping, except circumstantially."
 
   Her phone beeped in her ear. She had another call coming in. It was Sam.
 
   "I've got to put you on hold for a minute," Jennifer said. She flipped to the other line without waiting for a response.
 
   "They found him, about twelve feet from the backdoor of the cabin."
 
   "Where the woods start. That means whoever did it must have been in a hurry. When will they know for sure it's him?"
 
   "They'll probably check dental records by this afternoon. All that's left are bones and some scraps of clothing. But, Jen, it was definitely murder. The back of the skull has a big crack in it. Looks like he was hit by some heavy object."
 
   A chill ran through her. Murdered, just as she'd thought. And hidden. No one, no matter what he'd done, should lie in an unmarked grave with the people who loved him left to wonder what had happened to him. Assuming someone had loved him.
 
   "So you're there, at the cabin? You've seen it?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "No. I'm at the Telegraph. Got a tip from a buddy. Seems the police got a heads up off their tip line. Some hysterical young boy called it in. Maybe an undocumented alien. They couldn't tell from the accent."
 
   Hysterical boy, huh? Not what she'd been going for, but she'd take it.
 
   "Thanks, Sam. Let me know if you hear anything else."
 
   "Love you," Sam said, and then he was gone.
 
   "Love you, too," she whispered to the silence, a wisp of a smile on her lips. Her man was on a mission. Her man.
 
   Sam was well liked at the police department because he was, well, Sam, and because he followed the rules. He wouldn't print anything until it was officially confirmed. In turn, he let his friends in on what he heard on the street, things he knew but didn't have the supporting evidence to write about. It usually worked out all the way around. He'd find a way onto the crime scene, or at least near enough to gather all the information as it emerged.
 
   Jennifer flipped over to Teague. "I'm back."
 
   "If Mattie's not there, where the hell is she? She was definitely going somewhere when I talked with her."
 
   "My guess is she must be at the cabin."
 
   "That's what I was afraid of. I'm going out there."
 
   "But, Teague—"
 
   "She's got no family, Jen. She's going to need someone."
 
   "Do you want me to come?"
 
   "Not on your life, sweet cheeks. This one is mine." The phone went dead. What was this? Hang Up on Jennifer Day?
 
   She could picture Teague's sneer of a smile. So much for all that talk about being there for Mattie, and her leaving him out of the loop. He was claiming this story for his own for the Eye, leaving Jennifer to write up the silly interview she'd just had over the phone with a woman who had a family of ghosts living with her who insisted she babysit for them. Really? This was where her writing career had led her while a real murder case was unfolding out in the field? Hah! If that's what Teague thought, he had another think coming. Fred Hall might love ghosts, but she didn't.
 
   She grabbed her jacket and her laptop case and headed for the door.
 
   Hall called after her. "You got that ghost story written already?"
 
   "I'll have it to you before four."
 
   "Make that three."
 
   She didn't even turn around before she scooted out the door. This was her story, and she was going to get it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Teague might think the story was at the cabin, but it wasn't. He wouldn't find Mattie there either, even though Jennifer might have led him slightly astray by suggesting she could be. It was his own fault for trying to leapfrog past her instead of stopping to think. The last place a woman would want to be was where her dead husband had been dug up, especially if she might be considered a suspect.
 
   No, Mattie would be home, deciding how she was going to handle what had just happened. Getting Mattie to let Jennifer inside, however, might be difficult, especially if she were packing her bags and preparing to disappear herself.
 
   Jennifer knocked forcefully on the door to Mattie's modest home. "Mattie," she called, "it's Jennifer Marsh. I'm here to help." She waited a few seconds before she pounded again. Jennifer knew she was home. She could see two cars through the high windows of the garage door, and unless the woman had taken a cab—
 
   The door flew open, but it wasn't Mattie standing before her. It was Mrs. Walker. "For goodness sakes, child, stop all that racket and get yourself inside. By this evening this place will be crawling with the press."
 
   Jennifer's jaw dropped as she allowed herself to be pulled across the threshold, and Mrs. Walker closed and bolted the door. "What are you doing here?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Mattie is in need of legal advice, so she called me. Her lawyer has advised her to say nothing to anyone. Good thing you and I aren't anyone." Mrs. Walker winked and led her into the den. It was cramped and sparsely furnished with a black sofa and side chair and silver lamps atop rough hewn side tables. The black hinted at Mattie's long ago Goth period, as did the blood red pillows. A forty-something woman's ode to her youth.
 
   Mattie was staring out the window, a harsh look on her face. She turned when Jennifer came in, her anger flaring. "It was you, wasn't it? You sicced the police on the cabin looking for Wyatt."
 
   Jennifer returned the steely stare. "You wanted him found."
 
   "Yes. But not like this. The police are all over me."
 
   "My dear," Mrs. Walker intervened, "Jennifer is quite a talented investigator. She's helped a number of people, myself included, when they've found themselves in rather difficult circumstances."
 
   Mattie glared. "Well, she can't help me. My idiotic husband has screwed me one last time." Suddenly, she dissolved into tears, her tough girl veneer washing away with her sobbing. She collapsed onto the sofa in a helpless, fragile heap.
 
   Jennifer sat down beside her and put an arm around her. She was surprised when Mattie turned and lay her head on Jennifer's shoulder.
 
   "Four years…I've had no idea where that son-of-a-bitch has been for four years, and now he turns up dead. I couldn't collect his life insurance. Or even leave this godforsaken place. More than twenty years of marriage to that bottom feeder, and he does this to me?"
 
   Mattie suddenly sat up, swatting at her face. Weakness was not something she wore comfortably.
 
   "Now he's back—dead—and my life's even more complicated."
 
   Jennifer scrambled in her pocket and offered Mattie a tissue. The woman grabbed it, staring at Jennifer's brand new engagement ring, which glinted even in the sparsely lit room, and a new round of waterworks began. Mattie blew her nose, her eyes never leaving the sparkling jewel. "I had one of those once, before I hocked it."
 
   Plus everything else she owned of any value after Wyatt disappeared, Jennifer thought.
 
   "You told me you knew Wyatt was dead," Jennifer said quietly.
 
   "Oh, I was sure the creep was dead because he never called asking for money. I do all right working for the Eye. I do even better with private readings. He would have found that out. He would have wanted his cut. Bastard. If he'd asked me for money after leaving me broke, I would have killed him myself with my bare hands."
 
   Which is exactly what she might have done. Not with bare hands, of course, but maybe with a shovel.
 
   "Did he take any clothes when he disappeared?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "I don't know what he took. He left a mess."
 
   "You told the police—"
 
   "That was a long time ago. You expect me to remember what I said then? I wanted him found."
 
   And now he had been. "So you had no idea he was buried at the cabin?"
 
   Jennifer didn't need an answer. Mattie hadn't known. Or had she? Was this all an act?
 
   Mattie stood and stared straight at Mrs. Walker. She was seething. "Get her the hell out of here. She's pissing me off."
 
   Jennifer rose and beat Mrs. Walker to the door, which was not as easy as it might have sounded. The woman might be in her eighties, but she was a powerhouse.
 
   "I'm sorry," Mrs. Walker offered, a bit ruefully. "Mattie has a bit of a potty mouth. And she can be mercurial."
 
   If by mercurial Mrs. Walker meant wildly unpredictable, she was dead on. That could be deadly in the heat of an argument.
 
   "I'm glad you're here to help her," Jennifer said honestly, even if she didn't much like Mattie at the moment, or, actually, any moment.
 
   She leaned in to whisper into Mrs. Walker's ear. "Watch your back. It's quite possible Mattie had something to do with her husband's death."
 
   "Of course, dear," Mrs. Walker whispered back. "I'm quite aware Mattie may be a murderer. I've taken precautions. I have a stun gun in one pocket and pepper spray in the other, not that I ever leave home without them both. I don't expect to need either one. Even murderers sometimes have quite legitimate reasons for their actions, and I've never given Mattie any reason to dislike me, unlike you." Mrs. Walker offered that innocent smile of hers that had fooled more than one person into believing dementia would be an unquestionable defense if she were ever again accused of a crime.
 
   "I do lift weights, you know, dear," the woman added.
 
   Jennifer's face must have reflected the horror she felt at leaving the tiny woman to defend herself.
 
   "Don't worry," Mrs. Walker went on. "My lawyer will be here any minute. I'm quite safe."
 
   "I can wait until he gets here," Jennifer offered. "On the porch."
 
   "There he is now," Mrs. Walker assured her, as a black Town Car pulled to the curb. "All is well and in hand. I'd do the same for you, dear, if you ever lost your mind and offed that wonderful fiancé of yours." She patted Jennifer's hand. "Love and marriage can be such a deadly combination."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   The ghost story for Hall could wait a little longer. There really was nothing else she could do about the situation at the cabin, and she had an obligation to honor. Jennifer had promised to meet Leigh Ann and Teri for lunch at the Casablanca Club to celebrate Sam's coming through with a ring—their idea, not hers. April had wanted to come—the critique group grapevine had gone into overdrive when Jennifer had mentioned her ring in passing to Leigh Ann—but she was committed to a teleconference with her publisher. And Monique was…oh, who knew where Monique was? Dusting the one book she'd ever published? Wherever she was, she wasn't at the Casablanca when Jennifer walked in to find Leigh Ann and Teri already at a table with three glasses of wine at the ready.
 
   "It's gorgeous!" Leigh Ann gushed in greeting. She couldn't take her eyes off Jennifer's sparkling ring when Jennifer joined them. "So elegant. So simple. So you!"
 
   She hadn't added so small, not that half a carat was small to Jennifer. For her, it lit up the whole room with its brilliance. But Leigh Ann's idea of an engagement ring was a multi-carat stone ringed with swirls of smaller diamonds and maybe a sapphire or two. Her ideal ring would be so heavy that she'd have to take it off when she typed because her weighed-down ring finger would make Ss appear in random places throughout her work. But none of that would matter if Gavin ever came back into Leigh Ann's life. For him, she'd live in his old van and wear a plastic ring out of a vending machine. That was the thing about real love—it had no outward trappings.
 
   Teri nodded her agreement about Jennifer's ring. "You and bling just don't go together, but this is a beauty. I thought you didn't want one."
 
   "I didn't. Or at least I thought I didn't. Sam bought it almost a year ago, just before we got tangled up in the Suzanne Gray murder. It had all this lint clinging to the box because he'd been carrying it around forever, and he wanted me to want it so badly, and I just didn't know how to react, and so I didn't, and I just let him put it on my finger, and now I never want to take it off even to wash my hands because I do want it because he picked it out and thought I would want it, and now I'm nuts about it because it's the most beautiful engagement ring ever." She gasped for breath.
 
   "You do know that sentence alone could get you committed for a weekend psych evaluation," Teri pointed out. "Send something like that to an editor, and you'll never get published."
 
   "Have some more wine," Leigh Ann suggested, adding to Jennifer's glass. "At least pretend you've been drinking. It'll make you seem more sane. Or at least give you an excuse for the crazy things that come out of your mouth. You may be the smartest person I've ever met, but we all know you are not in touch with your feelings."
 
   "Now that's an understatement," Teri agreed. "Everyone knew you were in love with Sam eons before you did. Girl, you have a serious romantic defect in your genes."
 
   Jennifer frowned and opened her mouth to protest, but Leigh Ann raised her glass and cut her off. "To living happily ever after with Sam and dying in each others' arms when you're a hundred and two!"
 
   "Sounds like a plan," Jennifer agreed.
 
   They all clinked glasses and each took a healthy gulp.
 
   Teri offered the next toast. "May you never want to take off that ring and throw it at Sam!" Another clink of the glasses and more gulps.
 
   "You're getting a husband," Leigh Ann squealed. "Even more important, you're having a wedding!"
 
   "We need to talk colors," Teri said. "I say go bold or go home. Jewel tones. Sapphire, Emerald, Ruby. Leigh Ann wants pastels like Easter eggs. Throw in a little plastic grass and we'd be good to go. Your choice. Sophistication or children's birthday party."
 
   "That is not what I said." Leigh Ann threw Teri a dagger of a look. "Soft, muted, romantic colors plucked from nature's summer palette."
 
   "Exactly." Teri rolled her eyes. "If you want a say in this, Jennifer, you'd better speak up now, or you're going to have one schizophrenic looking bridal party and reception because this is going to happen whether you participate or—"
 
   "Lavender," Jennifer found herself saying.
 
   "But that is, like, so seventies, and you don't even like that color. I think—" Leigh Ann began.
 
   "—because it was my mother's favorite color. And green, because it was my dad's."
 
   And just like that it was decided. Jennifer felt a smile settle across her face. If she had to have a wedding, it would honor her parents and the love they had shared, the example she could only hope to somehow emulate with Sam. She didn't care if they were dressed in Halloween costumes as long—okay, maybe she did. No Halloween costumes. With Teri and Leigh Ann in charge this was going to be enough of a circus already.
 
   "All right. I guess we can work with that," Teri grumbled. "Not easily, but we'll manage. It still borders a little on Easter eggy. Monique will look terrible in lavender. She'll have to go more toward a purple."
 
   "At least it's not yellow," Leigh Ann pointed out. "Only blondes can wear yellow. April would look stunning, but the rest of us—"
 
   "Point taken," Teri agreed.
 
   "Who's going to give you—" Leigh Ann began.
 
   A loud crack sounded under the table, stopping Leigh Ann in mid sentence. It was followed by an agonizing "Ouch!" from Teri as she leaned down to rub her foot.
 
   "Are you all right?" Leigh Ann asked.
 
   "Not as good as that darned table leg," Teri admitted. "I was aiming at you. Whatever you do," she went on in a low whisper as though Jennifer wasn't sitting right there and couldn't hear every word she was saying, "don't you dare use the words 'give away'."
 
   Leigh Ann clamped her hand over her mouth and slanted her eyes in Jennifer's direction. "What I meant to say is who will have the honor of walking you down the aisle?"
 
   So now the venue was big enough to have an aisle. Guess that ruled out the judge's chambers. "If, and I use that word in its most literal meaning, I walk down any aisle—"
 
   "Johnny Zee," Teri supplied and got a nasty look from Jennifer. "I know what you were going to say. Nobody owns you. You are indeed the woman who belongs to herself. But, dude, tough as you think you are, you are going to need an arm to lean on if you're going to make it to the altar, someone to give you a little kick start when the music begins."
 
   Music? Of course, there'd be music to select as well. She was seeing white again.
 
   "Johnny may be a bit grizzled—okay, he's one big mess—but he does care about you," Teri said. "He's put his life on the line for you more than once. He'll be crushed if you don't ask him. Don't worry. We'll make sure he cleans up well."
 
   "I was thinking maybe Emma—" Jennifer began.
 
   "Nope. She's already got a key role. Johnny it is," Teri insisted.
 
   Leigh Ann patted Jennifer's hand. "We've got this all covered, or at least we will have by the time you give us a date. Just relax. It'll be perfect. I promise."
 
   Jennifer smiled and opened her menu. It wouldn't be perfect, but who wanted perfect? What was the fun in that? She was getting married, one way or the other, and for the next hour she was going to think of nothing else, just bask in the joy of having two fierce women as friends who were invested to their very bones in her happiness. Life didn't get much better than that.
 
   But nagging little thoughts in the back of her mind refused to go away, despite her attempts to drown them with wine. No wonder she'd failed so horribly at meditation. She'd try a new mantra devoid of anything negative. Sam, love, happiness, mar—nope leave marriage out of it. That word took her straight back to Mattie. Sam, love, happiness, she repeated in her mind while Leigh Ann and Teri babbled on about venues, bouquets, and centerpieces. Sam, love, happiness. Murder. That horrible word always seemed to be hovering at the edge of her consciousness, sneaking in, trying to destroy what was going to be a wonderful day, a wonderful life.
 
   Had that been what Mattie thought on her wedding day? That she would have a wonderful life with Wyatt? Life didn't freeze at the happy moments. If it did, Sondheim wouldn't have had a second act to Into the Woods. What had once begun with joy could turn incredibly dark. Jennifer shuddered.
 
   "If it's too cold in here for you, I'll tell the waiter to turn up the heat," Teri offered.
 
   Jennifer took another sip of wine and smiled. "No, I'm fine."
 
   She could hear her mother's voice speaking to her in her late teens, just after her first college boyfriend had broken up with her after two whole months of being head-over-heels in love with him. She was home for fall break, and her whole world had collapsed. She'd thrown herself backward onto her bed, tears streaming down her face, swearing all she wanted to do was die. And she thought Leigh Ann was a drama queen!
 
   "I know you don't believe what I'm about to say, but this will pass. You're heartbroken. The truth is you haven't found your true love yet."
 
   "But I have!" Jennifer had protested, with that irritating whine only reproducible by teenaged vocal chords. "You have no idea the pain I'm feeling."
 
   Her mother had wisely chosen not to point out that she, too, like most of the earth's population, had once been young and in love. "Probably something like what you felt when Danny Buckner abandoned you at your senior prom."
 
   "That's was entirely different," Jennifer had insisted. "This is real love."
 
   To her mother's credit, she hadn't smiled at the memory of her embarrassed and utterly devastated daughter walking through the front door after her father had picked her up from the prom. Instead she'd sat down next to her on the bed and placed her hand over Jennifer's. "Young love is a gamble. Who you are—who he is—may not be the same person in a few months or years. If you're meant to be, he'll come back to you. But I don't think this one is the one, any more than Danny Buckner was your match. No. When you meet him, the one you're meant to be with, the one who would never intentionally hurt you, you'll know it deep down inside. It won't be easy. It never is. But what you're feeling now is something quite different. One day you may even have trouble remembering this boy's name."
 
   Jennifer thought hard. What had his name been? She thought it had started with an R. Ron, maybe? Rob? Roy? Rod? Rich?
 
   She smiled and whispered so low no one could hear her, "I miss you, Mama. You would have known it was Sam even before I did."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   The ghost story was finally on its merry way to Hall's inbox, sent from Jennifer's home computer. The article was funny and entertaining, while still respecting the poor woman who did, indeed, believe she was sharing her home with a family of spirits. It was, Jennifer hoped, exactly what Eye readers wanted. Of course, they also wanted murder, mayhem, a bit of blood and gore, and a few scares, thanks to the possibility of comets slamming into the Earth and Ethereal Mathers predicting more personal, but no less dire, catastrophes.
 
   Poor, miserable Mattie had threats of her own to contend with right now, including police officers who might be less than satisfied with her insistence that she had no idea that her husband's remains had lain hidden on land he owned for years. The spouse was always the first suspect.
 
   Jennifer reached down and petted Muffy, who was nestled at her feet. Then she sighed. No more putting it off. It was time for one more go-through of the browser history that she had pulled off of Carmichael's computer at the Eye. She scanned the list, and staring back at her was something she'd skipped right over, dismissing it as something to do with another article he'd been working on for the Eye. Carmichael had visited the Bibb County site where marriage licenses could be obtained. But he had also visited similar sites in neighboring states: Alabama, Tennessee, Florida, and South Carolina, all less than a day's drive from Macon. He'd returned to the South Carolina site two more times.
 
   She pulled up the Bibb County site first and printed a copy of the marriage application form. She and Sam needed to fill one out soon. She grabbed up the pages and looked through them. On the second page was a place to indicate previous marriages and instructions for applicants to provide proof of dissolution of any previous marriages.
 
   Jennifer picked up the phone and dialed the number listed on the website. A woman answered.
 
   "I have a question," Jennifer began, "about filing a marriage license. Do you crosscheck the names to see if the bride and groom have had previous marriages?"
 
   "No," the woman said. "When you file an application you swear the information you're providing is the truth. If you lie, you may face prosecution."
 
   Okay. Fair enough. Government employees had plenty to do besides tracking down every Harry Smith who got married to see if he was wedding some fair maiden while once having been married to another. Too many people, too many with the same names. Too many states and countries where one might obtain a divorce.
 
   Why would it matter if anyone Carmichael had been investigating had been married before? What the heck could that possibly have to do with Downing's kidnapping? Unless…Downing and Mattie really had been high school sweethearts. Could they have been married at one time? That seemed insane. Yet that remark that Mattie had made—about once owning an engagement ring—hit her with a thud. Mattie wore a wide, gold band on her ring finger. If the diamond she'd hocked had been given to her by Wyatt, why had she replaced it? Even if Downing and Mattie had been married, what the heck could that have to do with his kidnapping? They would have been divorced and that would have been that.
 
   Aw c'mon. If Downing was held at the cabin, that could not be a coincidence. A marriage prior to his union with Elise, if it had existed—to Mattie or someone else—had to be relevant somehow. At least Carmichael seemed to think it was. He wasn't cruising those sites for the joy of it. Jennifer's mind was spinning, but not in a good way. What could one have to do with the other? Jealousy? Could Wyatt Elmore have hated Downing because he'd once been married to his wife? Could he have been upset because he couldn't give Mattie all the things that Downing could? Two million dollars would have gone a long way to remedy that. But kidnapping would have been a huge risk. It was a federal offense, a put-you-away-for-life offense. Jealousy was more likely to provoke a knee-cap-your-wife's-former-lover-in-the-parking-lot response. Rough up the pretty boy and make him not so pretty anymore. But any response by Wyatt would assume that Mattie still had a romantic attachment of some kind to Downing, which Jennifer somehow doubted, especially after all of these years.
 
   Unless the attachment wasn't romantic at all but something else entirely.
 
   Jennifer could speculate forever that the ring Mattie had referred to may have been bought by Downing. What she needed was proof. Right now all she had was one faded photo in a yearbook.
 
   She pulled up one of those paid advertisement sites. Ugh. But she wouldn't be getting any information any easier way. Begrudgingly, she put in her credit card number and kissed forty bucks good-bye. Immediately she was in some sort of marriage registry where she could enter a state, county, and a name and search for a copy of a marriage certificate.
 
   She typed in Bibb County, Georgia, and Xander Downing. Nothing showed. Fair enough. She tried Alexander Downing and up popped a link to a marriage certificate between Alexander Tobias Downing and Elise Eugenia Billings. At least Downing and his current beloved wife were indeed married. Their ages were both listed as nineteen, confirming what she already knew. Nineteen was young by today's standards, but not young if Elise's parents had been trying to fend off premarital sex or even another suicide attempt.
 
   Below that link were two more entries for Alexander Downing. The next one down was a year before Downing's marriage to Elise. She clicked on it. Obviously not her Xander Downing. He was twelve years older, his middle name was Michael, and his bride was a woman with a Hispanic name. The other was for an Alexander Downing, 39, African-American, who had wed his bride last year. That was all. No Matalyn in sight.
 
   But Carmichael hadn't lingered on the Bibb County site. He'd concentrated on South Carolina. Dillon, South Carolina, was one of those marriage towns like Reno. One-day waiting period, little chapels, quickie weddings, and not so far away one couldn't drive it in a day. A couple could apply for a license, spend a day, get hitched, and be back home all within a long weekend with no one the wiser—especially parents who could have been fooled into believing Xander was on a band trip, attending an out-of-town game, or some such thing.
 
   Jennifer typed in Xander and Mattie's info for South Carolina and there it was: a facsimile of a wedding certificate stating that Alexander Tobias Downing had wed Matalyn Keating in the summer of the year they had both graduated from high school. Their ages were listed as 18, old enough not to require parental consent. So they had been married!
 
   It had to have been a secret marriage because doing it in Macon would have been a whole lot easier. So why keep it secret? Because their parents wouldn't approve, their friends hated their choices, or they'd done it on a drunken whim. College was looming for Xander. He was leaving Mattie behind, at least for a while, and she wanted him to come back to her.
 
   Then he'd found Elise, the lovely and very rich heiress to a considerable fortune.
 
   It was possible that no one, other than Xander and Mattie, ever knew of that wedding because Xander's and Elise's marriage certificate had listed it as a first marriage for both of them. Xander had effectively erased his relationship with Mattie, leaving her divorced, and, perhaps, broken-hearted. That's what Carmichael must have found out.
 
   Or had Mattie been the one to dump Xander, maybe even serving him with an annulment after she realized eighteen was too young to be married or that they were far too different to ever make a life together? How long, exactly had their young marriage lasted? Had they argued, fought, begun to hate each other? Was she the one who wanted to knee-cap Downing, or better yet, kidnap him and help herself to some of his new wife's extensive fortune? Had she resented that he might not feel that she was good enough for him? If so, why had she waited so many years to seek revenge?
 
   Still, there had been that fleeting moment of longing, that if-only that Jennifer had seen, or maybe imaged, when Mattie had looked at Jennifer's ring.
 
   Jennifer shook her head. Who wouldn't want any other future than the one Mattie currently found herself living—her husband dead and found on the land she now owned where another man had died and a third was wounded.
 
   Mattie's mourning for her husband must have been done years ago. Whatever love and anguish she'd felt for Wyatt had no doubt turned to anger and bitterness. She'd been abandoned. Maybe for a second time. She had to be awash in confusion. She'd most likely accepted Wyatt was dead after the first couple of years or, at least, that he was never coming back. Now she was going to have to deal with finally burying him for good. But what she'd never had to deal with before was the fact that he'd been murdered. And maybe, just maybe, he'd never planned to leave her at all.
 
   That's assuming Mattie hadn't killed him herself.
 
   Jennifer's head ached with the threat of a migraine. What did a marriage and divorce or annulment have to do with a kidnapping? She could understand if this had been a blackmailing case, but kidnapping? She was missing an essential piece of the puzzle.
 
   Jennifer scooped up her phone and dialed Mrs. Walker's cell phone number.
 
   "Alpha One here. Go ahead Beta One. Report in."
 
   "Emmie?" Jennifer asked, just to be sure. She hadn't been around when Mrs. Walker had assigned code names for this case, assuming that's what was going on.
 
   "Affirmative."
 
   "Are you still with Mattie?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Don't react. I'm going to tell you something I don't want her to know I know. Mattie and Xander Downing were once married."
 
   Jennifer heard a surprised-sounding intake of breath across the phone line, but that was all. "I need you to get some information from her since she obviously doesn't want to talk to me. Can you do that?"
 
   "Affirmative."
 
   Jennifer scrunched up her nose. She felt like she was talking to an Air Force fighter pilot circling her target.
 
   "I believe the marriage was a secret," Jennifer explained. "I doubt even their parents knew. It was a long time ago, the summer after they graduated from high school."
 
   "Love knows no age, dear," Mrs. Walker stated sagely.
 
   "Yeah, so I've heard. Just ask her about how the marriage was dissolved, if you can somehow work it into a conversation. It may have been annulled. I couldn't find a record of the dissolution in Bibb County. If they got divorced, they could have flown to Vegas or gone over the state line to Alabama or to South Carolina where they were married. I'd like to know which one of them filed."
 
   "Is this important?"
 
   "I don't know, but it might be. I want to know if the breakup was amicable or not."
 
   "Amicable breakup? Now that's an oxymoron, but I'll certainly try to see what I can find out, dear."
 
   "How'd the meeting go with the lawyer?"
 
   "Quite well, actually," Mrs. Walker assured her, relaxing her spy persona. "He told Mattie to keep her mouth shut and refuse to go to the police station. Or back to work. Took all of ten minutes and that included the introductions. Wonderful advice and it only cost her $500."
 
   Jennifer detected a bit of sarcasm in that last remark.
 
   "Thanks," Jennifer said. "Call me when you get home."
 
   "Will do."
 
   "Emmie, remember Mattie may be dangerous."
 
   "Of course. As I told you earlier, I never thought otherwise. Over and out."
 
   Sitting squarely in Jennifer's mind was an even more likely scenario than either divorce or annulment. After all, it was only a box to be checked on a form. First marriage. Check "Yes". No one would ever know, no one except Xander Downing and Mattie Elmore. And, more recently, Daniel Carmichael. If she was right, would that knowledge be enough to have gotten Carmichael killed?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   Would the man never shut up? Teague had been moaning like a lost puppy ever since the taxi he'd taken from the hospital dropped him off at Jennifer's apartment that evening.
 
   "Do you even know where Grace lives?" Jennifer asked. "Isn't it part of the boyfriend-girlfriend contract that you cry and gripe on her couch instead of mine?"
 
   "I can't do that to her. She's a goddess. I don't want her to think of me as weak. And she's got roommates. Besides, do you know what it costs to take a taxi all the way to Atlanta?"
 
   "Right. Admit that you want to be here when Sam comes over and tells me what he found out today."
 
   "That's just a bonus. I like that you feed me, too. Grace doesn't cook. Got any more of that cheesecake left over from the other night?"
 
   Jennifer felt like snatching the grilled cheese sandwich out of his hand, but she didn't. In her own crazy way, she'd begun to grow somewhat fond of Teague, or maybe she was just glad he wasn't dead. Death was already too much a permanent fixture in her world and difficult enough to deal with when she didn't know the victims. But fond or not, a little tough love often worked wonders.
 
   "One more groan and I'm taking away your pickle."
 
   "But I love dill pickles."
 
   "Exactly my point. I'm tired, Teague. These last few days have been killers, and I can't have you camping out here all the time. I have a book to work on and—"
 
   "Can't fool me, Marsh. You're full-on into detection mode." Teague popped the pickle whole into his mouth, just in case Jennifer made a move for it.
 
   The doorbell sounded. Thank goodness. Sam.
 
   She opened the door, Muffy at her feet, and Sam scooped her into his arms for a passionate kiss. She gasped for air. "Not now. The children are home."
 
   Sam looked past her toward the couch, and his shoulders slumped. "We should have smothered him at birth."
 
   "Yeah, well, that opportunity slipped past us. Even Muffy won't go near him, and she likes everybody. Come in. I've got some leftover pasta I can warm up for you."
 
   "You didn't tell me you had pasta," Teague complained.
 
   "Really? Must have slipped my mind," Jennifer said. "Did they get an identification on the bones?"
 
   Sam shrugged off his coat and loosened his tie. "Yep. It was Wyatt Elmore all right. His dental records were a perfect match."
 
   "Duh," Teague offered.
 
   Sam threw him a sharp look.
 
   "Hey, man, I'm just saying. Nobody else was missing. Not as though someone would have gone looking for a dead homeless guy to plant in the backyard of Elmore's cabin."
 
   "Go," Sam said, taking the plate out of Teague's hands and replacing it with the handset from Jennifer's landline. "Call a taxi and tell him to meet you at the Smart Mart two blocks down."
 
   "You expect me—"
 
   "Leave the building by the side entrance. Keep in the dark. Get a room…I don't care where you get a room, just don't go back to where you were staying the other night."
 
   "Sam, what's this all about?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "This is about the fact that someone tried to kill Teague. For real. And that someone knows we were with him."
 
   Jennifer turned pale. "You don't know that," she offered hopefully, although she'd said exactly the same thing herself. It just sounded far more serious when Sam said it.
 
   "My car was there. It has license plates. We were being watched before we got out of that car. You know they know."
 
   She did. She just didn't want hear it.
 
   "I'm staying here tonight. He isn't." Sam gestured toward Teague, who was already making the call for his ride.
 
   Jennifer's apartment was as safe a place as any apartment could be. The locks on the door were impenetrable and the rear was well above ground level. No sliding doors, no balcony. She slept well, especially with Muffy around to sound the alarm should an intruder show up. And she had the gun that Johnny Zee had trained her with, the one she'd used at the cabin.
 
   "I'll be fine. You don't have to—" she began.
 
   "You're going to have to get used to me, sweetheart," Sam drawled in his awful imitation of Humphrey Bogart. "You and I are going to be seeing a lot of each other after we're married."
 
   A smile hovered over Sam's lips and then spread to Jennifer's. Living together. Eating together. Going to sleep together. Waking up together. Every day. For the rest of their lives.
 
   Teague grabbed his backpack. "Taxi will be there in ten minutes. I've got to get a move on." He stopped for a moment at the door and looked back at Sam and Jennifer. "You two…"
 
   Jennifer detected a hint of jealousy in his expression—not for her being with Sam, but for the two of them having each other.
 
   "…have a nice evening," Teague finished.
 
    
 
   "It's important," Jennifer insisted from the kitchen the next morning, as she lifted the French toast from the skillet onto two plates and used a sifter to give them a snowy dusting of powdered sugar. Honey butter and syrup were already waiting on the table. Sam had just gotten back from taking Muffy for a walk while she made breakfast.
 
   "I just don't get how Mattie and Xander's being married figures into Carmichael's murder," Sam said. "So Xander and Mattie had been married. Big deal. That might be embarrassing, especially for Elise's family, but they were divorced."
 
   "Maybe. Or annulled," Jennifer added. She set Sam's breakfast down in front of him next to his steaming cup of black coffee.
 
   "Even better. Assuming Carmichael had found evidence of it. Do you really think someone would divorce their spouse if they discovered they'd had a teenaged marriage that was annulled?"
 
   "Can't divorce someone you're not legally married to," Jennifer pointed out.
 
   "Ah, yes, bigamy. You seem stuck on door number three."
 
   "Divorces and annulments take time. How many months could have passed between a summer wedding and a fall one? The legal system is a river of sludge. And a nineteen-year-old thinks no one is ever going to find out what he did."
 
   Jennifer took her seat, lifted the warm pitcher of maple syrup, and drizzled it over her toast, the sweet aroma filling the air.
 
   "You do know I'm not marrying you because you're one hell of a cook, but, man, this French toast is unbelievable." Sam chomped into his breakfast with great delight.
 
   "It's the cinnamon in the batter and a splash of vanilla," Jennifer rattled off distractedly. "Sam, what the heck are we missing? Even if Downing was a bigamist, what would that have to do with his kidnapping? He was kidnapped because he's extremely wealthy. Kidnapping is simplistic. A person is taken against his will. A ransom is demanded. The ransom is paid. Or not. The person is released. If nothing goes wrong or bad or crazy, that's the end of it. Downing's kidnapping could not have been more straightforward. Yet we have someone trying desperately to cover up something that should have been over and done with years ago. Several someones apparently."
 
   "Ah, but something did go wrong," Sam reminded her, "at least for Wyatt Elmore."
 
   "Four years ago. The dead body in the woods. He could have been an innocent," Jennifer suggested. "He could have gone hunting—it was his land—and stumbled into the kidnapping."
 
   Sam gave her a you're-kidding look and let out a little chuckle.
 
   Jennifer shook her head. "I can't believe I actually said that. Elmore was deep in this somehow. He had to be in on the kidnapping. My head's starting to ache again."
 
   "I'm not surprised. It's a side effect of all of those wheels turning in that pretty head of yours." He downed the rest of his breakfast, along with his coffee.
 
   She opened her mouth, but he cut off the wisecrack about that being a sexist remark they both knew was coming. "Uh, uh. Don't say a word. I can compliment my soon-to-be wife on her appearance if I want to. Get used to it. You know that's the only reason I'm marrying you, right? Your hot, sexy bod."
 
   He swiped his mouth with his napkin and jumped up from the table as she burst out laughing. "Right back at you, you sarcastic, sexy hunk."
 
   Slowly, Jennifer rose from her seat and walked the two steps to him, both of them suddenly serious. They stared each other in the eyes while Sam wrapped his arms around her. "When I look at you," he said, "I see what I saw the first time I laid eyes on you: nothing but a handful of trouble. And the only thing I can say for sure about our life together is that it will never be boring."
 
   "Boring's good. I'd settle for boring about now."
 
   "No, you wouldn't, and neither would I. Maybe when we're old and have great grandchildren, but even then I suspect we'll be spending most of our time bailing them out of trouble. Can't fight your own DNA."
 
   He gave her a quick kiss on the forehead, and declared, "I'm out of here. Leave the dishes. I'll get them later. Right now I'm going to the morgue to see if I can get anything else out of the coroner."
 
   Then he grabbed his coat and was gone, leaving her knowing she couldn't stare at those dishes until he got back. Hmmm. She'd have to start training him soon. Once they were married—there was that word again—he'd no longer be a guest. He'd have to learn to clear his own plate, that is, when dead bodies weren't waiting for him.
 
   Or for her.
 
    
 
   "Maxie, help me, darn it!" Jennifer demanded of her fictional heroine as she stared at her blank computer screen. She didn't have to be in the office today unless Hall called her with an assignment, and probably not even then. "I would never make such a mess out of a fictional plot. You wouldn't let me. I've got too many conspirators. I've got missing money. I've got a dead body—two actually—but I have no way of figuring out who killed Wyatt other than being pretty sure he was the second, or third kidnapper, or someone who just happened upon the scene and maybe wanted to steal the spoils. So why is someone still trying to kill Teague? What's left to hide? Only their identities and we have no idea who they might be. So why are we even on their radar?"
 
   If her screen had been paper, she would have wadded it up and thrown it in the trash can. What the heck was she missing?
 
   Jennifer's gaze lit on the marriage application she and Sam had filled out last night before they'd gone to sleep. They'd need to file it before the ceremony, but there was no rush since they hadn't even set a date yet. She typed in the series of events as she knew them: "Love. Marriage. Divorce, annulment, or nothing. Love. Marriage. Kidnapping. Ransom. Release. Murder. Four years. No suspects." If that was the list, then why had Carmichael restarted his investigation? What had he discovered that they had missed? Whatever it was, it had led to his own death and the attempted murders of both Teague and Downing. But what was it?
 
   Even if Xander and Mattie hadn't dissolved their marriage before their second marriages, how could that play into all of this? A quickie divorce, a second legit wedding, and all would be well. Problem solved. Nobody other than Xander, Elise, Mattie and Wyatt ever needed to know. Maybe that's exactly what had happened. It didn't even have to be on U.S. soil. So why couldn't Jennifer just let it go? Must be that whole wedding thing she had going on with Sam.
 
   She could almost hear Maxie taunting her. Something was wrong with her list. Something was missing. Or out of order. Or—
 
   The phone rang. Of course it did. Right when she was about to have a brilliant revelation.
 
   "What?" she barked into the receiver.
 
   "Well, good morning to you, too, Miss Grumpy Pants." It was Emmie, putting her properly in her place.
 
   "Emma. Sorry. I was just in the middle of something."
 
   "Really? Reading Miss Manners?"
 
   Jennifer stuck out her tongue at the phone, and then answered sweetly. Emmie had been doing her a favor and getting testy, or more correctly, letting Emmie know she was irritated, was inappropriate and would bring on a lecture she didn't have time for at the moment. "I said I was sorry, and I am. What's up?"
 
   "The marriage was definitely annulled. Xander told Mattie it was all taken care of around Thanksgiving of his freshman year in college. They'd been married less than six months, so—"
 
   "He told her? Is that exactly what she said?"
 
   "Yes, dear. He called her. She said she never saw him again after he left for college, unless it was some random run-in in town, but they never spoke again. Xander's father had filed for the annulment on the grounds that they had never co-habited, which was required by law, so it was totally out of her hands."
 
   "You're sure that's exactly what she said."
 
   "Of course. Jennifer, I'm old, not senile. I can relay a conversation."
 
   "I just wanted to make sure I understood you. Please don't say anything else to Mattie," Jennifer insisted. "And please don't tell her we spoke." If she was right, an important element to the Downing kidnapping had finally fallen into place.
 
   "Roger that," Emmie replied. "Standing by for further instructions."
 
   "Thanks, Emmie. We'll talk later."
 
   "Signing out." The line went dead.
 
   Door number three it was.
 
   Jennifer forced herself to make a quick lunch, wolfed it down, and took Muffy for what turned out to be a far longer walk than planned. As she hung up Muffy's leash, a loud beep made it known that a text message had arrived.
 
   Will be at your place right after work with Teri. Bridal shop down from the mall open until 7 p.m. Will see you then. No excuses. LA
 
   No excuses? Hah! Murder was the best excuse there was. Teri and Leigh Ann would simply have to carry on without her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   "I know it's in here somewhere," Jennifer insisted, more than a little frustrated. She'd confined Muffy to the bedroom, but she didn't have a choice. Besides, it was a mess of Muffy's own making, and she'd simply have to suffer the consequences. Pieces of paper lay all around her where she'd dumped the contents of the box that she'd taken from Carmichael's desk at the Eye. Somewhere in this mess was a list of P.I.s. Ah, there it was!
 
   She'd assumed Carmichael had enlisted the services of one or more of them to help with his investigation. Reporters sometimes did that—not often, but sometimes—and Carmichael had lost his connections with the police department when he'd become persona non grata. But what if the list wasn't a list of his contacts? Carmichael was one heck of an investigator on his own, a contradiction that hadn't struck her until now. Would he, a man with limited means, actually employ someone else to do work for him that he could do himself? Not bloody likely.
 
   She'd been looking at Downing's kidnapping all wrong. She'd failed to ask one of the most important questions of all. If Elise Downing's husband had been kidnapped, and she'd refused police help, just what, other than withdrawing two million dollars from her trust account and paying off the kidnappers, had she done?
 
   Jennifer gathered up the mess of paper, dumped it back into the box, and rescued Muffy from the bedroom before going to her computer.
 
   Being a writer, Jennifer was more than familiar with crawling inside her characters' heads. What she needed to do now was to enter Elise Downing's thoughts and to imagine, from her point of view, how each event had unfolded when her husband disappeared.
 
   She began to type.
 
    
 
   Elise is at her house, waiting for Downing to get off work and come home for dinner. Only he doesn't show. She checks her watch and asks their cook to keep the food warm in the oven, assuming he's stopped off for a drink after a particularly difficult day. But time passes, and he still doesn't come. She sends the cook home, growing more and more concerned as the minutes tick by. Now she's worried. Why? Because Xander Downing is an incredibly handsome man, and he makes a living using his charm to sell his wares. Attractive women must be everywhere—clerical staff at his office, sales reps at all his stores, customers who are redoing their kitchens, random women who may have caught his image in the occasional television ad.
 
   She pictures his flirtation with a female bartender at the bar he frequents. Or with a divorcee who happens to sit next to him on a barstool. Their talk becomes more than flirtation, while Elise sits at home, sipping wine by herself, growing more and more jealous and feeling more and more neglected. Time continues to tick past, her paranoia rising as she fights to tamp it down.
 
   Finally, the phone rings. She jumps up from her chair to answer. Maybe Xander's been in an accident and not out flirting—or worse—at all. She grabs up the receiver. But it's not Xander or the hospital. It's a strange voice, and it's saying Xander's been kidnapped and warns her not to tell the police. Or her parents. That they'll know if she does.
 
   She stands, frozen, staring at the phone in her hand, not knowing what to do, what to believe.
 
   "Let me speak to him," she demands. And then Xander's on the phone, pleading with her to do whatever they ask, just help him, so they won't hurt him. Don't call the police, he begs. Her voice shaking, her legs collapsing beneath her, she agrees.
 
   The kidnapper is back on the phone. "How soon can you get the money?"
 
   Maybe tomorrow morning. The banks are all closed. That's a lot of money. She'll have to be careful or she might arouse suspicion. And if her father finds out—
 
   "Do it!" the voice orders. "Now." They will call back tomorrow. Meanwhile, her precious Xander will be at their mercy.
 
   Horrified, she doesn't sleep. As soon as the bank opens, she's waiting at the door. She's ushered in and treated like the royalty she is. Yes, the money can be withdrawn, but it will take a couple of days and there will be penalties. "That's not acceptable," she insists. "I have to have it now!" A day, then. They'll see that she has it by tomorrow afternoon. That's the very best they can do. It will wipe out the majority of her trust fund.
 
   She goes home and dismisses her staff for the next two days, while she frets and worries and ducks calls from her family and friends. At last the call comes through. "Have you got the money?" the voice hisses.
 
   Not yet. Tomorrow. That's the earliest she can get it.
 
   The caller hangs up, leaving her to fall into a mass of tears, as she endures endless hours while she waits for the call that will save Xander's life.
 
   The next day the bank calls. Her money is ready. All in hundred dollar bills, just as she requested. Is everything all right, they ask again. Of course.
 
   She fixes her makeup to hide her blotched complexion, goes to the bank, holds it together long enough to collect the money, even smiles at the bank manager who brings her the money, and goes home. The phone call comes, she speaks to Xander again. He seems even more frantic than before. The kidnapper snatches back the phone. She's told where to drop the money, a cemetery in the middle of town at exactly 8:53 a.m. the next morning. She's to leave it next to the Billings' family monument and then walk away without a backward look.
 
   Another sleepless, horrifying night. She's dressed and ready before dawn. At 8:53, she does as instructed. Then she goes home to wait. By late afternoon a man in a pickup truck comes upon Xander Downing walking along a dirt road between Macon and Atlanta, his hands still tied behind his back. Alive. Free. Tired. Disheveled. But unharmed.
 
   Xander's brought home by the police, where she'll keep him protected and safe. This, she swears to herself, will never happen again.
 
    
 
   And how does she intend to accomplish that? Jennifer asks herself. By building a fortress around him and by hiring a private detective to find out who did this to Xander. All that fear, all that adrenaline, all that rage that built up inside her has now found a new target. She wants the people who did this to pay. Elise may have been playing it cool with the police, refusing to allow them in on the negotiations and the paying of the ransom as her husband had begged her to do, but she's not about to let these people come after her man again, not if Jennifer read the woman right. She may have lost her personal fortune, but her daddy's millions are still in play. If she asked for his help, he'd give her whatever cash she needed, making that measly two million she'd already paid for Xander's release seem like petty cash. After all, someday it'd all be hers anyway. And she had asked—after they'd been forced to declare bankruptcy and needed money to keep the business afloat once her trust fund was gone.
 
   Jennifer stared at the list of likely P.I.s that Carmichael had constructed. Elise had used one of these people.
 
   She could almost hear her own fictional detective, Maxie Malone, whispering in her ear. I'd start with the husband, with his present and his past. Whoever did this knew Xander Downing—his habits, his business routine, his after work routine, his likes and dislikes, probably what kind of pizza he ordered at Pizza Hut. The mastermind was, at the very least, connected to him in some way because he'd pulled off one slick act by whisking Xander away without harming him.
 
   How much did Elise know? Had she uncovered the bigamy?
 
   But there was something more, something nagging in the back of Jennifer's mind. Something still didn't quite add up about Xander's kidnapping, something lurking in the shadows of the right side of her brain, the side without language, something waiting to step out and show itself if she could only make it. But what was it? Ooooooh!
 
   Frustrated, Jennifer tried typing an abbreviated list of events, trying to again channel Maxie Malone.
 
   Love. Marriage. Love. Marriage. Bigamy. Kidnapping. Ransom. Release. Elmore's Murder. Four years of silence. Carmichael's reopening the case. Carmichael's death/murder. The attempted murder on Teague. An attempted murder on Xander. Something was missing in this chronology of mayhem.
 
   Her doorbell rang right in mid thought. Didn't it always?
 
   Cripes. It wasn't near time for anyone to be off work. Could Teri and Leigh Ann be here already, aware she planned to find some way to duck the appointment they'd made for dress shopping without consulting her?
 
   She looked through her peephole and did a double take. Monique? And April? What the heck?
 
   Two sharps raps made the door quake right in front of her. Quickly Jennifer opened it, and the two women swept past her. Something was definitely amiss. Monique didn't make house calls.
 
   "Get your jacket," Monique barked.
 
   Without a second thought, Jennifer reached for both a jacket and her purse. Monique was in full command mode.
 
   "Is everything all right?" Jennifer asked tentatively, wondering who was in the hospital now.
 
   "No. Yes. That is, it will be," Monique assured her. "You're way behind schedule. You do know that, don't you?"
 
   Before Jennifer could even shake her head, she was interrupted.
 
   "Uh, I hate to ask, but I don't suppose you have some crackers or chips or anything edible. I'd kill for chocolate. Something that we can take with us," April asked shyly, her eyes wide, her hands trembling.
 
   Jennifer cocked her head. Was that panic she detected in the blonde beauty's eyes? Or merely something basic on Maslow's hierarchy of needs. "I've got some breakfast bars with chocolate chips in them. Will that—"
 
   "Great! Don't judge me. I did all of this," she indicated her slim figure, "for them, and those idiots at my publishing house don't like my new author photos. They're refusing to use them. They say I don't look like a mom anymore, that my image was why my books sold so well, and that women could relate to me. Do they actually think I starved myself because I wanted to look like this? No, it was because that's what I thought they wanted a best-selling author to look like. I want my old self back. I've been hungry for months. I need food."
 
   Except for the blue shaggy fur, April was doing a bang-up imitation of the Cookie Monster.
 
   Jennifer grabbed the box off the top of the refrigerator, opened it, and held it out toward April. She snatched the whole thing out of Jennifer's hands, and offered a desperate "Thanks."
 
   Okay. So much for her own breakfast tomorrow. Jennifer had a sneaking suspicion that if she ever got that box back, it would be empty.
 
   "So tell me where we're going," Jennifer said. She turned to Muffy. "I'm sorry, sweetie, but we does not include you this time."
 
   Muffy whined loudly as Monique shuffled Jennifer and April out of the apartment and pulled the door shut behind them.
 
   "There's a lovely little vintage shop in south Macon," Monique explained. "The woman who owns it is an amazing seamstress. I've used her for all kinds of special occasions."
 
   Monique was a woman of many talents, but fashion was not among them, as demonstrated by the drab brown of her coat and the fact she had not one brush of makeup anywhere on her plain face.
 
   April, who had so recently embraced all that glittered in the fashion world, was shimmering in a black and white checked wool pea coat, a smartly wound white scarf about her neck, black pants, and boots to die for. Her "look", however, seemed far from her mind. She already had the wrapper off of one breakfast bar and had devoured half of it. She took another bite and attempted to talk around it. "She's m'awfully good. I've sh'used her, too."
 
   Jennifer stopped still. "A seamstress? You're taking me to a dressmaker? For…"
 
   "She has the most beautiful, unusual things in her shop," Monique assured her. "She makes alterations, remakes all sorts of things, and does original designs as well. Gorgeous fabrics you can't find anywhere anymore, and—"
 
   "No!" Jennifer felt all her anger rush out in that one emphatic word. She would not be Shanghaied and forced into shopping for a wedding dress, not by Leigh Ann and Teri and not by Monique and April. What were they doing? Tag-teaming her?
 
   She turned and stared straight at Monique, ready to fight, but not ready for the quiet words that came out of Monique's mouth.
 
   "I know you should be doing this with your mother. Or a sister. And that's a good part of the reason you don't want to do it. I'm not your moth—" The word stuck in Monique's throat, temporarily cutting off all the air to her windpipe. "I'm not your older sister, but you are our family Jennifer. I'm assuming you no longer have your mother's…"
 
   Jennifer took a deep breath and tried desperately to afford Monique the same kindness she was offering. But Monique had entered dangerous territory, and Jennifer didn't like to talk about the mother and father she still missed so terribly, even all these years after their deaths. Their absence was in great part the reason she'd retreated so far into the fantasy world of her mysteries. In fiction lay order. Death there made sense, unlike it did in the real world.
 
   "My mother married my father with sand between the toes of her bare feet and wildflowers twined in her hair, wearing a long, tie-dyed halter top dress someplace in Florida. She wore that dress until it frayed to rags. So, no, I don't really have it anymore, just bits and pieces, and I wouldn't wear it if I did."
 
   That had been her mother's dress. It represented a moment caught in a time of joy that belonged only to her parents, a time that was both far more complicated and far simpler than the time Jennifer and Sam found themselves in. It represented a freeness of spirit that would shine forever, admired, yet unattainable, for Jennifer. And if her image of her mother was nothing but fiction, and somewhere deep inside her Jennifer knew it probably was, it didn't matter because she needed it to be that way.
 
   "Of course. You must be a lot like her," Monique added, more to herself than to Jennifer, as she grasped her hand.
 
   A smile stole the sadness from Jennifer's lips. If only Monique's words would someday be true. Jennifer had inherited none of the reckless abandon for life that epitomized her mother. Reckless, maybe. Abandon for life—nope. It just wasn't there. Life was too dangerous a place to navigate to just trust in the universe.
 
   "So, are we going or not?" April asked, totally immersed in destroying six whole months of dieting in a single afternoon. "I've only got my babysitter until four, and these breakfast bars aren't going to last much past that."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   "Hmmm." Mrs. Kim's mouth set in a firm line as she squinted at Jennifer as though she were some rare bird brought into her shop from the Amazon. "Turn around, please, so I can see you from all sides."
 
   Jennifer rolled her eyes, but did as she was asked. The woman had said please, after all.
 
   Mrs. Kim projected a wisdom that she played up. Korean. Definitely first generation immigrant, although you'd never know it from her perfect English. Probably close to Monique's age. Maybe slightly older. Trim to the point of thin, she wore her smartly tailored Chanelesque suit perfectly.
 
   "Yes. I can see why you brought her here, Monique. She needs something very special. Her complexion—"
 
   "I can't afford—" Jennifer interrupted but was immediately cut off.
 
   "I said special, not expensive," Mrs. Kim snapped. "She needs something filled with positive energy, something to lead her into her future with hope, and with love, something that will wipe away her fear and negativity."
 
   "Fear?" Jennifer echoed defensively.
 
   "Your young man, he's very special, too, yes?"
 
   Before Jennifer could answer that it was none of Mrs. Kim's business what Sam was like, April burst out, "Sam's the best!" Her eyes were bright with the delight of a sugar addict that had fallen head first off the wagon to find herself on an unbelievable high. How many of those breakfast bars had she eaten? Six? Eight? There were only twelve to a box.
 
   "Yes," Mrs. Kim agreed. "You will make him very happy, at least most of the time. I will find what you need."
 
   "What I want—" Jennifer began.
 
   "Has little to do with what you need. You'll see. Once I find the one, you'll have the other. Please have a seat with your friends while I do some looking."
 
   When the woman was out of earshot, Jennifer turned to Monique. "Where on earth did you find that woman?"
 
   "I needed some tailoring done, and she was recommended to me. She didn't just fit my garment for me, she remade it. I couldn't believe what she came up with. She, in fact, gave me what I needed, not what I thought I wanted. That's why I thought she could help you."
 
   Monique, who never seemed to care about her appearance, had obviously been captivated.
 
   Well, if there was magic to be had, Jennifer could certainly use some about now. With death and mayhem following her every step, how could she possibly concentrate on something as mundane as a dress she'd wear for less than half a day? She'd gladly hand that task over to someone else, assuming Mrs. Kim actually could come up with something she didn't hate.
 
   "I can't beweive you hawdern't howd of her," April added. Hadn't her mother taught her not to talk with her mouth full? If she'd been one of April's own kids, she'd be taking them aside for "a talk." "Eweryyun uses her. She made Ewise Dwowning's dwess."
 
   "Oh, for heaven's sake, swallow, will you?" Jennifer demanded.
 
   A stricken look flashed over April's face.
 
   "Sorry. It's just it's hard to understand you when you're eating." Indeed, it was so distracting that it took a moment for Jennifer to realize what April had just said. "Mrs. Kim made Elise Downing's wedding gown?"
 
   "No, she didn't," Monique corrected. "Elise consulted Mrs. Kim, but Mrs. Kim refused the job."
 
   "But why would—" Jennifer began.
 
   "Found it!" Mrs. Kim declared, reentering the room. In her hands she held the softest, silkiest piece of fabric that Jennifer had ever seen. It floated like melted butter in the woman's hands. The color wasn't white, nor ecru, nor bone, nor ivory, nor blush. It had a soft, warm tint as though it had been soaked in some sort of herbal tea, a color that had no name, yet was somehow strikingly familiar.
 
   April gasped. "Your hair!"
 
   Yes! Somehow Mrs. Kim had found a piece of fabric that glowed with the color that glinted off of Jennifer's caramel-colored hair in bright sunlight. The most perfect shine that defined her physically.
 
   "Do you like it?" Mrs. Kim asked.
 
   Jennifer tried to speak, but found no words. For the second time since this whole wedding process had begun, someone had placed before her something she hadn't known existed, something she now needed with an unquieting desperation. She nodded.
 
   A smile spread across Mrs. Kim's face. "You see? I told you I would find what you needed, not what you might think you wanted." Which, indeed, had been nothing at all.
 
   "It's…stunning," Jennifer managed.
 
   "Ah, yes. But only on you. This was created for you by someone who knew you would need it someday."
 
   Okay, this was getting weird, but Jennifer wasn't about to lose that fabric because the woo-woo factor had just gone off the meter.
 
   "So, now I need to get your measurements."
 
   Jennifer stood and Mrs. Kim whipped out a measuring tape, which quickly flew about Jennifer's form.
 
   "Shouldn't we be looking at patterns or photos?" April asked, but Monique shushed her.
 
   One eyebrow rose in April's direction. Then Mrs. Kim turned back to Jennifer. "Put yourself in my hands."
 
   The control freak inside of Jennifer had surrendered at the first sight of the material.
 
   "I don't want a veil."
 
   "I agree," Mrs. Kim assured her. "You will meet your man on an equal footing, and he will see the woman he loves with no remnant of past ritual because you have yet to embrace the comfort that ritual affords its practitioners."
 
   "I'd prefer it were—"
 
   "Short. Just below your knees. Strapless. Sweetheart neckline. The bodice will be created by two pieces of draped fabric that will be cinched at your waist. A full circle skirt of happiness will have one small pocket hidden in the right seam to hold two tissues because you will cry quiet tears, even though you believe you will not. And around your waist…"
 
   "Yes?" Jennifer asked.
 
   "Ah, we shall see. Perhaps you have something? Your something old? Or borrowed? Nothing too ornate. Something we may refashion or something that will be perfect as is. You, yourself, will be the ornament in this wedding."
 
   And with that, Jennifer exhaled a long, burdensome breath and sank down next to Mrs. Kim who had taken a seat on a loveseat.
 
   Mrs. Kim patted her hand, breaking the spell and landing Jennifer with a thud back in reality land.
 
   "How much—"
 
   Mrs. Kim waved her hand. "Modest. Truly. Do not worry."
 
   "But—"
 
   "Emmie's agreed to pay for it," Monique stated.
 
   "She said the sky was the limit," April added.
 
   "Well, the sky is not the limit. I can't accept—"
 
   "I told you. Not expensive," Mrs. Kim insisted. "I do not design according to price. I design for the person. I give you what you need. I give all of my customers what they need, not necessarily what they want. They want something unsuitable for themselves, they have to go elsewhere."
 
   "Is that why you refused to work with Elise Downing?" Jennifer asked softly.
 
   "I prefer not to talk about my other clients with anyone." Mrs. Kim practically twitched at the woman's name. "I would not make her the wrong dress, no matter how much it would have enriched me financially. Her father wanted her to wear her wealth to the altar. That is not what I believe in. Her father would have paid anything for her, but, for me, you see, it is not about the money."
 
   Her father would have paid anything for her.
 
   Jennifer leapt to her feet. "I've got to go. Are we finished here? We are finished here, right?" she asked Mrs. Kim tentatively.
 
   Mrs. Kim nodded and cocked her head. "You have something very important to do?"
 
   "Yes," Jennifer said. "Something that can't wait another minute."
 
   Mrs. Kim smiled. "Then go. I will call when the dress is ready."
 
   Jennifer shot toward the door and had her hand on the push bar when Monique called after her. "Wait up. I'm moving as fast as I can. You're riding with us, remember?"
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Jennifer and Teague sat at a table at the Starbucks around the corner from the Eye's offices immersed in a heated conversation. As soon as Monique had dropped her off, Jennifer had jumped in her VW, put in a call to Teague, and chugged the hour plus drive straight to Atlanta.
 
   "This thing could backfire big time," Teague insisted.
 
   "If it comes to that, I'll deny you had anything to do with it, Teague. I swear, this is the only way—"
 
   "All right, all right. But if I lose my job—"
 
   "Oh, pul-leeze. You're the only person on staff who can really put together a professional story. Hall would be nuts to fire you. If he suspects you did it, he'll look the other way as far as the ethics are concerned." Jennifer laughed. "I can't believe I actually said something that obvious with a straight face. The only way he'd ever fire you would be if he found out you were in on it and didn't report on it. Anyway, I'll say it was all my idea. You know I'm quitting anyway, if he doesn't can me first."
 
   "Okay. But it sounds like blackmail to me and that could mean jail time."
 
   "It's not blackmail. It's simply letting someone know you know something they already know. Besides, you're not taking money for it, or even suggesting an amount. Make sure you avoid any talk of specifics. And I'll let the police know."
 
   "They won't like it."
 
   "Yeah, I know. They wouldn't let us do it either. So we'll let them know after the sting's in progress. Call her, Teague. Tell her you know. Ask her to meet you. Simple as that."
 
   "You think I'm the one to lure her out there because…"
 
   "You're the one that was shot, pierced, whatever you call it when an arrow slices through you. Heck, sometimes I wished you'd just been shot with a gun. It'd make conversation a whole lot easier."
 
   "Ouch, Marsh. Thanks for the memories. Okay. Got it. I still feel weird about this."
 
   "I know. But she won't come for me. You don't even have to be there, just get her there."
 
   "The hell I don't. Even if I get arrested, this is my story. You can tell your fiancé that. He doesn't get hold of it until after I go to print with it."
 
   "I'm sure that won't be a problem." Jennifer picked up his phone that was lying between them on their small table. "Keep it simple. Keep it vague. Just tell her to meet you at the cabin. Tonight. Seven o'clock. She'll already know what you want."
 
    
 
   Since when did Georgia get so cold? Stupid Arctic air mass. If she'd wanted to live in Alaska, she would have moved there.
 
   Jennifer rubbed her hands together hoping to keep her fingers from going numb if she did wind up needing to show her gun. Not cool if she couldn't get her index finger to wrap around the trigger, bluff or no bluff.
 
   Sam grabbed her hands and blew his warm breath into the pocket he made between his hands. They'd been waiting since six o'clock, almost an hour, on the far side of the cabin, Teague by their side. Teague's car sat nearby, announcing his presence.
 
   "Time to make a call," Sam stated, letting go of Jennifer's hands. He punched in 911 and spoke a few words just as the minute hand approached the hour on his watch.
 
   The sound of an engine grew louder as it wound slowly toward the cabin and then pulled to a stop behind Teague's. A lone figure emerged from inside, turned on a flashlight, and walked toward the steps. She was dressed in what looked like a heavy, dark trench coat, slacks, and knee high boots. Her hair was covered by a knit cap. She sat down on the wooden steps, pulled out a thermos that had been tucked under her arm, and flashed the light about the area.
 
   Teague inhaled sharply and stepped out of the shadow. The wire entwined in the scarf around his neck poked at his skin. It led to a tape recorder in his pocket. Good ole Johnny Zeeman. He was a terrific source for spy equipment.
 
   "Mrs. Downing. Thanks for coming." Teague sat down next to her.
 
   "Mr. McAfee. I believe you have a business proposition for me."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "So exactly what is it that you think I might be interested in buying?"
 
   "Silence."
 
   Jennifer and Sam stood close enough they could hear every word, both on edge should they need to intervene at any moment.
 
   "Ah, an expensive commodity. And what is it that you think I would care to keep quiet?"
 
   "Your husband was married before he married you."
 
   Jennifer could hear the woman chuckle. "This is the South, Mr. McAfee. We tend to marry instead of sleeping around. Yes, he was married. So what?"
 
   "So nothing. If he'd gotten a divorce."
 
   "That marriage was annulled."
 
   "No. It wasn't." Teague's words were measured, clear, menacing in their simplicity.
 
   Jennifer could see the shadow that was Elise Downing stiffen.
 
   "You aren't legally married to your husband. He's a bigamist."
 
   "Just because you found no record—"
 
   "There is no record. You found that out when your husband was kidnapped four years ago and you hired a private detective to research his background in an attempt to discover who had taken him."
 
   For several seconds neither of them said a word.
 
   "It's awfully cold out here," Elise said, unscrewing the lid to her thermos. "You must be freezing. How long were you waiting before I got here? Would you like a cup of coffee? I'm afraid it's not the best, actually it's kind of nasty tasting, but I made it myself and I'm sure reporters like you have had a lot worse."
 
   She held out the cup to Teague.
 
   Teague took it. "If your father found out, he'd be furious. He'd see that Xander was prosecuted, and he'd withdraw all of his financial support for his business. Then he'd launch a media campaign to disassociate you from the scandal. The innocent—you—deceived by a psychopath. Xander would be out of your life forever."
 
   Again silence. Contained, ominous silence. Teague wasn't saying anything that Elise hadn't lain awake thinking about for four years. Four years. To think. To plan. To consider all her possible options.
 
   "You'd lose him even if you didn't want to, which you obviously don't, or you'd have had daddy kick him to the curb long ago."
 
   "He's my husband, Mr. McAfee. I don't need a paper with a seal on it from the state of Georgia to prove that. Although I do, actually, have one of those."
 
   Ah, close to an admission, at least as close as they were likely to get.
 
   "If I pay you, how do I know you won't print the story in that trashy paper you work for after you've pocketed my money?"
 
   "I guess you'll just have to trust me. Unlike Carmichael, I'm corruptible. That's why you killed him, wasn't it? You knew he'd tell the whole story and ruin your life, even if you offered him money."
 
   More silence. Why is she still sitting there? Jennifer wondered. Why hasn't she asked him how much? And then she saw Teague's hand move, reflexively lifting the Thermos cup upwards towards his mouth.
 
   "Don't," she yelled, and lunged from the darkness toward the figures on the steps. She slapped the cup out of Teague's hand just as it brushed his lower lip. The cup thudded on the worn stair spilling its contents into the dust below. Then she grabbed the Thermos from the hands of a very surprised Elise Downing.
 
   "That's how she poisoned Carmichael," Jennifer gasped, clutching the container against her chest. "Whatever she put in this coffee is what gave Carmichael a heart attack. And here's the proof."
 
   Elise lunged for Jennifer, but Teague held her tight around the waist. Sam scooped Jennifer up and set her protectively behind him. Sirens were growing louder in the distance.
 
   "What the hell do you think you're doing?" Elise demanded.
 
   "Keeping you from committing another murder," Jennifer said. "Oh, and turning you over to the authorities for killing Daniel Carmichael."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   "So Elise Downing killed Daniel Carmichael." Leigh Ann said, curled up in the center section of Monique's sofa. It was Saturday and Dee Dee, Monique, April, and Teri were all in the kitchen getting the food ready before Emmie and her friends arrived. Leigh Ann had been tasked with keeping Jennifer entertained during the process. "Tell me again why she did it."
 
   "Because he'd found out that Elise and Xander weren't legally married."
 
   "And that's a reason to kill someone?"
 
   "For Elise it was. If her father found out, he would have tossed her darling husband out on his ear. She couldn't have that. Her father was the only thing keeping them and their business afloat. She might have felt differently if she'd let Carmichael tell her the full story. Who knows? Maybe he did, and she killed him anyway."
 
   "About what?"
 
   "About who kidnapped her husband."
 
   "You know, don't you?"
 
   Jennifer nodded, taking a small sip of punch.
 
   "Spill! I'm not going to sit here knowing you know and not make you tell me."
 
   "I'll tell you, but not now. Xander Downing has the right to be the first to know."
 
   "So tell him already. What are you waiting for?"
 
   "The guy's wife's just been arrested for murder. Let's give him a moment. He's got attorneys to hire, strategy to plan."
 
   "Her daddy will take care of all of that," Leigh Ann insisted, drawing her legs up under her and batting Jennifer with a sofa pillow. "Ooooooh! You can be so infuriating."
 
   The doorbell rang, and they could hear Monique welcoming Emmie, Jessie, and Mae Belle inside.
 
   "Everyone's going to be in here in a minute," Leigh Ann whined. "Can't you at least give me a hint?"
 
   "Just be patient. Sam and I have it all worked out. This will all be over soon."
 
   Leigh Ann thumped Jennifer again with the pillow.
 
   "Not cool to hit the bride-to-be," Teri admonished, entering the room with a huge cake covered in M&Ms with pictures of Jennifer and Sam printed on them and three large, lit candles right in the middle. Right behind her were her best buds: Monique, April, Dee Dee, Emma, and Emma's friends Jessie and Mae Belle from O'Hara's Tara.
 
   "Candles?" Jennifer asked, sitting up and throwing the pillow back at Leigh Ann.
 
   "One is for love, one is for marriage, and one is for happiness," April explained. "They represent our wishes for you."
 
   "A single candle simply wouldn't do," Emmie explained, "since those three things frequently don't go together."
 
   A sobering thought, one that Jennifer preferred not to dwell on at the moment. Instead, she let the love of her friends wash over her. It was a bachelorette party, after all, at least a very tame version of one. And, despite her abhorrence of ritual, Jennifer kind of liked crazy, off-the-wall, made-up symbols of good luck. The little you-can-do-it aphorisms that dotted her house were constant reminders that all the time she spent writing would not be for naught.
 
   What did worry her was the mound of gifts stacked on the corner table. She didn't even want to know what romance writers and octogenarians gave people on these occasions. At the first sign of anything edible, squeezable, or electronic, or garments with strategically placed cut-outs, she would be out of there.
 
   She pasted on a smile. Let the fun begin.
 
    
 
   "I had no idea," Xander Downing insisted, slumping in his chair. He'd agreed to an exclusive interview with Sam and Jennifer in his office in downtown Macon because Jennifer wouldn't let Sam go without her, and Xander seemed to trust Sam to tell his side of the story. He wanted it out there in the press to influence the potential jury pool should his wife's case actually ever go to trial. She had yet to be charged and probably never would be. Unlike Carmichael, the potassium laced coffee she'd offered to Teague probably wouldn't have killed him. Linking her to Carmichael's death, without the direct confession they'd hoped to obtain, might be almost impossible. The results of Carmichael's autopsy were due back any day now, and would, most likely, be inconclusive.
 
   But it was Elise's father's great wealth and the lack of evidence even placing Elise at the scene when Carmichael died that would ultimately determine her fate in the courts. Most likely her family would declare her mentally unstable and maybe even institutionalize her. Jennifer's bet was she'd never see the inside of a courtroom. It was unfair, but life often was.
 
   "I can't help Elise if my business goes under, not when her defense will cost hundreds of thousands. I have to keep my reputation. And hers."
 
   His body language suggested defeat, and then suddenly changed as he leaned forward aggressively. "Why would she feel she had to kill Carmichael?"
 
   "So you believe she did it?" Sam stated, pen and paper in hand. Downing had refused to let them record the interview.
 
   "No, of course not. Is that what it sounded like? But you just said you were there, that you had proof, that you witnessed her confession."
 
   "We did," Jennifer confirmed. "Both of us." It was a calculated lie, one she didn't utter lightly. Lying was wrong, but murder was worse.
 
   The truth was Elise had confessed nothing, but Xander didn't know that, even if Elise had sworn to him that she hadn't. No one could trust anything Elise said in her current state.
 
   "I still can't wrap my mind around Elise being capable of murder. She's fragile and sometimes her grasp of reality…. After my kidnapping she spent several weeks in a sanitarium. She's at that same facility now. Voluntarily, of course. Free to go and come at will."
 
   "So you're saying after the kidnapping, she became obsessive," Sam said. State the obvious and let the interviewee confirm it. It was an old newspaper ploy Sam used very well.
 
   "Yes. But that was only because she wanted to keep me safe. If she had any doubts about the legality of our marriage, why didn't she just ask me?" Xander asked earnestly. "We could have discredited that lying son-of-a-bitch Carmichael. We could have found a record of the annulment. Or even simply remarried. No one had to know."
 
   "No one's been able to locate that record because it doesn't exist," Sam said. "And your father is dead, so he can't corroborate that he even knew of that marriage or ever took any action to have it annulled. Even if he did, he had no legal standing to get an annulment for you. You and Mattie were both of legal age to enter into any contract without his consent. You knew you were still married, and it would take months to file for an annulment or secure a divorce. You didn't have that much time. Elise wanted to marry you right away. You couldn't afford any sort of scandal, and you didn't want to give Elise's father any reason to keep you from marrying her by letting anyone know about your secret marriage."
 
   "You weren't exactly on the approved list of spouses for Billlings' very wealthy daughter," Jennifer pushed on. "The marriage was recorded in South Carolina. Who would know? Only you and Mattie, and she was either too young or too naïve to question what you'd told her. If she had questions later, they'd land her in as much trouble as they would you. She'd be exposed as a bigamist, too. Any claim to property in her husband's name would be void."
 
   "No, no, no," Xander insisted. "You're wrong. You can ask Mattie. She'll confirm—"
 
   "Yeah, about Mattie," Jennifer interrupted. "She might not be our most reliable source. She's got problems a lot bigger than a secret marriage that may or may not have been dissolved. We know who kidnapped you."
 
   Xander blanched. "Who?"
 
   "Wyatt Elmore, not that that's such a big revelation considering his body was found at the cabin, but he, as you know, wasn't the only one." Jennifer stated. "Mattie had to have been in on it. It was probably even her idea. Wyatt was one of your abductors, but he wasn't the mastermind."
 
   "Who was?" Xander choked out again. "You think Mattie's capable of—"
 
   Sam nodded. "It had to goad her to see her former husband, or, more accurately, her legal husband living a life of wealth and luxury while she and Wyatt scraped by."
 
   "Anger and resentment added up to her devising a share-the-wealth plan."
 
   This tag team thing Jennifer and Sam had going was pretty cool, at least she thought so.
 
   "You have proof?" Xander asked. "I never thought Mattie would do something like that to me."
 
   "Yeah, well women take being thrown over very personally," Jennifer explained. "And no, we don't have proof. That's where you come in."
 
   "But how? I told you, I don't remember."
 
   "We know," Jennifer agreed. "But she doesn't know that. All you have to do is say you remember."
 
   Xander took a deep breath. "You want to set me up as a target."
 
   "Actually, we'll be setting up Mattie."
 
   Sam shrugged. "It's the only way we know to flush her out."
 
   "And whoever else was in on your kidnapping. We might be wrong about Mattie. That's the squirrelly thing about suspicion. Gotta have the proof. If we are wrong, I suspect whoever was behind it will be happy to pin the whole thing on Mattie. She knows things, and we plan to force her to share."
 
   Xander sat silent, his eyes darting about his desk, apparently trying to take in what Jennifer and Sam were telling him.
 
   "Look. Someone is killing again," Jennifer pointed out. "We think you're on that list. How are those scrapes and scratches from being run off the road healing up? What do you think the driver of that car would have done to you if he or she had found you?"
 
   "I don't know. But I thought—"
 
   "That Elise shot Teague with that crossbow?" Jennifer finished. "She could have, assuming she could have gotten the thing cocked."
 
   "She weight trains," Xander mumbled.
 
   "That would help, but a crossbow would still be tricky for a women her size. But if she did, who attacked you? Look, you can hide your head in the sand, or you can help us find the person who started all of this. Are you in?"
 
   Xander offered a tentative nod.
 
   "Good," Sam said. "Here's the plan. We'll say that you remember everything that happened to you, that the trauma of your wife's current impending charges has brought back all the horror of what you experienced. The catch is the article will have to come out on the Atlanta Eye's website."
 
   Xander frowned.
 
   "Yeah, I know," Sam agreed. "But it's not going to be the truth, and my newspaper has this policy against planted stories. I'd never get away with it. Teague, however…Well, enough said. I promise you, do this for us—to save yourself—and I'll tell your side of the story on the front page of the Telegraph well before Elise's court date is even scheduled. Jennifer and I will be as sympathetic in our testimony as the truth will allow. We know Elise is not well."
 
   "Okay. I'm trusting you, Culpepper."
 
   "That's all I'm asking. We won't be able to bring in the police. They'll say it's too dangerous," Sam added.
 
   "I understand."
 
   Xander took another deep breath. "One of us could get killed."
 
   "Not if I can help it. We can put a private security detail on you," Sam offered.
 
   "I have my own people. I trust them. I don't want anybody else."
 
   "Okay," Jennifer agreed, her face softening. "We're asking a lot, but it won't be for long, no more than twenty-four hours."
 
   "Give us the go ahead," Sam said, "and Breaking News will feature Teague's story by six o'clock tomorrow morning on the Eye's Internet site. Anyone with an app to receive alerts will get it via their phones. They'll also put out a special paper edition. At ten a.m. tomorrow morning, you'll enter the Eye's offices. You'll confront Mattie, who should be at her desk, if she hasn't bolted, in which case flight will be considered evidence of guilt, and we'll alert the police. Jennifer and I will be at the Eye as well. We'll be recording everything and have a roomful of witnesses."
 
   "You really believe this will work, that she'll confess to both being in on the kidnapping and running me off the road?" Xander asked.
 
   "No, that only happens in courtroom dramas," Sam said. "But I do think she'll be so shocked by being confronted by you in person, she'll say something she hasn't had time to think out. We'll get her, Xander, and this nightmare you've been living will finally be over."
 
   They'd lit the fuse. Now all they had to do was give Teague the go-ahead and make two more phone calls.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   "You actually work in this place?" Sam asked, gagging on the smoke that filled the Eye's offices.
 
   "Work is a word with a lot of latitude. I've spent some time creating here," Jennifer agreed.
 
   "And you really do think that this little scheme of yours will work?" Sam added.
 
   "I honestly have no idea," Jennifer confessed, "but apparently you do. I can't think of any other reason you'd be here."
 
   "Ooooh, good one, Marsh," Teague said. He got a sharp look from each of them. "Anyone want to wager a ten spot Xander doesn't show?"
 
   "I'll take you up on that," Jennifer agreed, offering a handshake that Teague eagerly accepted. A few minutes earlier Johnny Zee had texted her from the parking level under the building to report that Xander had just pulled in. Johnny had watched his movements—or lack of them—all night to make certain Xander didn't jump the gun with Mattie by confronting her at her home. They couldn't afford to have their suspect warned about what was about to happen.
 
   "Hell, Sam," Teague threw in, "something led Carmichael to these offices. Whatever happens, we should get our answers."
 
   "We already know why Carmichael was here. Now all we need is confirmation of the rest of it," Sam said.
 
   The three were huddled just inside the door leading to the corridor in front of the elevators. Every now and then Hall stepped out of his office on the other side of the room, shook his head, and threw them a dirty look. Jennifer cocked her head at him now and offered a small smile. He'd put up with them if they'd sell more papers for him. He was a bottom-line sort of guy who was already seeing dollar signs. This morning's special edition had flown off the newsstands. It was already sold out. And the Eye's website had blown up with the news. Every hit made his pocket jingle.
 
   Mattie flashed a slanted, suspicious stare at the trio, her mouth set in a mirthless line. She was working on her column, one that Jennifer had every reason to believe would foretell doom and gloom for her upcoming nuptials. She supposed she had that coming. She was about to upset Mattie's life even more.
 
   A wave of momentary unreality swept over Jennifer. Only she and Sam would be spending time this close to their wedding trying to trap a killer. If Mattie saw their future as a marriage fraught with danger, so be it. Happily ever after sounded downright boring.
 
   Jennifer's phone vibrated in her hand. The text read: In elevator. On his way up.
 
   She nodded at the two men beside her and they moved, Teague to his desk, obviously irked and mouthing you knew. She just shrugged. It wasn't as if she would have gotten ten dollars out of him either way. He would have weaseled out of it one way or another. Sam stepped to the glass enclosure of Grace's office, which was vacant because she had called in sick, most likely at Teague's request, and Jennifer quickly went to her own desk in front of the window and slipped into her chair.
 
   Xander burst through the door like a man full of rage and quickly strode the length of most of the room. He smacked a copy of the special edition of the Eye down on Teague's desk. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"
 
   "Reporting what you told me."
 
   "That wasn't supposed to come out until the middle of next week."
 
   "Ah, c'mon, Downing. You knew who I was when you picked up the phone and called me. I can't keep a story this hot under wraps. So you know now who kidnapped you. You remembered." Teague had a way of raising sarcasm to a whole new level. He leaned back in his chair. "We're all waiting. Give us the names. It's not like the police are going to let this slide."
 
   Xander turned toward Mattie, and Jennifer thought she detected a glint of true regret in his eyes. Maybe, even after all of these years, he still cared a little for the young Goth girl who had once stolen his heart. But not enough. Not then and not now.
 
   "You ruined my life," he spat out, "you and that lowlife husband of yours. You couldn't stand to see me successful, could you? You just had to have some of my money, didn't you? And you devised a way to get it. Kidnap me and hold me for every penny I had."
 
   Mattie roared to life, all the outrage, anger, and frustration of the last four years propelling her upward out of her chair, which skidded away from her with such force it crashed into the desk behind hers. "You goddam son-of-a-bitch! Who the hell do you think you are coming in here, trying to take away what little I've been able to scrape together since my husband, my Wyatt, was taken away from me and murdered four years ago. I don't give a horse's ass about your money and your big society, nutso wife. If Wyatt had wanted your money, he would have blackmailed you, not kidnapped you, you stupid jerk. He had more smarts than that."
 
   "How'd your husband know? How'd he know you and Xander were still legally married?" Jennifer jumped in. "Did he find something that tipped him off?"
 
   Jennifer may have asked the question, but Mattie was speaking directly to Xander. "He found a copy of our marriage certificate, the one the court had given us in South Carolina. I never told him about you. I didn't list it on our application when Wyatt and I got married because you told me," she shook a finger at Xander," that because it was annulled, it never existed. He asked, I answered. And that was the end of it. Are you out of your mind? Why the hell would he kidnap you?"
 
   "He wouldn't," Jennifer stated, as she, too, stood up. "He didn't. But he did see an opportunity to give you some of the things he couldn't."
 
   Xander stared at Jennifer with his mouth open.
 
   "You and Wyatt faked your kidnapping," Jennifer said, coming around her desk and standing next to Mattie. "There were no other kidnappers, just you and Wyatt."
 
   "You're wrong," Xander blustered. "A bag was thrown over my head, and I was taken by gunpoint—"
 
   "Great story, I'll give you that, but it simply isn't true."
 
   "Why would you believe something so ludicrous?" Xander spat out.
 
   "I was ordering my wedding dress, and Mrs. Kim said something that stuck in my head. Your wife's father would have paid anything for her. She was talking about a dress, but he would have paid a lot more for her, for herself. And yet, the kidnappers didn't take her. She would have been the much more manageable target, smaller, weaker, and ever so much more valuable. No, they took you and asked for exactly what your wife had available in her own accounts—two million dollars. Sorry, Xander, but you were only worth that kind of money to Elise. Not to her dad, who was carefully left out of the kidnap negotiations. Anyone looking for a big payoff would have abducted her and asked for at least five mil, maybe more."
 
   "Your dressmaker gave you this ridiculous idea?" Xander sputtered.
 
   "Yeah, she did. Wyatt stumbled upon some information—that you're a bigamist—and he decided to cash in on it with a little blackmail scheme. What'd he ask for? A few thousand? Only you didn't have it because all the money you were living off of was coming from your wife. What little else you had was tied up in your business. So you made your blackmailer an offer. Fake a kidnapping, collect two mil, one for each of you, or so you told Wyatt, and you'd have a nice little nest egg all your own. Money that would be yours and yours alone, money you could tap into whenever you wanted to. No need to beg your wife or her father for anything. Oh, you'd continue to leech off of them, but the money would be there if being dependent on an unstable woman ever got too much for you. You'd have the money to walk away, even disappear if you wanted to. You put most of it into an offshore account, but you left a little under the floorboards of the cabin to dip into whenever you needed extra cash—until Carmichael was killed, and you cleaned it out."
 
   Xander's complexion turned a ghastly red, his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. "Not a single word you're saying—"
 
   "But part of your plan all along was to kill Wyatt. You couldn't afford to have him let it slip that you're a bigamist. And if he started suddenly living like he'd come into a windfall, people would ask how. So you had to get rid of him. After the two of you collected the ransom money, you killed him and buried his body behind the cabin."
 
   Mattie lunged, ready to rip Xander's eyes out, but Jennifer grabbed her around the waist and held her fast.
 
   "Your theory falls apart before you even get started. You're forgetting that someone shot Teague with a crossbow," Xander reminded her.
 
   "That was you. You thought you were luring him out there and could pass off his death as a hunting accident," Jennifer explained.
 
   "That's impossible," Xander spat out. "I was nowhere near the cabin that night. I was run off the road, hiding in the woods, trying to evade my attackers. I have injuries to prove it."
 
   "Your injuries happened when I shot into the trees at the cabin when you hurt Teague. I must have scared the hell out you. At the least I sent you scrambling through the brush causing all your scrapes and wounds. What'd you do? Stumble and hit your head, trying to get away? You hadn't expected that, had you?"
 
   "You bitch! You grazed my leg." Xander had pulled a gun from his coat pocket and was backing toward the door. The whole office froze in place. "I'm walking out of here and no one's going to follow me. Got that?"
 
   Teague rolled his eyes. Jennifer could hear his unspoken words in her head. What '30s gangster movie did you steal that line from?
 
   She caught Sam's eye. Calm, warning. Telling her to wait it out. They'd thought this might happen. She was not about to try to be a hero. Not in real life. Paper bullets on paper pages—that's where her courage stopped.
 
   Xander continued towards the door without another word. Then he was gone. They could hear his footsteps thundering toward the elevator.
 
   "Call 911," Sam ordered nobody in particular, but phones were already out of everyone's pockets and purses. "Jennifer, Teague—you're coming with me. The rest of you stay here. Fred lock the door."
 
    
 
   They took the stairs, all the way down to the parking level. Johnny was waiting for them in the shadows, his gun drawn. "He's at his car, but he ain't goin' nowhere." Johnny waved a collection of automotive wires at them.
 
   "Good. Where?" Sam asked.
 
   Johnny pointed to their left. Past those two pillars in the guest parking—"
 
   Just then one of the elevator doors burst open, and Mattie, a murderous look on her face, darted out and flew past them.
 
   "Please tell me that wasn't what I think it was in her hand," Jennifer whispered.
 
   "A gun?" Johnny asked. "Okay, doll. She wasn't carrying a 9mm. Make you feel better?"
 
   "Not a bit."
 
   "Keep it quiet. I've got this," Johnny assured them.
 
   But he didn't have it, not at all. When they got close enough to spot Xander's car, Jennifer was astounded at what she saw.
 
   Xander was standing next to the driver's door of his car. His gun was shaking in his hand, as it darted in several directions and back again, leading Jennifer's gaze to follow its targets.
 
   They had him surrounded. Elise, her hand trembling with fury, was trying to control a very shaky trigger finger. Several yards away stood Charlene Carmichael. Her hand was rock steady, holding a smaller gun of some indeterminate caliber. Near a pillar stood Grace and in her hand was yet another gun. She had the wrath of a woman whose man had been viciously wounded coursing through her body. Lastly was Mattie, who carried the hurt of the last four years electrifying her.
 
   Good Lord. It looked like a firing squad only without the blindfold and the wall.
 
   "I made Mattie swear she wouldn't tell anyone our plan," Teague whispered.
 
   "Well, looks like she did," Jennifer groused.
 
   "Oh, yeah," Sam agreed. "But why is Charlene here? Xander didn't kill Daniel."
 
   "Because Xander caused all of this, even Elise's poisoning of Daniel. She would never have done that if Xander hadn't somehow goaded her into it. Charlene's smart enough to realize that."
 
   "If we all fire at once, straight into his heart," Charlene was saying, her voice calm and calculating, "they'll never be able to determine which one of us killed him. And if they can't determine that, they can't convict any of us of anything. I don't think it's against the law to fire into a dead body. If it is, it's only a misdemeanor. I'll be more than happy to pay a fine for wiping this creep off the face of the earth. What do you say, ladies? On my count of three? One, Two—"
 
   "No!" Jennifer shouted, putting up her hands. "At least one of you will go to jail for murder. I'm sure some of you are better shots than the others. You can't do this. You're just as likely to hit each other. Trust me. We've got him. Don't throw your lives away."
 
   "We could each take out a limb," Mattie suggested, her hand gripping her gun so tightly, Jennifer was afraid it might go off accidentally. "I've got dibs on his right arm. Who wants his left? Got two kneecaps up for grabs."
 
   "Mattie, please," Jennifer said calmly. "Xander, I suggest you step in front of your car, place your gun on the ground and kick it away from you. If you even twitch, you're going to have seven witnesses that say these women all fired in self-defense."
 
   Xander's chin went up, and the nostrils flared on his handsome face. But he slowly stepped forward, bent slightly, lowered his gun to the pavement, raised his hands, and gave his weapon a swift kick into the middle of the traffic lane.
 
   Jennifer let out a deep breath of relief, but not one of the women lowered their guns.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   "Don't you dare cry," Leigh Ann ordered, dabbing at the corner of Jennifer's left eye with a tissue. "Hold your head back so you don't get any streaks down your cheeks. Your eye makeup is waterproof, but your powder isn't."
 
   Instead, Jennifer sniffed loudly and took a deep breath, forcing herself to be composed. "I'm fine."
 
   "You're a mess," Teri corrected, "but a stunning mess." She turned Jennifer to look at herself in the full length mirror that stood in the enormous bedroom of Emma Walker's luxurious condo at O'Hara's Tara in downtown Atlanta. All the venues in and around Macon and Atlanta were indeed booked. Who thought finding a place to hold a small, intimate wedding on a week's notice would be so hard? Apparently everyone. And they were right.
 
   Jennifer's eyes went wide at her reflection. Whoever was looking back at her certainly wasn't her. The fabric of her dress flowed like water running free in a river, the tawny sheen, almost but not quite the color of champagne, made her skin glow and her hair glisten.
 
   The dress was exactly as Mrs. Kim had promised, strapless with a sweetheart neckline formed by the material being draped, one side over the other, wrapping perfectly about her to her waist where it disappeared into her circle skirt of happiness. The skirt, which was lifted by a crinoline to let the fabric fold into ripples, fell just past her knees. Around her waist was a narrow sash of the same fabric, twined with threads of many colors, taken from the bits of her mother's wedding dress that was left. Mrs. Kim had carefully pulled each strand and had woven her mother and father's love right into it. It was perfect. Exactly what she needed, as Mrs. Kim promised it would be.
 
   "Oh! Can't forget the earrings," Leigh Ann said. She grabbed them off the bureau and placed two antique diamond studs set in gold in Jennifer's earlobes. "There! Both your something old and your something borrowed."
 
   Jennifer touched one and then the other. Emma had insisted she wear them. She'd worn them on her wedding day to Edgar, not exactly the best portent of luck, but they'd also been Emma's mother's, and Emma was family, if not by blood, through blood.
 
   Her hair was pulled into a mass of curls covering the back of her head. Would Sam like it? He'd never seen her look like this before, and he probably never would again.
 
   Teri placed her cheek again Jennifer's as they both stared into the mirror. "Beautiful" was all she said, biting her lip and swallowing hard, for once at a loss for more than that one word. Quickly she pulled back, out of the scene caught in the mirror's reflection.
 
   Jennifer turned to her two friends and caught their hands. Teri and Leigh Ann joined hands as well, and they stood there in a circle, holding onto each other.
 
   "I—" Jennifer began.
 
   "Don't you dare make us cry!" Teri commanded. "Let's just savor our friendship for these last moments."
 
   "It's not going to—" Jennifer tried again.
 
   "Yes, it will," Leigh Ann whispered, fighting tears. "It will. We'll change. This will change," she raised their clasped hands in the air, "after you take your vows. But that's all right. It'll be different. Doesn't mean it won't be just as good."
 
   "Or better," Teri agreed. "Okay, no use lying. It won't be better, but it will be good. Now, they're waiting for us out there, so we need to get you going."
 
   Leigh Ann lifted the bouquet of blood red roses from the bed and handed them to Jennifer. "I know you didn't want a traditional wedding, Jen, but the rest of us need this to acknowledge your and Sam's commitment to each other. You get that, don't you?"
 
   Jennifer nodded, even though she didn't. Not completely. But that was beside the point. These were her friends, and Sam had said basically the same thing. Their marriage was between them. The wedding belonged to their loved ones. And yet…somehow all of this was beginning to sink in with her as well—why people did this, why publicly acknowledging love and commitment was a way to make it stronger, a way to make people work harder at it, not hide it in shadows and then cast it away like Xander had done to Mattie. Love was too wonderful a thing to keep hidden.
 
   "Besides, what better time to finally meet Sam's brother," Leigh Ann threw in. "He is one good-lookin' guy."
 
   "Hands off," Teri ordered. "That man's too fine for the likes of you."
 
   "Really?" Leigh Ann challenged. "I suppose you think…"
 
   Ah. Friendship, Jennifer thought with a smile on her lips. She stepped through the door from Emma's bedroom and into the hallway. It, too, was a wonderful thing. Johnny Zeeman stood waiting for her, offering her his arm. Again, not the man she'd envisioned being here to support her on her wedding day, but one who'd taught her more than a little about life, a man who, strangely enough, seemed to have learned a little something from her as well.
 
   "Ready, sweetheart?" he asked.
 
   She took a deep breath. "Ready.
 
    
 
   And so they were married, Jennifer and Sam, standing in front of the most breathtaking view of Atlanta that was to be had anywhere in the city, which just happened to be in Emma Walker's luxurious living room. Emma officiated, dressed in a satin tuxedo complete with cummerbund, red bow tie, and a rather interesting take on what marriage vows should include, such as asking three times that they would promise to be faithful to one another. Seems Emma still had issues with her now deceased ex-husband Edgar. Finally, with the power bestowed upon her by some Internet church's website, she pronounced them husband and wife.
 
   Jennifer's friends—Teri, Leigh Ann, April, Monique, and Dee Dee—were all dressed in varying shades of lavender, just as Jennifer had requested to designate the special place each of them held in her heart. Each had selected a different style and even length of dress. They had also incorporated deep forest green somewhere on their person, again as Jennifer had requested. They all looked beautiful, each enhanced by the love that radiated from them.
 
   When it came time to toss the bouquet, she split it in two and threw one in Leigh Ann's direction and the other in Teri's. They still had to wrestle Jessie and Mae Bell for them, but Leigh Ann and Teri had the advantage of youth, which won out over the determination of age.
 
   Monique's husband was there. So were April's and Dee Dee's. And Sam's brother, of course. Johnny Zee, Teague, and Grace, who'd actually donned a dress, but no heels, for the occasion. She stayed busy snapping photos. Emma had included Jessie and Mae Bell because she had to, and they had, in the past, once helped Jennifer clear her name of suspicion of murder. The other residents of O'Hara's Tara would simply have to hear about the event via the building's very effective grapevine.
 
   Dee Dee had made an unbelievable punch mixture and set out an array of finger foods and sweets that made the orders of even her most prestigious clients look paltry by comparison. And the cake—well, it was two tiers of gastronomical delight, although Jennifer barely tasted any of it.
 
   Sam took her hand and led her outside onto the small balcony where they could stand alone, suspended above the city.
 
   "Are you okay?" he asked.
 
   "Yeah, I am. You?"
 
   Sam smiled. "More than. I know we agreed not to get each other gifts, but I have a little something for you." He drew a piece of paper from the inside pocket of his jacket.
 
   She took the paper and unfolded it. It was a mock-up copy of a book cover with a sky blue background. On it was a tough, beautiful woman dressed in skin tight leather pants, boots, and a motorcycle jacket with her arm raised pointing a gun. Her face was in profile, and she looked like she meant business. Down the right side were the words Death Beware. Across the top of the page, in all caps, was her name, JENNIFER MARSH. At the bottom was The Maxie Malone Mysteries #1.
 
   Jennifer's brow furrowed. "Sam, what is this?"
 
   "You said you were tired of waiting around for an editor to take you on. I know your books are good. Not just good. Great. You're ready. They're ready. If you decide to self-publish, you'll need a professional cover. So I commissioned Grace to make you one. She can make any changes you want, even scrap the whole thing and start over, but I think it's—"
 
   Jennifer stopped his words with a powerful, lingering kiss. "It's perfect, Sam. I can't believe you did this! It's all perfect. I can't tell you how much this means to me. You, this day, our future, our—"
 
   Sam's phone buzzed loudly in his pocket. "Sorry. I thought I'd turned that thing off." He pulled it out and looked at it. "It's my contact at the police department."
 
   "Maybe you should take it," Jennifer suggested.
 
   "I don't want to ruin our day." He put the phone back in his pocket, but it buzzed again.
 
   "Must be important," she teased.
 
   He pulled it back out. This one was a text. Reading upside down was one of Jennifer's skills that had come in handy more than once. Corpse unearthed at excavation site. Interested? 
 
   Their eyes met, a twitch of a smile lifting the corner of each of their mouths.
 
   "We can say our good-byes and be in our street clothes in ten minutes," Jennifer said.
 
   "Make it five," Sam said, and kissed her like he meant it, which he did.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ####
 
    
 
   Thanks so much for reading. If you enjoyed this book, please check out Judy's other mysteries, suspense novels, and romantic comedies.
 
    
 
   Books by Judy Fitzwater
 
    
 
   The Jennifer Marsh Mysteries:
 
    
 
   Dying to Get Published
 
   Dying to Get Even
 
   Dying for a Clue
 
   Dying to Remember
 
   Dying to Be Murdered
 
   Dying to Get her Man
 
   Dying Before "I DO"
 
    
 
   The first six Jennifer Marsh Mysteries were originally published by The Ballantine Publishing Group, a division of Random House.
 
    
 
   Suspense Books
 
    
 
   Drowning in Air
 
   No Safe Place
 
    
 
   Ghostly Romantic Comedies:
 
    
 
   Vacationing with the Dead
 
    
 
   You can find a complete list of all of Judy Fitzwater's books available for the Kindle at http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss_1?url=search-alias%3Ddigital-text&field-keywords=judy%20fitzwater&sprefix=judy+fi%2Cdigital-text
 
    
 
   Visit Judy's website at http://www.judyfitzwater.com for a complete list of her past and upcoming books, information about her background, and her thoughts on the writing life.
 
    
 
   Like her Facebook page, Judy Fitzwater Author, to keep up with her current projects.
 
    
 
   Contact her at judyfitzwater@gmail.com
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