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“We’re losing him!”

The shrill alarms of cardiac monitors coupled with nurses fumbling around each other would be enough to distract many an everyday Joe, but Dr. Lance Blair forced himself to concentrate. Early morning emergencies like this called for extra focus. The patient, forty-six-year-old Glenn Emerson, could not afford for him to look away even for a second. Glenn may have been lying still on the table, but the monitor showed that inside his body, chaos reigned. The erratic quivering of his heart pushed Lance and his crew to act fast.

“Defibs!” Lance called out. His assistant was right there, her narrowed eyes peering over the top of her mask in concentration as she handed Lance the sticky pads. The whole world fell away; it was just him and his patient now. His professional staff knew exactly what they were doing as they paved the way for him to bring this patient out of V-fib… if his body responded.

Lance strategically laid the pads below Glenn’s right collarbone and the left side of his rib cage. The charge was always the worst part. Surely someday, with advancing technology, they would invent something new that didn’t take what felt like years to charge. Every second—every millisecond—counted, and the longer it took for the pads to charge, the more his patient slipped away.

“Clear!” His commanding voice alerted the staff to be hands-off for a few seconds. Like a wave of choreographed dancers, they took a collective half step back.

And… shock.

The patient jerked once. Up, then down. There was only a tiny difference on the monitor before the heartbeat returned to its quiver again.

Stop quivering!

“Charging.”

Lance’s own chest began to ache with the thought that they were seconds away from losing him. Glenn’s wife’s face flashed across Lance’s eyes. The panic in her eyes as she paced the emergency room was something that he had seen a thousand times, but it still rocked his emotions every single time.

“Clear!”

He watched the cardiac monitor, hoping to see a change, but the quivering persisted.

“Charging. Come on, Glenn.” Lance wasn’t sure if saying his name made any difference. It wasn’t in the books, the medical journals, or anything else, but it couldn’t hurt. His jaw clenched. None of this was right. Glenn’s mouth was creased from frequent smiling. If only his eyes would open, they would probably dance with a love of life. It was always the patients like this that were the hardest to lose, leaving behind those they loved—spouses, children, friends. He prayed silently that he could get this heart going again.

“Clear!”

Another shock administered. The heart monitor still showed the merciless quivering.

In the milliseconds of respite, he heard that nagging voice again.

You can’t save him.

It wasn’t a physical voice. Never audible, never out of nowhere. Just some ghostlike whisper in the depths of his gut that wouldn’t shut up in the middle of the night and definitely didn’t help in situations like this.

You couldn’t save Dylan. What makes you think this is any different?

No, he didn’t need this right now! He forced himself to concentrate and commanded through gritted teeth, “Clear!”

A final jolt.

The heart monitor ceased its incessant warning beeps, and the heart descended into a normal rhythm. Glenn finally took one visible, life-giving breath. A collective sigh of relief rippled through the medical staff, and they took a second to just breathe.

“You’re gonna be okay, Glenn.” Lance removed the sticky pads and returned to the moment. There was still much to be done. He knew as well as anybody that just because the heart was beating the way it was supposed to didn’t mean they were out of the woods yet. “I need blood tests and vital signs immediately. Let’s get him prepped for the EKG.”
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Lance never looked at the clock while he was at work. His work was never really done anyway. Seattle General Hospital’s doors never stayed closed for very long. There was always another patient—another life to save—and no two cases were ever the same. He made his way down to the waiting room in search of Glenn’s wife. He may not remember her face next week, but it was fresh in his mind today. He found her in the waiting room. Tears had left black mascara trails down her cheeks; her eyes were pools of red. She was surrounded by several friends including one who was holding a child in her lap. “Mrs. Emerson?”

She snapped her head up, a flash of dread and anticipation in her eyes the moment she saw him. It was funny how the emergency room could bring out so many conflicting emotions at once. The hope that everything would be okay partnered with the despair of making plans for the worst. For now, he was glad that he could appeal to the former.

“How is he, doctor?” she gulped. She put on a strong mask, one he’d seen on many a face until he broke the news. She held her breath and didn’t move, hoping to prevent bad news from unfolding.

Lance gave her his most comforting smile. It wasn’t much—more professional than overly pleasant—but he hoped it would calm Mrs. Emerson’s worst fears before they spiraled out of control.

“It’s good news. Your husband is stabilized. We were able to get his heart back to a normal rhythm. We are going to run an EKG, but for right now he’s stable.”

And just like that, her strong mask shattered.

“Oh.” She covered her mouth with her hand as tears of relief began to flow down her face like someone overfilling a water glass. Her friend wrapped an arm around her shaking shoulders. It was a scene he’d seen played out hundreds of times: the spouse falling apart as the friend comforts them.

“Thank you, Doctor,” the woman whispered as Mrs. Emerson gathered herself.

His smile pressed tightly in a straight line. “Just doing my job.”

“So, Daddy’s okay?” The little blond girl that had been sitting across the room looked up at her mother with wondering eyes.

Her mother nodded, drawing her into a hug. “Yes, honey, Daddy’s fine.” She sniffed and turned back at Lance. “What’s the next step from here?”

Lance spent a few minutes filling in Mrs. Emerson about the treatment plan for her husband. He reminded her that just because Glenn was stable now didn’t mean he was out of danger. These tests would show them what measures to take next. He did this by rote, reciting the news like an actor reciting his monologue for the millionth time. Then he departed, leaving the family to discuss the results.

Lance should be rejoicing, knowing that he had saved the life of yet another patient today. But, even with the jovial news, he couldn’t stop a heavy weight from pressing down on his shoulders.

Glenn and his family had been planning a barbecue family reunion today when severe chest pains during the night had interrupted that. He had woken up with symptoms, and his wife hadn’t hesitated to get him to the hospital. It was amazing how life worked sometimes. Here was Glenn, planning a picnic lunch one minute, then lying inches from death’s door in an ER the next. Lance had brought him back from that threshold, and Glenn would be okay. He just needed a pacemaker or a stent, then this whole thing would only be a story to tell. He would go on to see his kids grow up, go to college, get married, become something great. He would meet his grandchildren. At next year’s barbecue, they’d sit around and talk. He’d say to his friends, “Do you remember that crazy time I went to the hospital last year? Now I can’t eat bacon!”

Good for him. But Lance’s own heart was heavy.

His vision began to close in around him like it always did when the memories resurfaced. Visions erupted his line of thinking. Over time, they had become increasingly brief, but they were still jarring. Today’s date didn’t help. He didn’t need to see a calendar… he just knew it was November 13th. The nagging whisper he’d felt while focusing on saving Glenn’s life was always louder than usual on the anniversary date.

He needed to take five… take a breath or two and get himself under control.

“Dr. Blair, you’ve got a follow-up with Maureen Hoover in room 34C…”

The nurse trailed off as he pressed his hands against his face and let out a heavy sigh. “Doctor?”

He gave her a look. “Can Sheppard handle it?”

“Sheppard’s out today.”

He grumbled. “Put Johnson on it then.”

“Is everything okay?” she asked, but he was already pushing past her and heading down the stairwell.

“Have Johnson follow up with me later. I’ll buy him a drink.”

Before she could object or Doctor Johnson could protest, he hurried down the stairwell to escape to the only quiet place he could find… the only place without shouting or bustling doctors… without the incessant beeping and humming of medical devices… without the nervous, whispered conversations of anxious patients.

The chapel stood empty this time of day, and Lance was grateful for the solitude. It was a small, humble place, nestled down in the basement across from the electrical room, but it got the job done well enough. The whole place was lit in the soft glow of LED candles—not as good as the real thing, of course, but a fair sight better than the harsh fluorescents throughout the rest of the hospital.

He leaned against the cool concrete wall, letting his breath come and go in heavy waves. He tried to clear his mind—to push the flashbacks away—but the more he tried, the more they hammered away at him.

Flames. That’s all he saw. Flames. Searing pain. An agonizing scream. Dylan’s face appearing over the wall of flames, shouting something to him, but the words were always as blurry as his vision.

Searing pain.

Lance sighed and shook his head. With his right hand, he reached down and rubbed the calf on his right leg. Some people said that old wounds hurt worse on anniversary days. Whether or not that was true or just all in his head, Lance couldn’t deny that his right leg had a dull ache today. Maybe because he was trying so hard not to focus on the fact that today was the day.

He needed a distraction. He pulled out his personal phone. Of course, as usual, about a hundred different notifications from a thousand different apps blinked up at him. Several missed calls. Didn’t these people know that once he passed through the doors of the ER his focus was on his job and his patients? Probably someone trying to sell him car insurance.

He opened his text messages. The first one was a message from his best friend’s mother.

Lance, Thank you, again, for your extraordinary gift. We want you to know that we don’t hold you responsible for what happened to Dylan. I know you know this, but I just wanted to remind you. And once again, your gift came at just the right time. Take care. Hope all is well.

“All is well, eh?” he said out loud to the emptiness of the chapel with a scoff. All was not well. She knew that, too, but she hoped. He supposed that had to be good for something.

Days like today made him feel like a seven-year-old again: helpless, weak, and nothing like the person he’d worked so hard to become. Only children were affected by nightmares, right? He was a grown man with a remarkably successful career, a well-appointed home, and seven figures in the bank. If he knew anything, he knew how to handle investments, careers, and life. Caving to the weight of memories that haunted him made all of that feel like a facade.

He typed out a tender message back to Dylan’s mom, then opened his missed calls. He paused for a moment to focus on his contact list, then jolted to a more upright position. His breathing kicked up a notch, and his heartbeat pulsed in his fingertips which hovered over the call log.

“Why has Sidnie called me four times?”

His little sister understood his career granted him little time for phone calls. He rarely even checked his phone at work. Her calls were always preceded with a text message asking him to make time for her. The only other time she had incessantly called him at work was six years ago when Dad had left this world behind….

Dread made his fingers feel like lead as he tapped her contact and held the phone to his ear.

She answered with a sniff. Never a good sign.

“Hello?” her voice wobbled.

“Sidnie.” He always softened his voice a little when he spoke to her. The Navy had gifted him with a commanding voice that rumbled from his chest, even though he had only served as a doctor back then. But he still managed to soften it for the ones he cared about. “I saw you called. Sorry, I was…” Having an existential crisis? Saving someone’s life again? Turning my world upside down? “…in the operating room.”

“I figured you were busy. But I had to call you. Um... there’s no gentle way to tell you this.”

So, it was bad news. Could this day get any better? Lance sank into the last pew and braced himself. “Go ahead.”

“Mom’s been… in an accident.” Sidnie began to hiccup as she sobbed. He knew from the way she couldn’t control her tears that the news was anything but good. Sidnie had always been a pint-sized fireball with a hard resolve to never show how she was really feeling. Unless she couldn’t control it.

His heart dropped, but his voice remained level. “Okay?”

“She was killed instantly.”

Lance felt the blow, even though he sensed it coming. “When did this happen?”

“I… I just found out. They said she died last night.”

He tightened his grip on the phone. “Last night?”

“Last night. The receptionist at the clinic got very worried when she didn’t come in to work this morning. They went out looking for her and… and they found her crashed off that back road out east. I don’t know all the details yet, but her car rolled over.”

“Any other cars involved?” Hit and run was Lance’s first thought. If it were an accident, someone would have reported it.

“Nope. Police are saying they… they think she swerved to avoid hitting a deer, got her tire in that low shoulder, and rolled into the ditch.”

From deep within Lance, anger began to rise like lava from a volcano about to blow. So, Mom swerved to avoid hitting a deer. The deer gets off scot-free, and her life was taken in exchange. Isn’t that just how things work? He clenched his jaw and his free fist so tight he thought his bones might snap. “Are you okay?”

“Not really.” Sidnie swallowed hard. “This was so sudden. No one was expecting it.”

You’re telling me.

“When can you come down?” The question was obvious with a hidden statement behind it: I need you.

Lance glanced up at an imaginary clock, as if that would hold all the answers. “I’ll be there tomorrow.”

“Great. Meet me at Luna’s Cafe—the one on the left as you come into town,” she said like he’d never been there before.

Despite himself, he breathed out something between a laugh and a grunt. Somehow, even at her lowest, Sidnie was still trying to be the perfect helpful sister. “I know where Luna’s is, kid. I’ll be there.”

“I’m sorry I had to tell you over the phone,” Sidnie’s voice wobbled. “I’m going to get off here before I start crying again.”

Lance nodded. He wished he could be there today to give her a hug. “That’s fine, Sid. Take care of yourself, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Thanks. Bye.” She hung up before another wave of sobs could sweep over her.

Lance put his phone down. He bowed his head and let out a growl of frustration that echoed in the silence of the chapel. He pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a long sigh.

Regret wrestled with sorrow at this point, but anger overwhelmed everything. Their relationship hadn’t been the same since he was a teen. Lance’s father had been his world—his rock—so when Mariann had run off with some guy, Lance had been just as angry as his father. When the divorce was final, he had opted to stay with his father, and somehow, Mariann had agreed. Too wrapped up in this guy to even care about custody of her own children. If that’s what she wants, then okay!

Oh, sure, she called now and again, and they met up for the holidays, but the picture-perfect family had long been shattered. Mariann had cried like a baby the day of his father’s funeral, but Lance told himself it was all for show. As far as he was concerned, if she didn’t have enough love for him to stay with him until death parted them, then she obviously didn’t care that he was gone from this world now.

No matter how he was feeling, Lance knew he had a job to do. There would come a time to let his emotions out, starting with that long drive down there. But for right now, he stood up, squared his shoulders, and put aside the teenage boy he had let himself become again for the last fifteen minutes. He strode out of the chapel with determination. He had some travel arrangements to make.
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“Who goes to a lake in the middle of November?”

That was Avery Hart’s first question—out loud to herself, in frustration—when her person of interest turned up the road that led to the lake. Not only that, but this early in the morning? The sun was barely up. At first, she had thought that the woman she was following was just trying to lose her. After all, if she went up the lake’s road and Avery followed in her car, then surely it would give away that she was being followed. As an attorney who moonlighted as a private investigator, Avery had learned not only to look at the facts but also to get inside someone’s head and immerse herself in all the possibilities of what they were thinking. Her personal philosophy was to keep an open mind about someone and never assume they were too smart or too clueless.

So far, Mrs. Clemmie Myers wasn’t making a strong case for the former category. It always helped when her targets lacked situational awareness, like in this case. Her client, Clint Myers, had approached her a month or two ago with a concern. It wasn’t anything Avery hadn’t heard before. “My wife never goes anywhere unless it’s to parties with friends on a Friday or Saturday night. She doesn’t like leaving the house—until recently—she’s been disappearing from home at odd hours of the day and sometimes stays out late with friends at night. So she says. I know I’m overreacting, but I’m starting to wonder if something else is going on.”

Avery hoped for his sake that he was overreacting—that she would discover some sort of secret surprise birthday party Clemmie was planning for Clint. Maybe she was job hunting and didn’t want to call too much attention to herself. For the first few days Avery had quietly watched her, Clint’s claim held up: Clemmie hardly ever left the house. Every time Avery drove past the open window on the suburban street, the TV was always on. And judging by the phone records Clint had provided from their shared plan, she had a lot to talk about with someone for the better part of the afternoon. But when she did leave the house, it was usually to some obscure location like the lake. Avery suspected that there was no surprise birthday party in the works. After all, anyone heading to the lake this early in the morning probably needed a reason to.

Avery memorized the road that Clemmie turned on, while driving past it. She eventually pulled a U-turn and returned up that same road a good eight minutes later, not too late to lose her, but not too early to look suspicious. She drove like she was just enjoying the view. When she saw Clemmie’s bright yellow car sitting by the lakeshore, Avery parked her car on an ATV trail, relying on the hunter green to camouflage her, even in the November barrenness. She readied her camera to capture all the answers to the questions that Clint Myers had hired her to find.

Avery spotted an SUV parked near Clemmie’s. The two secret lovebirds hadn’t even tried to hide their cars. They probably figured no one who knew Clemmie’s husband would be out at the lake to spot them. Still, Clemmie’s bright yellow car wouldn’t blend in with the flora and fauna of Washington’s outdoors. The SUV’s door opened, and the driver met Clemmie halfway in an embrace right behind a large tree trunk which concealed them from view. Slipping her camera strap around her neck, Avery quietly exited her car, leaving the door slightly ajar, and crept along the ATV trail. She settled behind a large shrub closer to where Clemmie and her secret lover stood by the lake. Hidden in the foliage, she trusted the evergreen branches to keep her concealed as she found a small gap to adjust her camera lens through.

Avery’s shutter clicked with photo after photo. Clemmie and her secret lover embracing, kissing, heavy caressing; she knew what was about to happen, and she wasn’t too keen on sticking around for it either. This would be enough for Clint. She just needed to see who it was. That was it. Not his back—his face. Turn around. Come on… that’s it.

The secret lover boy took Clemmie and led her to the back of his open SUV. They both sat on the tailgate for a while, indulging in one another until the man looked up. Avery snapped a clear picture of his face in her camera. White male, floppy-sloppy black hair that hangs around his face. Probably hasn’t seen the inside of a shampoo bottle since last year. Dark, sunken in eyes. Probably late twenties, early thirties. Clemmie herself was forty-three. Why would she sneak around on her husband of thirteen years, to fall into the charms of a man so much younger than herself? It was obvious Clint loved her. Avery had gathered that much from the times they had spoken.

The man released Clemmie and turned toward Avery, giving her a clear view of his shirt, the words Iron Wraiths spelled across the front of his shirt in jagged font style, maybe indicating a band or something. The name struck a familiar chord with Avery, and she wondered where she might have heard the name before. She made a mental note to look it up later and snapped one more picture before he and Clemmie climbed all the way into the back of his SUV and closed the hatch behind them.

Avery had enough by this point. She had all she needed in her camera and memory bank. Turning the name Iron Wraiths over and over again in her head, she quietly crept backwards along the ATV trail. Then she stood, hiking toward her car at a pace that would indicate someone was just out for a hike. Nothing to see here. Her camera was for bird watching, and her clothing was for wildlife observation. PI? What are you talking about?

She reached her car and tossed her camera onto the front seat, already dreading what she’d have to tell Clint.

The drive back to the main road had the best scenery. Avery always turned off her car radio to fully admire it. The sun shone through the tall evergreen trees that gave the town its name, still a gorgeous, deep green, even as the other trees around them had already become bright hues of bronze, yellow, and red. A few had even started losing their leaves, but she hoped they’d stick around for at least a little longer to bedazzle the town with their color.

As far as Avery was concerned, fall in Juniper Springs was the most gorgeous place on earth. Even though she’d been born and raised there and had seen the sights so many times, it never failed to take her breath away.

She didn’t get out there much anymore though. “Days off” were really workdays for her. If she wasn’t at her parents’ law office in town, she was out running around, doing her private investigator work. Not that this little town needed much as far as private investigations went. She really only had about two or three cases a year, if that. Everything else was handled by her good friend Chief Scott Simmons and the Juniper Springs Police Department.

Once she got onto the road where her cell phone worked again, she turned off into a pullover spot and put her car into park. The first rays of sunlight began to spill across the highway, creating a peace despite the situation. She should have service out here on the main road, so she dug her phone out, wanting to search for a few things while they were still fresh in her mind. Opening her Instagram app, she typed in the name Iron Wraiths into the search bar. If it was a band, they probably had an official page. The search bar showed her hunch was correct. Iron Wraiths: Official Page bounced to the top of her search. She tapped on the name, and a dark background with jagged lightning strikes filled the screen. She scrolled for a bit before finding the first picture, instantly recognizing the lead guitarist as Clemmie’s lover holding up metal horns.

“Hey, Juniper Springs!” read the caption. “Catch George and Brandon at the Timberline Bar next Saturday! Starts at 8 pm, $10 at the door!”

Avery tapped on the about tab on the band’s page and read the band members’ listed names. The lead guitarist’s name came up as George Radcliffe. So, Clemmie’s lover’s name was George, a lead guitarist in an indie metal band. Clint had mentioned she liked going to the bar on weekends, and by the looks of the band’s posts, they played at the local bars a lot, particularly Timberline. It was very likely they met there.

With the new information in mind, she connected her phone to the car’s Bluetooth and dialed her client’s number. He answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Mr. Myers? It’s Avery. Is now a good time?” It wouldn’t be after this conversation.

“I guess it’s as good a time as ever. What you got for me?”

She sighed through her nose, hating that she always had to be the one to give out the worst news. “Mr. Myers, do you know a guy with shoulder length black hair who goes by the name George?”

The silence on his end gave her the answer she was looking for. He swore under his breath. “Yeah, I know the guy. He’s the guitarist for that stupid band that plays down at the bar every Saturday night. Clemmie always thought he was hot, but the guy has no talent. So, that’s why she wants to go to the bar every time I turn around. I can’t believe…” He huffed a sharp sigh. “Are you sure?”

Avery gripped the steering wheel. “I have some pictures I’ll email you when I get back to the office. They went to a secluded part of the lake today. I’ll send the details with the pictures in the email.”

Clint’s silence was deafening. “Avery... were they…?”

Avery gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Mr. Myers... your wife is having an affair. I’m so sorry.”

She could cut the tension with a knife. She hated that this was the evidence she had. Why couldn’t Clemmie be sneaking out to plan a surprise birthday party for her husband, or better yet, getting some therapy? But with the pictures and what she’d observed with her own two eyes, there was no other story to tell.

Finally, on the other end, he grunted, “Thank you,” followed by a click on the other end.

The defeat mingled with rage in his voice sent Avery into a quiet frustration, one that simmered below the surface. She had seen one too many divorce cases come through her family’s law firm… one too many families ripped apart. She knew. And she had seen it happen, up close and personal: her first boyfriend, Lance, had his world turned upside down when his mother had left his father. Lance had shown a strong facade to the rest of the world but hadn’t been able to hide it from her. She had seen the lasting effects firsthand. Severed lives. Unending feelings of guilt. Super awkward holidays. It was too much.

She needed a distraction, so she clicked on the radio—and then immediately shut it off as the strains of a Christmas song immediately blared through the speakers.

“No!” she admonished the radio. “It’s not even Thanksgiving yet! What is wrong with you?”

She grumbled under her breath at how ridiculous it was that they thought it was just okay to start blaring “Jingle Bell Rock” when she’d only barely taken down her Halloween decorations, but even that rant only lasted a few seconds. With one last huff, she reached over and clicked on her police scanner. She didn’t need to use it much in general, but it was always a useful tool to have—and it helped sate her curiosity. Avery always had the need-to-know thirst ingrained in her system. She couldn’t get enough of it at the office and often wanted to see what she was up against firsthand.

So, when the scanner crackled and told her of an accident not far from her, curiosity knocked, and she gave into it. She wasn’t due in the office for two hours anyway. Since she knew most of the local law enforcement—a result of their paths crossing in both her lines of work—she wondered who was working the scene. Someone on the graveyard shift who had probably received the call an hour or two before they were supposed to clock out. Avery trusted that they would do the scene of the accident justice, but maybe a little moral support from a familiar face might help lighten their spirits a bit?

She turned on her signal and went up the road to the accident site… it only took a minute for her to groan with regret at her decision.

She pulled to the side of the road on the outside of the scene perimeter. Behind the squad car and its flashing lights blocking the opposite lane, yellow police tape wove in and out of the trees on the side of the road. The tape prevented anyone who wasn’t law enforcement from going down into the valley where a red car had rolled. At least, Avery assumed it had rolled given the damage. It didn’t look like a car anymore—more like a crumpled soda can. Along the road, she picked out two more police cars—one that belonged to Chief Simmons—a tow truck, and a fire truck taking up space in the shoulder. Debris was scattered all over the road along with bits of glass mixed with what looked like a piece of the plastic engine cover that covered both lanes. In the middle of all this action, an ambulance’s lights flashed as paramedics loaded a gurney into the back. A sheet covered the body fully, and Avery’s spirits sank. Clearly, whoever was in that car didn’t make it, and her heart sunk. Scenes like this always looked like someone had dragged a stick through an anthill. She got out and approached the scene. Chief Simmons saw her and waved her over. Even though this wasn’t her typical beat, the chief never denied her access. With the credentials she had from the state of Washington and her intuition that almost always pointed them in the right direction, he informally considered her part of his team.

“Avery. You look like you could use a cup of coffee. And a three-year vacation.”

She snorted a laugh. “Wouldn’t that be nice?” She put her hands into her jean pockets and surveyed the scene. “What have we got?”

Chief Simmons sighed. “You know Mariann Blair, don’t you?”

Avery froze. “What? Lance’s mother?” The woman she had just been thinking of on the way over here?

Chief Simmons’s somber nod told her everything. Avery scrunched her face and jerked her head around to see the car in the ditch. “Are you kidding me? No!”

She hadn’t known Mariann that well. When Mariann and her husband split up, she became quite busy with the new guy in her life. Now that she was older and single again, Avery only knew her as the glue that held this town together by the little clinic that she ran downtown. Without her, that clinic would have fallen into less-than-capable hands for sure, which would have been a shame.

Her gaze drifted to the ambulance, and it suddenly hit her that she knew whose body it carried. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know Mariann very well; it still hit hard that someone she knew was gone. And in such a tragic accident! Avery looked at the ditch where the car had come to rest. Well, what was left of the car. The 2024 Audi A4 looked more like a hunk of scrap from a junkyard at that point. Crushed and twisted steel, wrinkled red paint on the body, busted out glass and wheels that turned outward somehow. Avery looked back at the ambulance as it pulled away from the shoulder to make its way back to town—slowly, without its lights or sirens on. That made it even worse. Mariann was gone.

Avery was going to ask, but she wanted to absorb what the accident scene could tell her first. She surveyed the broken glass that littered the road along with a piece of Mariann’s bumper. Some police officers stood on the side of the road talking to two men dressed in hunting garb near where the fire trucks lined the side of the road. A tow truck backed into the ditch, and police cars made up for whatever empty space was left as officers directed traffic around the accident. Well, what little traffic went this way.

“What in the world happened?” Avery murmured, more shocked than sad.

Chief Simmons pointed. “There are skid marks up the road. Looks to us like she tried to stop and swerved. There’s also a busted-up deer half in the road, half out of it. Officers are getting a statement from those two hunters right there. They claim to have shot a deer in the woods. The deer ran off, and they were following it. We think that Mariann was driving home late last night, around ten or ten-thirty, and the deer that the hunters shot made it to the highway. She swerved to avoid it, though she did make impact with it. Her tire got caught in the low shoulder, and the vehicle rolled. Liver temp indicates TOD is around 10:30 p.m. or so.”

Avery crossed her arms over her stomach. “That’s awful. Has the family been notified?”

“Sidnie knows. I’m sure she’ll take care of the rest.”

Avery nodded, moving a few feet away. “Thanks, Chief. I know these cases are the worst. Especially when we all know the vic so well.”

Chief Simmons acknowledged her with a grunt and turned back to speak to one of his officers. Avery’s eyes scanned the road. As a trained PI, she was physically incapable of unseeing the pieces of evidence that surrounded a case, whether it was hers or not. She took a few long and thoughtful strides that landed her next to the broken glass on the highway. She studied it for a few moments until something caught her eye.

Avery bent down, carefully examining the pieces of Mariann’s headlamp in the road. She looked one more time at Mariann’s car in the ditch before straightening. Her eyes drifted up the road, focusing on something else in the opposite lane. It’s probably nothing, she thought to herself. It’s nothing. She examined the road where Mariann’s tire skid marks were, noting the S-shape which confirmed what Chief Simmons had said about her swerving to avoid the deer. So, what explained the second pair of skid marks coming from the opposite direction? “Hey, Chief?”

“Yeah.”

“You wanna come here a second?”

Chief Simmons finished up whatever he was writing and strode over to her. “Is it impossible for you to not get involved with every single case you see?”

Avery chuckled to acknowledge his teasing, but then tilted her head, looking at him out of the corner of her eye. “How sure are we that this wasn’t a hit and run?”

“Well, the dead deer in the ditch confirms the hunters’ story. The skid marks are in front of the impact. Why? What makes you second-guess the account?”

Avery nodded her head in the direction of Mariann’s car. “A couple of things, actually. Take a look at the car. See how clear her headlights are?”

Chief Simmons followed her pointed finger. The left headlight was smashed out, of course, but the right one was somehow mostly intact. The light was so clear that it reflected the sun like a mirror.

“I don’t follow,” he finally admitted.

“Do you not remember her getting this car? She bragged about it for months. It’s a brand new 2024 model. This car is so new that not a single piece of glass from headlights or taillights would be clouded.”

“Yeah. What’s your point?”

Avery squatted down to the broken glass on the freeway. “Take a look at this.”

Chief Simmons followed the direction of her pointed finger, albeit his age making crouching down more difficult for him than for her. There, in the midst of the clear glass of Mariann’s headlight, lay a few shards of an ugly, older, and cloudy headlight.

“Her car was too new, and Mariann was too much of an image-conscious perfectionist to allow a speck of cloudy glass on her vehicle. So, where did these cloudy bits of glass come from?”

Chief Simmons frowned. “That’s an interesting observation. Could’ve come from a number of things. You’re not second-guessing this over a few shards of glass, are you?”

“Not exactly,” Avery shook her head. “I drove down this road last night, and I don’t remember those tire skid marks being there in the opposite lane. I know,” she held up her hands, already deflecting his objections. “Anyone could have made them. But...”

He looked up at her, knowing what she was thinking.

She sat back, balancing herself over the flats of her feet. “Do you mind if I have a look around? See if I can find any evidence of a cleanup or pieces of a second car? It could be nothing, but it could be something too.”

“Knock yourself out.” Chief Simmons waved her off and stretched to a standing position. “There’s some gloves and such over there. We’re shorthanded today anyway, so I could use the extra help.”

“Thanks.” Avery straightened and headed over to snap some black nitrile gloves on her hands. She collected a few things she might need, including a ruler and some tape.

Once she was ready, she stood, surveying the scene. Where to start? If she were the second car—if there even was one—where would she go? If she had to clean up in a hurry, what would she miss?

Taking long strides, she moved up the road toward the other direction. Well, if this was a hit and run, she’d have to prove the theory of hitting the deer wrong, or at least rule it out as the main cause of the accident. She reached the deer and surveyed the carcass, its neck curved backwards and its body completely mangled from the crash. Avery cringed. What a horrible way to go.

She bent down, examining the deer, and pulled out her notebook. She skipped past the notes of Clemmie and Clint’s case, starting a new page. After jotting down the notes about the headlight, Avery examined the deer. A little blood leaked from the buck’s nose, one of the few distinguishable features of his head as the rest had been taken out by the car. Avery didn’t want to dwell on the deer’s brutal injuries, but she leaned closer to examine them anyway. Tiny white dots lined the outside of the wound in the deer’s shoulder, and a few tiny maggots crawled around the exposed tissue. She paused to study them closer. Huh. Given the chilly November temperatures and the fact that the sun hadn’t been up too long, those maggots sure hatched quickly for a deer only killed nine hours ago.

That’s odd. And again, probably nothing. Avery took out her phone and zoomed in on the nasty creatures, clicking a few pictures. She laid her ruler along the side of the deer’s shoulder and used it as a measuring point for size. After clicking a few more pictures, she moved on from the maggots and eggs and took note of the rest of the deer. His rack seemed to survive, maybe with a broken antler. It went without saying that this was a nine-point rack—something the hunters probably would have stopped at nothing to find once they’d shot him. The rest of its body was indistinguishable from impact.

As the morning light filtered through the trees, she noticed a shoe impression in the soft ground of the shoulder. A nice gentle rain had soaked Juniper Springs yesterday afternoon, so the ground was still like soft mud. Buried in the soft mud was a footprint right beside the deer’s head. Avery laid her ruler next to the shoe impression and clicked another picture, taking note of the pattern. The shoe size stretched to nine and a half inches on her ruler. Maybe that would be a size eight, she guessed. She leaned closer to examine the tread. Footprints were some of the determining factors of her work, and she knew that tread was everything sometimes. This tread had a very uniform look to it—nice ridges that reminded her of fingerprints—and narrow tread. It also had a flat heel with a similar tread pattern to the toe. She snapped a picture of the shoe print, then rose to her feet.

Avery pocketed the ruler and took one more full body shot of the deer. She started walking along the side of the road where the deer must have come from, her eyes scanning the ground. No hoofprints, she noted to herself. Where exactly had that deer come from? How far did it fly when Mariann hit it? It didn’t look very far from where the tire tracks were.

She made her way to where she’d noticed the tread marks up the road a bit and captured them with another picture. The opposite lane of where Mariann had been coming from the clinic only had one set of tire treads which angled into a slight pullover spot behind Avery’s car. They appeared fresh, especially since she didn’t remember seeing them last night. It struck her as odd how they were darker on the shoulder but faded out as the car that made them moved onto the road. Had the car accelerated from the pullover spot? Not that it mattered. Like she’d told Simmons, anyone could have made those marks.

She scoured the ground beside the highway. As her eyes scanned for a possible blood trail, a dull blue ratchet strap caught her attention. Juniper Springs didn’t have a huge littering problem, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any. This one looked like it had blown in from the highway, maybe after it snapped along the road. She leaned down to pick it up and dispose of it but stopped when she saw blood on it. At least, it looked like blood. Turned slightly purple from red mixing with the blue strap, the stains looked to be fresh and spotted in different areas. Avery couldn’t be sure what the moist substance was on the ratchet strap, but if it was blood, she shouldn’t touch it. She’d leave that for the ones who were actually qualified to examine evidence at a scene. She straightened, snapping one more picture of it before taking her search deeper into the woods. Surely the blood trail the deer had left would indicate which direction it had come from.

The mud squished around her shoes as she trod down into the ditch. She glanced up now and again, but mostly kept her eyes on the ground. Rocks, twigs, leaves, beer cans, some litter from the highway… wait—what was that?

Avery frowned and started toward a small tuft of grass not far from the side of the road. The grass itself was plain, but the sun’s sharp reflection off something in that tuft of grass was not. Avery crouched down again, surprised to find a flip phone lying in the grass.

“Who in the world still uses flip phones? Was someone’s grandpa out here hiking?” she wondered aloud.

Using her own phone, Avery snapped a picture of the phone’s position in the grass, then carefully picked it up. She opened it, somewhat relieved that it had been manufactured before the days of password protection. She opened the screen where the calls were recorded. No recent calls…

It took some time, but Avery navigated to the text messages... well, was it even called an app? She opened the texts. There was only one conversation in the entire phone, and the name sure didn’t resemble any name that she would give her future children.

Cod.

“Like the fish?” she murmured.

Beyond curious now, Avery opened the conversation, somehow not surprised to find only a single text message dated from yesterday at 4:45 in the afternoon.

It has been done. Meet u 7:10.

7:10? That was oddly specific. Why not 7:00 on the dot, or 7:30? Maybe someone meeting someone else right after their shift ended? Avery bit the inside of her lip and creased an eyebrow, as if that would help her sort all this out. A random phone, probably a burner, out here in the wilderness, and a flip phone at that. No one used flip phones—at least not from her generation. No calls… one text with an odd time stamp from yesterday afternoon.

She replaced the phone. Simmons probably didn’t want her removing evidence from the accident scene if it could be considered that. The time frame didn’t line up. Maybe whoever had tossed it out here would come back for it? She stood to her feet. Why didn’t any of this sit well with her? The hunters said they shot the deer which was found on the side of the road, mangled by a car. There was a footprint beside the deer, probably from the hunters taking a look at that rack to make sure it was theirs before spotting Mariann’s car in the ditch. Nothing out of the ordinary, but something wasn’t right.

Avery’s instinct was as strong as an elephant’s sense of smell. And her instinct was screaming one thing at her: it wasn’t a deer accident.

She returned to the side of the hill. She approached the officer who was talking with the two hunters, overhearing them laughing and swapping stories about their deer hunting adventures. Avery playfully rolled her eyes. Men. Just grown-up boys. Get them talking about a hobby, and everything goes by the wayside. Accident scene? We’ll get to that later.

“Hey, fellas.” Avery took the gloves off of her hands and nodded to the hunters. She put on a friendly but professional smile. Better to get on their good side before she started hammering them with questions. “Best time of year, huh?”

They looked like best friends. One of them was a young guy, thirties maybe, tall, and clean-shaven. The other one was stocky with stubble on his cheeks and chin. He had a round face with tobacco stains in the corners of his mouth. The older one spoke to her first. “Yes, ma’am. Ain’t nothing like deer season.”

Avery nodded. “You hunt out here a lot?”

“We have a hunting lodge about four miles from here.” He nodded his head up the road.

Four miles? “Is that where you shot our friend over there in the ditch?” She nodded backwards in the direction of the deer.

The taller one straightened up, as if proud of himself—despite the fact that his prized buck had killed a human being. “Yes, ma’am, we did. Shot him in the shoulder, and he took off running. We chased him for the better part of the night before we found him on the side of the road this mornin’.”

Shot through the shoulder? That sounded like a kill shot to her. So, why hadn’t the deer dropped dead rather than leading the two hunters on a wild goose chase? Maybe the shot wasn’t as good as they said it was.

Avery nodded, making mental notes to herself to corroborate their story with the actual evidence. It was stupid, of course. Why would two nobodies want to kill Mariann? They were hunters—out-of-town guys with no motive to take her out. But there was one thing left. “Are either of you gentlemen missing a cell phone?”

Panic flickered across the two men’s faces as they shared a reflexive look at one another. “Uh,” Tobacco Mouth frantically started patting his pockets before he dug in his pocket and retrieved a smart phone. “Got mine right here.” Tangible relief showed on his face, although his mouth did seem a little tight with worry.

“Same.” Tall Guy followed suit, patting down his vest pocket before he held up his own smart phone.

Avery pressed another smile. “You guys looked a little panicked when I brought that up. I didn’t mean to ruin your morning!”

“Ever realize that you might have left your phone in the woods? This has all my personal information in it!” He opened it and showed her a home screen that had so many apps that there was no way to see the home screen picture underneath it. He probably had used up all his storage space on needless apps.

“Or if it gets wet or damaged, my wife can’t call.” Tall Guy laughed. “Maybe it would be a good thing to lose my phone in the woods after all.”

Avery, the officer, and the two hunters shared a laugh at that. Avery’s was fake, but she couldn’t be sure about the others. “Well, good. I just saw a phone in the bushes down there and was wondering if it might have fallen out while you were chasing the deer.”

Both hunters shook their heads. “We didn’t go that direction, ma’am. We came that-a-way,” he said, pointing north, the direction Mariann would have been headed.

“How long were you guys out here chasing your deer?” Avery asked, making it sound like she was asking in amazement that they didn’t give up on finding it.

“We shot him late last night, maybe around 10:00 or so?”

Avery nodded, but kept quiet. 10 p.m., half an hour before Mariann had died.

“We shot him, and he took off running. We wandered around for a couple of hours trying to find him, but it was dark, and it looked like it was gonna start raining. We got back to the lodge around one this morning and had us a quick nap. We got up around five and started heading back to town.”

“We got real excited when we saw the deer on the side of the road.” Tall Guy continued his friend’s story. “Jumped out and sure enough, it was ours. We didn’t want to lose him—that was a nine-point, you know!”

“I can imagine! That’s quite a prize.” Avery smiled.

“But that’s when we saw the car in the ditch and called 911,” Tobacco Mouth finished up. “We sure didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“I’m sure you didn’t. Who knew that your prized deer would run into the road?” Avery looked between them for a moment. “Thank you for your time.”

She nodded to them both, then strode up the hill where Chief Simmons stood expectantly by his car. His knowing smile, hindered by the sadness over Mariann’s death, indicated that he knew she’d come up with something his guys may have missed. “What have you got for me?”

“There is something you’ll want to take a look at over in the ditch a few feet away from the deer,” Avery responded, pointing. “It’s a ratchet strap with something on it. It looks like blood, so I didn’t touch it. There’s a footprint near the head of the deer—I’m sure you picked up on that.”

“We did,” Simmons replied. Avery hated the somberness to his tone. He worked to keep a professional front, but it was clear from the dull way he spoke that this was just as hard on him as it was on her.

“Other than that, there’s some tire tread marks that look like someone accelerated out of the pullover spot pretty fast. Oh, and there was a cell phone down in the ditch a little bit. It has no contacts but one, along with a text message that said something about meeting someone at 7:10 exactly.”

Chief Simmons nodded. After Avery had filled him in on everything she’d found, feeling a bit like she was wasting his time, he spoke again, dropping the hardcore seasoned chief mask he’d adopted and replacing it with a softer tone. “Thank you, Hart.”

“For what?”

“For following up. Juniper Springs suffered a huge loss today, and Mariann’s family needs closure.” He sighed, staring off into the ditch where her car was being loaded onto the tow truck and pulled out. “You try not to get emotionally involved in stuff like this, but Mariann and I go way back. I had just been appointed around the time she was starting up her clinic, so outliving her just isn’t right, you know?”

“Well, for the record, I’m glad you’re still here.” Avery shared a soft smile with him before she nodded. “I knew her back when Lance and I were dating. I can’t believe she’s gone. It seems wrong that everything just ended when she hit that deer. And on the other hand, I hope that’s all it is.”

Simmons finished his reflection on Mariann’s loss of life and sent a side-eyed stare back at Avery. “You don’t think it is, do you?”

“Chief,” Avery shook her head, “I can’t put my finger on it. Something is just off. Why is there a footprint by the deer’s head? I can’t say for sure, but it doesn’t look like hunter boots. The shoe print is smaller and not quite as bulky. There are skid marks in the opposite lane that I don’t remember being there last night… there’s just something off about this whole thing.”

Chief Simmons looked down in the direction of the cell phone. “We’re not dismissing it just yet. Go ahead and email those pictures to me, would you? Let’s compare notes and see if that trustworthy gut of yours is telling us something we need to pay attention to.” He stared at her. “It would be a shame if this turned out to be something more.” Sorrow hitched in his voice at the thought.

Avery nodded. “You got it.” She looked over at the tow truck aligning with the road. “Mind if I take a look along with you?”

“Be my guest.” Simmons gestured toward the tow truck and took a step toward it. Avery fell into line beside him, approaching the tow truck with care. Her eyes scanned the front bumper, the fender, the crunched paint job of what used to be a beautiful Audi.

“This is awful,” Simmons said, knowing it was safe to remove his professional mask with her. Mariann had been loved by the whole town for her work at the clinic, and now that she was gone, the somberness in his tone indicated he was taking the hit harder than he was letting on.

“I know.” Avery looked up and down the side of the car. “I can’t imagine the horror she must’ve felt.” She stepped closer, knowing she couldn’t touch the car, but her eyes could take in important details. “Well, we’ve got some deer fur with some blood on what’s left of the grille,” she pointed to her observation.

“Fits with the notion of her hitting the deer…” Simmons’s voice trailed off as he seemed to notice at the same time Avery did that deer fur wasn’t the only thing on the vehicle. Deep black paint scrapes traced along the gouges in the fender and the inverted bumper. Avery leaned closer, wanting to confirm. The fender’s gouge didn’t have any rust on it, but there was definitely some paint transfer. Given the lack of rust, it was pretty recent. And Mariann’s car was bright red. So any sort of black paint on the impact points of the car didn’t belong. It wasn’t from her car. “Chief? Do you see that?”

“Paint transfer?” A little bit of wonder leaked into his voice as he stepped closer, examining it. He took a few moments to digest the evidence, and Avery watched the emotions on his face change from focused observation to something softer, heavier. A sigh deflated him. He looked at her, making eye contact, and she felt the horror of realizing that maybe her hunch wasn’t wrong. “I think you might be onto something, Hart.”
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Avery got lost again in her thoughts as she headed back into town. She wasn’t done with this one—not yet. If Chief Simmons would let her, she would put herself on the trail of whatever this case was throwing at her. The whole thing had an unsettling feel to it. But for now, her first priority was holding up her end of the bargain for a distressed husband.

Soon to be ex-husband, no doubt.
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It had been too long.

Although Lance had turned himself into a city man, he had to admit that returning to his hometown gave him a feeling not unlike coming back after an overseas trip. He’d made the drive mostly in silence. The radio at five o’clock that morning was far too upbeat to fit his mood. Instead, he had turned it down and allowed his thoughts to compensate for the silence.

He passed a sign that said, “Welcome to Juniper Springs” and knew he was close. When he turned onto the street that led to the cafe, he turned his GPS off, relying on his memory of the countless times he’d driven there to guide him.

Juniper Springs was the stuff that Christmas cards were made of… or postcards for the tourists that visited often. The mountains rose in their rolling splendor behind the layout of the town, with the evergreens that gave the town its name nestled at their base. The street was lined with Tudor-style shops that gave the city a historical touch. On the left side of the road where the three-story courthouse was, he passed by the gazebo where he had shared his first kiss... ah, the high school days. The gazebo had been as romantic then as it was now. Hanging baskets of pink and yellow morning glories hung from the eaves, giving anyone sitting within the confines of the octagon a private garden. Many times he had eaten his lunch there and relished how quiet it was there compared to the rest of the world. But he could never forget that first kiss; his fingers digging through perfect blond hair, the smell of sweet pea perfume, and her eyelashes brushing against his face…

He shook off the memory. That was long ago. He’d learned a lot about women since then.

The only thing that Lance hated about this town was the parking. He didn’t know many who could parallel park, but anything was better than what Juniper Springs had: parking spaces that slanted at an angle in a row in front of each building, causing the back end of some trucks and larger SUVs to stick out into the lane of traffic. On a busy day, it was practically a one-way, and good luck backing out on a Friday night. That was the case almost everywhere in the part of town where the cafe and his mother’s clinic were. And of course, if you were going north and trying to pull into a parking space on the other side of the road, it took backing up a few times to get it done.

Lance chose the least sketchy looking parking space in front of the cafe and unbuckled his seat belt. He shot Sidnie a text letting her know that he had arrived and got out of his car. He stretched his arms, feeling freer than he had in ages. He breathed in a lungful of air perfumed by pine and juniper, and despite the general gloom he felt, the smell of home made him smile. Birds still sang, and the whole world felt fresh, although empty one person in his small world.

Luna’s Café sat on one of the corners of the four-way stop in the middle of town. To this day, Lance didn’t know what was on that second floor above the cafe but assumed it was probably storage or an apartment. The cafe hadn’t changed a bit since he’d last had a cup of coffee there six years ago. Chairs still lined the outside under umbrellas of different colors, and people enjoying pumpkin spice and cinnamon lattes still sat out on the patio. Inside, the area was replete with shelves selling bagged coffee at eight dollars each, specialty teas, cups, and mugs. A small bookshelf containing used and dog-eared books still sat in the corner with the same books that had been there since he was a teenager. Not that he cared to read—his former girlfriend had been the booklover. She had been too smart for her own good. And of course, Luna’s Café still had the bell above the doorway that chimed a happy sound when you walked in.

Lance eyed the menu, trying to decide what would satisfy his hunger. His leg felt stiff from being in the car for so many hours, but he didn’t let it show. He squared his shoulders and stood tall and proud. He noticed the two girls behind the counter staring at him, whispering something to one another. Probably already developing feelings for me, he thought. Probably planning out their first date with me, an oceanside proposal, all of that. He got that everywhere he went, but he had learned not to let it bother him. His days of brief flings were over, and he doubted he would ever find something serious.

The bell chimed again behind him, and he already knew who it was. He did a half turn, meeting his sister’s swollen eyes. Sidnie, like him, had been bestowed with dark eyes and even darker hair, but somehow she had inherited the short and petite stature from their mother while he’d taken after their father. His tall and muscular build was the opposite of her small 5’2” frame, and he never let her forget it either.

She met his gaze and let the weight of her broken heart wash over her shoulders. “Lance.” She all but whispered as she fell against him. Lance encircled her with his arms as if shielding her from the world and its cruelties.

He turned his back to the counter, then slightly turned Sidnie toward the corner for some privacy and let her cry into his chest. For a second, he found himself just going through the motions of comforting a patient or their loved ones at the hospital, but he shook himself free from that routine. He loved his sister, and more than that, he owed it to her to be present and be a comfort for her. Sidnie’s shoulders shook for a little while before a final, resounding sniff drew her face back to look up at him.

“I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too.” He gave her the most encouraging smile he could, and she stepped away, drying her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said. “All of this is just such a shock right now. It was all so…”

“Sudden?” he offered.

She sniffed. “Yeah.”

Lance understood entirely. Unfortunately, given his line of work, he understood it all too well. He firmly nodded. “I know.”

He and Sidnie turned back to the counter, eyeballing the menu on the back wall. “Are you hungry?” he asked.

Sidnie nodded, still working on drying her eyes. “Yeah, I could eat something small.”

Lance strode to the counter. The blond at the register had to be twenty-something, so young and inexperienced. Her definition of a bad day was probably when she had to serve more than twelve angry customers in a fifteen-minute period. Oh, to have bad days like that again. “Can I get an espresso and club sandwich? And whatever she wants.”

Sidnie smiled faintly. “Vanilla latte with a sausage biscuit.”

“Will that be all?”

Lance slid the money onto the counter. “That’s all. I’ve got this,” he nodded to Sidnie, who was digging through her rectangular purse that looked like it couldn’t hold much more than lipstick and a wallet.

“I’m not asking you to—”

“I know.” Lance received his change back, then slipped a twenty into the tip jar. The two girls’ eyes lit up as they gasped simultaneously, but he pretended to ignore them as he put the rest of his cash away and nodded to a corner table. “Let’s talk.”

Sidnie followed him to the private table. While waiting for their order to come, Sidnie stared out the window, lost in thought.

“I don’t know where to start,” she murmured. “They haven’t released the body yet. Why they need an autopsy is beyond me.”

Lance opened his mouth to say something, but then clamped it shut. Sidnie had gone into cosmetology for a reason. Now wasn’t the time to fill her in on gruesome medical facts.

“How long can you stay in town?”

Lance shrugged. “Long as I need to.”

“I may need your help,” she said, turning beseeching eyes on him. “I don’t know how to do… any of this. I don’t know how to do funeral arrangements, go through her things, what to do with her house... I don’t know the first thing about how to handle anything.”

Lance gave her a reassuring nod. “That’s why I’m here. I’ll take care of it all.”

The overly cheerful waitress delivered their coffee and food with a spring in her step. Funny how a good tip can turn the tide of someone’s day and personality. Lance started eating right away, but Sidnie stared down at her coffee for a few moments, holding onto it with both hands. “There’s something else.”

Lance paused, mid-chew. Sidnie looked up at him with some kind of pleading in her eyes. “You know Mom’s been running that clinic for years now.”

He knew exactly where this was going. “Yeah.”

“It’s the only clinic in town. All we have there are a few nurse practitioners, but,” she leaned forward, “between you and me, I don’t like them. Most of them are just plain incompetent, and the others are too full of themselves. The pharmacists behind the desk have no idea what’s going on half the time, and without Mom there, I’m worried it’ll go down in flames.”

“Why keep the staff around if they’re that incompetent?” Lance took another bite of his sandwich.

“We can’t exactly fire the staff.” Sidnie looked down at her coffee again. “When Mom was there, she stayed on top of everything so well. I don’t know how she did it, but she—” Sidnie’s fond laugh broke the tension in the air. “She would grow eight arms and five brains and somehow manage to get everything done. Granted, she’d get there before dawn and not leave until way past closing, but she did it. That’s why she—” Her voice broke. She turned her face to the side and covered her mouth. Lance could see her straining not to cry again. “That’s why she was driving home at ten o’clock that night. But anyway, my point is that,” she leaned her weight on her elbows on the table and looked directly at Lance, “this town needs that clinic! Mom has a list of elderly patients that can’t drive any farther than this. They’ve been there for years, and the guys there know their medical history, accidents, everything. No one else will care for them as much as they’re cared for here.”

“I thought you said the staff was incompetent.” Lance took a sip and cringed at the burnt coffee flavor that they called an espresso. The clinic wasn’t the only thing going down in flames apparently.

“They are... but they love all their patients. They like the working-with-patients part, just not the phone-call-and-paperwork part.”

“Got it.” The part no one liked. Better get used to it.

“I don’t know what this town will do if the clinic closes, or worse, if it falls into the wrong hands. I don’t want some corporate crazy coming in here and destroying the small-town feel. That’s why people love it—because it’s so comfortable. Where I’m going with all this is,” she held his gaze firmly, “I need someone to run the clinic until I can hire someone I trust. And I was hoping that someone could be you.”

Lance held his coffee cup to his lips, inhaling rather than tasting the battery acid they sold under the name coffee. “You want me to help you run the clinic?”

“No, I want you to run it. I have nothing to do with it.” Sidnie shook her head. “I may be able to come in and do the books or something, but I don’t know anything about patients or medicine. Can you take some leave from the hospital?”

Well, now is a good time, Lance thought. For once, the hospital was fully staffed, and he had enough vacation time saved up for sure. Vacations were distant memories to him. Where would he go? And by himself? That was no fun.

It would take her probably two weeks at most to find someone permanent to run the clinic. Two weeks, and the hospital already knew the situation—probably figured this was coming since he had mentioned before that his mother ran a clinic. He could always return to Seattle for a day if they needed him desperately. But should he?

He settled back and stared at Sidnie. He had never seen her so tense before. Sidnie had never had to put on a face for him before, so why was that different now? Why did she seem nervous to make herself vulnerable and ask him for something? The truth was, Sidnie had never asked him for anything. She had a millionaire for a brother yet never once asked for money. In fact, she often refused it when he offered a financial gift for her birthday or when she and her husband had fallen on difficult times. While she had always looked up to him and respected him, she had never asked him for a favor. Maybe because she looked up to him and respected him? Perhaps she never wanted to seem like she was taking advantage of him. Whatever the case, this was new for her.

Lance couldn’t tell her no. Not his little sister who would always have those seven-year-old eyes looking up at him. And especially not now with both of their parents gone and Sidnie left in the dark not knowing what to do. She couldn’t lose the clinic; it was all she had left of their mother.

Lance sighed. “Okay. I’ll do it. So long as you promise you’ll find a replacement as soon as possible. I can’t be away too long.”

For the first time since this reunion began, Sidnie’s face burst into a smile. “Thank you, Lance!” She jumped up from her seat and threw her arms around him, hugging him tight. “For the record, I’m really glad to have you around. Especially now.”

Lance patted her back, allowing himself a half smile. “It’ll actually be nice to get away for a while.” He pulled away and let her sit back down. “Okay. Now tell me what needs to be done.”

As soon as she sat back down, Sidnie began shoveling her biscuit into her mouth. If he knew his sister at all, she was probably letting her depression get to her appetite and eating just enough to stay alive. “Why don’t I show you? I’ll meet you at the clinic tomorrow morning, and we can go over everything then?”

“Sounds good. I’ll be there.” He pulled out his cell phone. “We still got some hotels open? Or are they all full because of deer season?”

Sidnie reached across the table, pausing swallowing a big biscuit bite. “I can’t have you stay at a hotel like a stranger. So, if it’s not too weird for you,” she grew somber again, “why don’t you stay in Mom’s house? It’s what she would have wanted anyway, and it’s too pretty to stand there empty. I have no idea what to do with it yet.”

“I’ll take care of that too. Mom probably has a will or something.” Lance was sure that the house would go to either him or Sidnie. Probably Sidnie, if he had to guess. After all, she had stayed close with Mom after the divorce while he had left in anger and kept in touch only when he had to and around holidays. Sidnie deserved it more. Besides, what would he do with a log-cabin-style house hours away from his life in Seattle?

“So... do you want to stay there? Or will it be too weird for you?” Sidnie pressed.

Lance shook his head. “I’ll stay at Mom’s house… at least for a few days until we talk to her lawyer about the will.”

Again, his words seemed to warm Sidnie’s heart. “I’m glad. I didn’t want it to be empty. I know it’s stupid, but it’s kind of like keeping her alive, you know?”

Lance finished off his coffee. “I get it, sis. I do.”
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Avery had been fighting a migraine since the evening before.

Her day had been packed full, and all the evidence was crashing together in her head. No wonder she had a headache. After sleeping for a few hours that night, her migraine still teased her when she dragged herself into the office the following morning. Rain clouds hovered overhead and brought with them the typical gloom. The only bit of sunlight in her life this morning was her best friend Gracie’s face poking through the crack of her barely opened office door. “Morning, girlie!”

Avery groaned and winced, then took a huge sip of her coffee. Caffeine was just about the only thing that was keeping her going. “Hey.”

Gracie invited herself into Avery’s office, knowing that she was always welcome. “What’s wrong? You seem beat this morning. Did you actually take a day off yesterday or…” She waved her hand in a circular motion to complete her thought process.

Avery sent a playful glare over the top of her computer. “When was the last time I actually took a day off?”

“You work too much.” Gracie appeared concerned, but didn’t press.

“I’m okay. I just have a headache today,” Avery replied, rubbing her temple.

“A headache or a migraine?”

Avery snorted a laugh. “Is there a difference?”

“Did you take your medicine today?”

Was Gracie a paralegal or Avery’s personal assistant? Avery chuckled. “I’m out. Been out for a few days. I thought these headaches were going away.”

“Go ahead and call in your prescription. It’ll be ready by lunch. You’re going to need it today.”

“Why?” Avery asked, wondering, What now?

“Well,” Gracie took a seat across from her. “Clint Myers was in here first thing this morning.”

Avery groaned and flopped her head down on the desk. “Great.” She reached for her coffee, reconsidered it, and instead took a swig from the water bottle on the desk. The cool water slid down her throat and made things much more tolerable than the hot coffee from Luna’s.

“He wants you to represent him. He and Clemmie are getting a divorce. He said it would be easier to hire you since you already have all the evidence.”

“So, it’s official then?” Avery leaned forward on her desk.

Gracie shrugged. “He didn’t get into specifics. He just wants you to call him as soon as you can.”

Of course, he does. Avery felt that familiar ache in her heart, knowing that she was going to be talking with a brokenhearted man. The question was whether he’d be angry or speak only in a stunned monotone. Either way, she would need more than her coffee for that phone call. “I’ll get right on that… after I call in my prescription.” Her to-do list was already keeping her there past five.

Gracie aimed a smile at her. “You’ll be just fine, Ave. I’ll be in my office if you need me.” She stood up and exited.

Avery watched her go, grinning to herself. Gracie was nothing if not cheery. While sometimes it grated on Avery’s over-exhausted nerves, most of the time it was what kept her going. Like today, for instance.

She glanced at her day planner in front of her. Her prescriptions weren’t the only thing she needed to call in. Call Bella’s by noon was written in red. Since Gracie’s birthday was tomorrow, the flower shop had told Avery they needed the order about twenty-four hours in advance to avoid getting delayed. She looked up the number to the flower shop while picking up her phone to call in her prescription.
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Lance pulled into the parking lot of the unassuming clinic and killed his engine. The first thing he noticed was that the sign on the roof read J_nipe_ S_r_gs Cli__c. The letters had once been bright and cheerful, but were now faded and peeling, just like the rest of the building. The overall appearance was pretty sketchy. Maybe while he was here, he could do a little touching up of the place. He could only imagine what it looked like inside.

As he got out of his car, Sidnie walked over to him. She had her brown hair done up in a ponytail today and was dressed simply in jeans and a sweater. “Hey, there.”

Lance nodded his good morning to her.

“Are you ready to make an impression on the team?” She grinned up at him. She could have been an actress, the way she hid her emotions in the presence of anyone who wasn’t family. He couldn’t imagine how hard this was for her. The absence of their mother in her own clinic would be tough on him too.

“I don’t care about impressing them. I just want to see what needs to be done.” He wasn’t going to be around long enough to get attached to anything.

“Well,” Sidnie pushed her way through the door, “don’t scare them. You really can be intimidating sometimes, you know?”

He liked it that way, thanks to the military, but he was sure she didn’t want to hear it. “I’ll behave.”

“See that you do.” Sidnie closed the door behind him. “This is the pharmacy. I know it isn’t much.”

The pharmacy sure could use a fall-scented candle or something. The aroma of bleach mixed with who-knew-what-else told him that at least it was sanitized, but not inviting. Black chairs lined the walls that held pictures that looked like they had been hung in 1973… and hadn’t been touched since. Flowers with the Latin names printed underneath them, a random fish... whose idea was it to decorate with random and generic images?

Two rows of chairs sat back-to-back in front of the pharmacy window. The window was more like a counter with just a large open space for the window. Three girls busied themselves counting their tills and arranging things.

“Morning, guys.” Sidnie’s voice wasn’t cheerful, but it wasn’t dreary either. But then again, it seemed bright and joyful compared to the dull group of girls before him. As they gathered around the counter, the door that led to the back swung open, and a young man with jaw length black hair who looked to be in his late-twenties emerged. He held a bag of prescriptions in his hand and gazed down at it, studying it intently. His gait lacked any kind of spring to it, and he looked at the bag through eyes that seemed half-awake.

The only one who looked like she cared about her job was a rail-thin girl, probably in her mid-twenties. No wedding ring adorned her bony finger, her unassuming blue eyes hid behind wide-rimmed glasses, and a bobbed, strawberry-blond hairstyle framed her face. “Hi, Sidnie. Nice to see you again.”

Sidnie stopped for a moment, and Lance caught the flicker of sadness in her eyes. She would probably cry all the way home from the clinic. “Lola, I’d like you to meet Dr. Lance Blair, my brother.”

Lance nodded to her in greeting.

“He is going to be running the clinic until I can find a replacement.”

The girls moved toward the counter, but the man stopped dead in his tracks. His head snapped over to look in Lance’s direction, and he studied him almost as hard as he had been studying the pills.

“These are the wonderful heroes who work in the pharmacy,” Sidnie continued. “This, of course, is Lola.”

“Nice to meet you.” Lola was the one to extend her hand. She did have a firm handshake, but her breath reeked of cigarette smoke. She must have just come in from a cigarette break because it had that freshly rotten stench to it—certainly a turn off for non-smoking customers. It made Lance’s breakfast flip in his stomach.

“Nice to meet you,” he returned. Lola seemed nice enough. He forced a smile that was both light and pleasant.

“Now,” Sidnie pinched the bridge of her nose. “Remind me your names again? I know Ray. He’s been with us since the beginning.”

Ray nodded to Lance, but the two girls lifted their hands in a wave.

“I’m Cheryl,” one said in a tone that could not get any drier. Oh so happy to be here, Lance thought to himself.

“Gloria.” The other girl’s name held the opposite effect of what her face was saying. She wasn’t singing or glorifying anything but a lousy attitude, but at least she tried to splice some pleasantry into her tone. Cheryl hadn’t even attempted it.

Ray’s strides slowly carried him over to the counter. He didn’t set the bag of pills down on it but held it just below the counter. “You’re Mariann’s son?”

Lance bristled at the informality as he nodded. “That’s me.”

“Wow.” Ray scratched the back of his neck. “Ray Novak, nice to meet you. I hadn’t expected you to be so different from Mariann.”

The comment caught Lance off guard, and a hint of defensiveness crept in. “What do you mean by that?” His voice came out deeper than he’d intended it. He didn’t want to come across as overly defensive, but his tone seemed to have an effect.

Ray hesitated, clearly thrown by the edge in Lance’s voice. Gloria and Cheryl inconspicuously eyed them both as they worked their drawers.

Ray stuttered, his words faltering. “O-oh, nothing bad, Lance. Just that you seem more serious than Mariann. She was always so laid back.”

Lance. No respect for his title whatsoever, eh? And sure, Mariann was laid back, but Lance wasn’t like that. His time in the military didn’t allow him that luxury, and neither did being a surgeon in Seattle. “The name is Dr. Blair,” he reminded Ray, as a suggestion more than admonishment, considering he’d only just met the man. It was a small town, after all. The staff probably threw all formalities to the wind, but he wasn’t a small-town man anymore. “And yes, I am more serious than Dr. West. Is there a problem with that?”

Cheryl, Gloria, and Lola exchanged raised eyebrows with one another. Ray finally manned up, daring to look him straight in the eyes with a hint of annoyance behind the plastic smile. “No. There’s no problem.”

“La-ance.” Sidnie grabbed Lance’s arm and began to gently pull him away. “Remember what I said about not intimidating the staff?” she said under her breath.

Lance let out a soft breath and relaxed a bit. Sidnie was right.

Sidnie looked back at the pharmacists apologetically. “You’ll have to excuse my brother. Former Navy.”

“Oh, that’s all right.” Lola was the only one to offer a friendly smile. “We could use some tightening up of our ship around here.”

“Yeah.” Gloria elbowed Ray in a playful motion. “Then maybe Ray would stop showing up so late all the time.”

Some laughter circled around the pharmacists, touching all but Ray. He sent a glower back in Gloria’s direction. If it frightened her, she didn’t show it.

Lance offered them a smile as a peace offering. “Sidnie’s right. My apologies. Let’s start off on a better, note, shall we?” He ran his hand down the counter as he walked away. As he followed Sidnie toward a wooden door covered in blinds on the opposite wall, he heard Cheryl giggling to Gloria and Lola. “Ooh, ‘My apologies.’ Maybe he’s like one of those Jane Austen characters, huh?”

This time, Lance really did roll his eyes, but hinted at a smile. Great. An overconfident pharmacist and a gaggle of schoolgirls working the same department with their heads in the clouds gushing over romantic fiction... just what he needed.

“Through here,” Sidnie opened a wooden door covered with blinds, “is the clinic.”

It opened up into another waiting room with a patient or two sitting in the chairs and reading magazines. A television played some kind of boring documentary in the corner. The counter sequestered off the reception area with a swinging gate that was built as a part of the counter separating the staff from the outside world. Sidnie led him through that door. “Our receptionists. There’s Dawn, Milton, Sue, and Becca.”

The four looked over at him as he passed. One of the girls in the back lifted her hand in a wave. They stared at him as Sidnie led him to the back. Phones were ringing, computers were starting, but they couldn’t tear their eyes away from him.

“The guys are all probably in the break room.” Sidnie rolled her eyes and led him through a corridor with several doors on either side. When she reached the end of the building, she paused, running her hand over one of the door frames. “This was Mom’s office,” she murmured.

Lance stared at the metal plaque that hung on the door: Dr. Mariann West.

Lance clenched his jaw, a turmoil of emotion inside him. Even though he’d used her name, Dr. West, as a sign of respect, her last name still struck a chord. After the divorce, Mom reverted back to her maiden name, a constant reminder of what happened. Deep underneath the anger, he felt remorse that she was gone but an even deeper sadness that they weren’t closer while she was here.

“This will be your office while you’re with us.” Sidnie started to open the door, but Lance put his hand over hers on the doorknob.

“I can see it later, Sid. You don’t have to go in there right now.”

Her eyes brimmed with gratitude. She stared at him for a few moments, as if she were on the verge of another breakdown, before nodding repeatedly. “Thanks. Okay, this way.” She sniffed, stiffened her body to an overly confident posture, and moved down the hall to the left. Sure enough, as she said, there were four people in the break room. Two nurses in turquoise scrubs and two guys sitting at the table, holding cups of coffee in front of them.

“Morning everyone,” she announced. They all looked at her, and she nearly shrank into herself. Lance, though, stood taller, studying the room and the different reactions of the people. He wanted to determine who were the arrogant ones and who were the incompetent ones that Sidnie had told him about. It took him a few seconds to sort them out.

“These two ladies are our nurses, Greta,” she gestured to a blond nurse, “and Dani,” to the one with the dyed red hair. “And these two gentlemen are our nurse practitioners.”

Lance studied the two nurse practitioners as Sidnie introduced them. The two guys in front shared an equally resentful look. Both of them seemed to be perturbed by Lance’s presence. “Frank Whitley,” Sidnie introduced the big one sitting closest to him. He wasn’t fat but big-boned with a stubby little blond crew cut. His face had a pleasant, almost handsome appearance that was spoiled by that cocky look in his eyes.

“And Randy Robertson.” Lance heard the name but barely registered it. Randy looked like he was fresh out of medical school but carried his nose in the air as if he knew better than both the nurse practitioner and the doctor in the room. His black hair darkened his appearance, not that it was necessary. He didn’t even bother to hide the mild glare in his eyes and scowl to make sure Lance knew he wasn’t welcome.

“Guys, this is my brother, Dr. Lance Blair. He will be taking Mom’s place and running the clinic until I can find a replacement,” Sidnie explained, and finally the eyes turned to take the measure of him.

“Nice to meet you, everyone.” Lance was ready to throw the pleasantries in the trash and get to know the real them, but not at the cost of a good working relationship… not that one would ever develop. Two weeks, maybe three, and he’d back to his normal life in the city. He’d put in some cash to make sure this place stayed solvent, and everything else would take care of itself.

Randy drew in a breath through his nose as if a long rant was on its way out of his mouth. “I hope you find a replacement to your satisfaction.”

Cool. Subtext. Lance wasn’t impressed with anyone so far, but Robertson put him off from the start. The same defensiveness he’d felt with Ray returned as Whitley rose to his feet, being the first to extend a hand to Lance. “Welcome to the family.”

Whitley came in with a strong handshake, way too strong, as if he was trying to intimidate Lance. He was practically squeezing Lance’s fingers. Lance countered it with a firm grasp of his own. In that grip, he wanted to convey to Whitley that he was in charge, nothing got past him, and he would tolerate no nonsense.

“The pleasure is mine.” His voice boomed from his chest. Next, Randy got to his feet, ice and open disdain crystallizing in his eyes. When he extended his hand, it had a friendlier touch than Whitley’s, but he made up for it by staring daggers through Lance.

“Well, if it isn’t Dr. West’s son in the flesh,” Randy said, a smile lurking in the corners of his mouth. “She talked about you all the time. It’s a pleasure we finally get to meet you in person.”

Lance returned his handshake with the same amount of authority as he had with Frank. “Thank you.” He wasn’t one to return something he wasn’t feeling. The pleasure is mine. An honor to meet you as well? Instead of outright lying to the man, he remained skeptical but was polite. Something about Randy seemed off. The initial coldness had dissolved into a pleasantness that seemed too fake. What was behind that coldness?

“It’s good to be here.” Lance locked eyes with the man, sending an unblinking stare that exerted his position as the alpha in the room.

Randy seemed to recognize it and stepped back. An understanding filtered into his gaze. “Like mother, like son,” he commented with a laugh. Lance wasn’t sure if he should take it as a compliment or as an expression of disdain. It sure sounded like the latter. In the end, he concluded that both Randy and Frank were stuck on themselves, but he probably wouldn’t have a problem with Frank… not like he would with Randy.

Sidnie waved her hand across the room, oblivious to the three territorial males in her presence. “I think today is going to be busy. Let’s see who’s on the schedule, Lance. I know that Mom always handled the ones who were complicated.”

“Not that the rest of us couldn’t.” Another wisecrack from Randy.

Sidnie waved them off and strutted out of the room. Lance took one more moment to make eye contact with every single person in the room. The two nurses maintained his eye contact, a hint of a smile creeping onto Dani’s lips. Greta sent a respectful nod in his direction. At least the two nurses looked like they were ready to work with him. And for the nurse practitioners? Frank went to the table to grab his coffee cup, and Randy took a moment to look back at Lance as if he wanted to say something before averting his eyes downward, then mirroring Frank’s movement of disposing of his coffee cup. Lance took over as the leader Sidnie had asked him to be and lightened his tone. “Let’s get to work and have a good day, everybody.” He wanted to say, We’re all in this together. Mariann’s loss was probably hard on everyone here. But he wasn’t sure that they were all on the same team.

Dani raised a fist in the air like she was at some kind of sports game. So, she was the cheerleader of the gang, eh? “Whoo! That’s what I’m talking about! Let’s go, party poopers.”

Sidnie glanced at her brother over her shoulder as the door to the break room closed. “Don’t mind them. Frank and Randy are the cocky ones I told you about. They think they’re so good.” She rolled her eyes. “They think they don’t need to go to doctor school.”

Lance cringed but chuckled at his sister’s verbiage. “Medical school, hairdresser.”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”
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Avery could almost feel the relief when she pulled up to the clinic. Her head wasn’t pounding yet, but the headache that had just been teasing her was starting to grow into a monster already. She walked into the clinic, putting on her best smile to mask the pain. She tended to slip into resting-grumpy-face when she was in pain and didn’t want to be known as that woman. “Hey, Lola.”

“Morning, Avery!” Lola rasped a greeting. She glanced at the clock. “Pain meds, huh?”

“Migraine.” Avery leaned on the counter. “It’s been one of those days.”

“I hear ya. It’s been the same way around here too.” Lola leaned even closer, casting a glance around at her surroundings. Avery tried to breathe through her teeth so she wouldn’t have to smell the cigarette smoke that radiated off Lola’s breath. “Mariann’s son is here. Sidnie says he’s running the clinic until further notice.”

Avery felt all the color from her face drop into her toes. Now her headache took a battering ram to the inside of her skull, and all the breath fled from her lungs. “Lance?”

Lola nodded. “Doctor Blair. He’s been hovering around here all day. Not barking orders, but not taking any crap from anyone. Sidnie said he’s former Navy. He must’ve been a commander or something. He just has this—” she waved her hand, “—way. He’s different than Mariann. Definitely sterner.”

Oh, yeah, he was. Avery knew that firsthand. Lance had such a soft side to him, but in order to reach it, you had to launch an entire army to attack that hard wall around him. And then, once that army was wiped out by his defenses, you had to set fire to the wall. After the fire, you had to let it rain a little bit, and maybe then you could find a crack. Maybe.

As if on cue, she heard it.

His voice.

That voice of his resonated from deep within his chest. It wasn’t booming unless he yelled. It was more like the pounding of the surf… the roar of the breakers that was somehow both gentle and thunderous at the same time… it somehow still managed to stop her dead in her tracks.

“Lola,” the voice said. And just like that, before she could flee, he came around the corner. Lola glanced over at her computer, pretending like she wasn’t chatting on the clock. The other two women near the window stiffened as if his presence put them on edge. Ray, with the phone plastered to his ear, turned his back to the door where Lance had called Lola’s name, but not before Avery caught a slightly annoyed expression darken his features. It hasn’t changed a bit, Avery thought. She didn’t need the different reactions of the pharmacists to tell her that his presence alone demanded attention. The confident way he strode into the room did that.

“I need you to—” He glanced over the counter. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize…”

His voice trailed off when their eyes met. Not only was his presence so large that it seemed to fill the room, but those eyes... those eyes could swallow her whole and take her beyond the galaxy, somewhere deep into the universe, making her feel as small as a pinhole. His chiseled features, strong jawline, and perfect cheekbones outlined his brown eyes that saw deeper than the surface. He had inherited Mariann’s eyes, large and round, that drew a person in and would not let them go.

And then he broke into a small smile. “Avery.”

She tried to breathe but only managed a breathless whisper. “Lance.”

Lola sensed the tension in the air, so she moved to the side. “I’ll go see if your prescription is ready, Miss Hart.”

Lance turned his eyes to the ground before raising them back up at her. Clearly, he wanted to say something, so she couldn’t just turn around and leave. She swiped her blond hair out of her face. “So, I hear you’re back.”

“Just for a little bit.” He nodded. Even the very movement of his head exuded masculinity… something she found irresistible. “Word travels fast.”

Not wanting to let on that she knew from a member of his staff, Avery searched her brain for something to say. But what could she say? She and Lance had broken up before he joined the military. Their brief fling six years ago when he came back to town didn’t mean that she could just start a conversation with him like nothing ever happened. She never wanted to let him go, never wanted to say goodbye, but he had done that for the both of them. Now that he was back in town—until further notice Lola had made it sound—Avery could easily ask to meet up with him. Well, physically she could. Every other reason restricted her from doing that. As much as she wanted to fling herself into his arms and welcome him back into town, his severing of their relationship caused a canyon between them… one she didn’t want to fall into.
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She was beautiful.

Just like that night under the gazebo when he’d kissed her. Her lips touching his... her eyes closing in delight.

Just like the time he last saw her—six years ago—the last time he’d come to town.

And now here she was.

Her eyes were still a radiant sapphire blue. She still had that striking, cascading wave of golden hair that hung down to the middle of her back. She hadn’t changed since the last time they had met, and her beauty still had the power to stop him in his tracks.

Well, he couldn’t just stand there dumbfounded. “You look good.” The statement was so laughably obvious that he may as well have said that Seattle was in the U.S. A smile lifted the corners of her mauve lips, but she didn’t let it reach her eyes.

“Thank you.” She fumbled with her purse as she set it on the counter. “How long are you in town?”

“Until Sidnie finds a replacement here. Two, maybe three weeks at most.”

He couldn’t read the look that crossed her eyes. “Ah. Well, good. The clinic needs you.” The word you came out sounding almost breathless.

Lance both welcomed and loathed Lola’s return to the counter with Avery’s prescription. Did she still have the occasional migraine that disrupted her routine? “Here you go.”

He stood at a distance behind the counter as Avery picked up her bag of medicine and held it up. “That’s me. I better get back to the office.” She half winked one eye aimed at him. “See ya around, Lance.”

He nodded again to her. “See you.”

And just like that, she was gone. He didn’t want to appear as taken with her as he probably came across, so he held out his papers to Lola. “Okay, so about the file system…”
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Avery closed her car door with a thud, then set her hands on the steering wheel. She gripped it tightly, hoping it would offer her some stability since she had almost been knocked over with shock. Sure, she had expected that he would be around. His mother just died, after all. But she hadn’t been ready to just see him so unexpectedly.

Her heart pounded; her mouth went dry. So. Lance was back in town and running his mother’s clinic. Three weeks at most, he’d said.

Oh, I’m so stupid! She had acted a fool. Her mouth must’ve been hanging open the whole time. Surely she had acted like a sixth grader in the presence of her crush. She’d had no time to prepare herself to see him, leaving her too flustered to say anything coherent, aside from the pleasantries.

Her mind felt like it was spinning through a hurricane, but not because of her headache. She hadn’t been able to let go of her suspicions about Mariann’s death. What if her initial thought was right and it wasn’t an accident? What would that mean for Lance? And for her, involving herself in the case, even if it was just mentally for now?

She started her car and steered toward the road, scanning the passing traffic. She felt as if she had to look twice as hard today as she usually did. It was hard to think past the distraction of seeing Lance’s face and feeling his presence even after she’d left the clinic.
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She was over him, right? She had to be. During the early morning hours, most people would be resting in peaceful, comfortable slumber, but Avery’s eyes, heavy as cinder blocks or not, would only remain open. Her mind raced with conflicting thoughts as she stared at the ceiling.

She had moved on from Lance years ago. He had no interest in her; it would never work out between them. They’d had a silly thing in high school, and she truly hadn’t thought about him in a long time. But then again, Avery wasn’t ever lucky in love. When she’d moved on from Lance, her next relationship had ended just as poorly—in divorce. She just couldn’t get it right. And now she had that mark on her name to prove it: “Avery Hart, divorced and currently remarried to her career.”

But Lance? Those handsome eyes had been her undoing… along with his broad shoulders and resonant voice. She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, telling herself over and over again that she would not—she repeated—would not let herself fall for him again.

Avery let loose a frustrated sigh and turned over in her bed. She’d rather face the wall than keep staring at the ceiling. Her racing mind robbed her of the slumber she needed. The whir of the thoughts in her head was deafening. I wonder what Lance is up to these days. Did he ever marry? Oh, who cares if he did or he didn’t; his life doesn’t affect mine at all! I hope she makes him happy. Why do I hate the thought of him being with someone else? He was the one who left. He probably was never interested in marriage anyway. Oh, forget it... He’s still so handsome though… And when was the last time I changed these sheets?

After about forty minutes, Avery resolved that she would never be able to sleep with the noise inside her mind. She whipped the covers back and raided her closet for her yoga pants and running shoes. Some physical exertion should help get Lance out of her head for good.
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Avery’s running shoes pounded the pavement. The street where she lived wasn’t good enough, so she drove up the mountain path, parked, and began breathing the fresh mountain air into her lungs. At this time of year, of course, the birds were few, but they still sang beautifully. The horizon cracked open to reveal rays of sunlight that indicated a warmer day. As she ran, Avery focused on her breath which burst from her mouth as vapor. In, out, in, out.

She crested the top of a small hill, the one right before the site of Mariann’s accident. As she pushed herself over the rise, she spied the officer’s squad car hiding at the bottom of the hill. After Avery had posed the idea that this may have been a hit and run, there had been slightly more police presence in the area. The truth was, hit and run or not, people went too fast on this road. There was wildlife, sharp curves that came out of nowhere, and people out enjoying nature. There was no reason to speed through there. The officer’s presence gave Avery some hope that maybe the speeding would be mitigated… at least for a while.

She slowed down when she approached the officer’s car, and he rolled down his window. “Don’t you ever sleep?” Officer Davies peered out the car window at her.

Avery reached for her water bottle, slowing her pace even more, and approached him. “Apparently not. There’s just too much to do.” She let the cool water run down her throat. The water was nearly as refreshing as the distraction from Lance. Her run had taken his name and moved it to a thought that occurred every other minute. That was progress. In due time, she would be able to move on and leave him behind again.

She stood for a few moments, staring at the empty road. “Did you catch anyone tonight?”

Davies shook his head. “It’s been quiet. Five cars at most. Tourists, going below the speed limit, afraid of the curves. Middle of the week, it’s understandable.”

Avery, of course, let her gaze wander to where Mariann’s car had been hauled off. The ditch was devoid of any evidence that there had been an accident except for some tire treads in the grass, but she still thirsted for more. Maybe if she had a look around, it would further push Lance out of her head… not that she was looking for anything. But maybe something new would turn up.

“Do you mind if I just take a look around?”

Davies shrugged. “It’s a free country. Nothing’s stopping you. It’s cold, Hart. Aren’t you chilly?”

“I’ve been running.” Avery sniffed and shook her head. “I’m rather the opposite of cold. Thanks for checking though.”

She had never found the deer’s hoofprints—not that they would still be here. They were probably long gone by now, trampled over a thousand times in the mud. But the fact that she had never found them kept nagging at her. It was like not reading the last five chapters of a mystery novel. It bugged her to not have that piece settled in her mind.

Assuming that the deer had come from down the hill instead of the opposite side of the road, Avery started walking alongside the ditch. The ground had hardened into frozen clay, but the lack of frost made it easier to see. Was it possible the tracks were frozen into the ground?

Not wanting to repeat any of the events that caused the “accident,” Avery cast an occasional glance up the road to ensure no one was coming. She didn’t want them to swerve to avoid hitting her—or worse, actually hit her. But the signs in the ground, or lack thereof, held most of her attention. The more she looked, the more frustrated she became.

Okay, if no hoofprints, what about the blood trail?

She looked out into the woods at the different bushes, at the ground, and by the trees. She took one stride, then another, placing her hands comfortably behind her back as she stooped forward, examining the ground. When she had gone far enough away from the accident, she turned to examine the other side of the road.

“If she hit a wounded deer, where are the hoofprints? The blood?”

Avery kicked herself for being so intent on finding the blood or hoofprints after a day or two. Surely any evidence was probably gone by now. Well, everything that is, except the acceleration marks up the road.

Avery licked the roof of her mouth. She walked back onto the shoulder and crossed to where the acceleration marks shot out of it. Given the time that had passed, they had faded a little bit but were still there. She couldn’t remember seeing them the day before the accident when she was driving. Even though they may not be related to Mariann’s accident, what if they were? It appeared as if they occurred the same night. What if the car accelerating had somehow scared the deer? Why was it so important to her to find out who these tracks belonged to?

She walked back to Davies’s car and waited for him to roll down his window again. “You didn’t happen to be out on patrol the night Mariann was killed, were you?” she pointed. “I could be imagining things, but I don’t remember those tracks behind there, and I drove this way the day before her accident.”

Davies shook his head. “Nope. I haven’t patrolled this part of the road since a couple of weeks ago. Why?”

“I know Simmons and his guys are on it,” Avery said, not wanting it to sound like she was questioning the police’s ability to examine evidence. “But I’m wondering if anyone’s taken those tire tracks into consideration.”

“I’m sure they are.” Davies chuckled a bit. “From what I hear, a little bird told the chief that there were some minor things around the scene that made him take a second look at the situation.”

Avery shoved her hands into the pockets of her jacket. Now that she’d stopped running, the cold began to wrap its fingers around her. “Gee, I wonder who that was.” She sighed, looking back up the road. “It could be nothing, but I don’t know.”

“You’re right. It could be nothing.” Davies thought a moment as if he were giving this as much thought as she was. “People may have pulled over to check their maps or something and then accelerated to get back on the road before anyone came. Or maybe dumb teenagers trying to impress their girlfriends.” He breathed a laugh.

Avery chuckled. “I know—anything is possible,” she mused, mostly to herself but letting out a sliver of her thoughts to Davies. “I’m sorry. You know I tend to overthink everything.”

“You are a PI. And a lawyer,” he grinned at her. “It’s to be expected.”
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The jog back to her car didn’t have the same exhilaration as the jog to the accident scene. But it did provide her some time to make a new goal and plan some leads to follow. She shut out the chilly November air with a slam of her car’s door. Muffled quiet. Just what she needed. The sun was peeking over the mountains by the time she returned to her car, but she wasn’t interested in watching the sun rise anymore. Instead, she speed-dialed a familiar phone number and held the phone to her ear.

He answered on the third ring. “Chief Simmons.”

“Yeah, it’s Avery.”

“I figured. Who else would be calling me this early?” Simmons said teasingly.

He always gave her so much trouble about the hours she worked, but it wasn’t like she could help it. “I could say the same thing about you calling me around ten o’clock that one time.”

“Fair enough,” he chuckled, enjoying the banter with her before finding out what she needed. “What’s on your mind this morning?”

“I went out for a run this morning,” Avery pushed her fingers through her hair. “Wound up by Mariann’s accident scene. Did I mention the acceleration marks to you the day of Mariann’s accident?”

“You did,” he replied. “But since there was a thirteen-hour gap from TOD and when we found her, we aren’t sure if it’s related to the case or not. You know how people speed through there.”

“Speeding doesn’t necessarily leave acceleration marks unless someone is road raging or stopped on the road for some reason,” Avery reasoned. “Not to mention, there are no hoofprints or blood trail for that deer.”

He was silent for a while before his tone changed into something more inviting. “Hart. What are you really trying to tell me? What’s bugging you?”

She braced herself for a lecture. “I’ve been thinking about her car. The paint transfer on the bumper and fender. I’ve been thinking about that bloody strap we found, the acceleration marks. Heck, I’ve even been thinking about the maggots on the deer carcass and how big they were! If it wasn’t for the paint transfer on her car, I wouldn’t say this, but I really think we’re dealing with something more than accident here.”

“You don’t plan to hit a deer,” he reminded her. His admonishment was soft, as if he understood how she could overthink or make someone else do it. “But it is possible that the deer was shot by someone else, and by the time we got to it, the blood trail disappeared. There are no eyewitnesses, which means we may never know fully what happened. The deer could be unrelated; we don’t know. The paint transfer is a concern, but if anything, it probably means that Mariann’s accident is probably a hit and run, if anything at all. Maybe those acceleration marks belong to some reckless driver who sped out of the shoulder, lost control, and crashed into her. Or maybe they both collided when the deer got startled by the accelerating car and ran out into the road.”

“But what about the cell phone? And the bloody strap? Has that come back with anything?” At least, she thought it was blood. It didn’t look like Kool-Aid on that strap—that was for sure.

Chief Simmons was quiet on the other end of the line for a few minutes, allowing her to take some much-needed breaths. “We’re still investigating, Avery. We’re not going to let this go. I agree with you that something seems off, but we can’t go around pointing fingers. Maybe you should let it rest and trust that we’ll take care of it.”

Avery hesitated. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her friend or the Juniper Springs Police Department. It was more like she didn’t trust anything that wasn’t done by her. She had always been a perfectionist—maybe a little OCD when it came to her jobs—but she didn’t want to let this one go. Not quite yet. Still, she couldn’t argue with the chief.

“Okay. You’re right. You’re right.” She threw her hands up. “That’s what I get for early morning runs. My brain is just working overtime right now.”

“Sure. Blame the early morning run,” Chief Simmons chuckled, warming his tone. “What’s your excuse for the other 364 days out of the year?”

“Ha, ha, very funny. By the way,” Avery persisted as something else came to mind, “has the autopsy come back yet? Just curious.”

“You just can’t let it go, can you?” he returned with some laughter sprinkled in. Avery could picture his slightly bulging belly bouncing with the action. “COD was a broken neck. Probably happened instantly since she wasn’t wearing her seat belt.”

Avery’s face fell again. “That’s awful.” She couldn’t deny that it was much easier to hop in the car and drive off without taking a few seconds to pull that seat belt across her shoulder, but that extra few seconds could save a life.

“And before you ask, yes, we had the medical examiner run some tests on the deer. Yes, the deer was shot. Heart and lung shot, he said. So that confirms the hunters’ story, at least.”

Well, at least something made sense. “Thanks, Chief. Enjoy your day.”

“Always paradise around here,” came his sarcastic response. “You take care now. And don’t worry yourself.”

“I’ll try,” she said with a laugh, then hung up.

But she couldn’t let it go.

Now that she had something to focus on other than Lance’s returned presence in her life, Avery couldn’t just give up this case—especially since it involved someone she had known. And all the evidence was fishy. She was still missing something.

She always found herself more productive when she woke early. By the first hour in the office, she had already made her morning to-do list. She could take an early lunch to go pick up the flowers she’d ordered for Gracie. She got in touch with Clint Myers—boy, was that fun. There went the rest of the morning. Now that she had a brief moment, she found herself staring at the image of the dead deer she had on her phone. The deer was involved—that much she knew. But how?

She rattled off all the possibilities out loud. “Let’s see. The hunters said they shot the deer and he ran. They knew it was theirs by the nine-point rack. And the bullet found...” She sat back in her chair, something catching her attention. “In the heart and lung.”

“Talking to yourself again, sweetheart?”

Avery looked up to see her father leaning against her doorframe with an amused grin. She smiled. “Morning, Dad. It helps me put my thoughts in order.”

“And here I was thinking you’d just lost your marbles.”

She tapped her temple. “Still intact.”

He took one step into the room. “Good. We need you in tip-top shape for the Whitfield case.”

“Is that still going on?” she asked. “I thought we wrapped up.”

“Opposing counsel sent through a motion this morning. I don’t think it’s worth too much of our time, but looks like we’re back on the hook.”

She nodded. “I can take a look this afternoon.”

“Oh, that reminds me—we’re going to have a little surprise cake for Gracie in the break room today. So, be sure to grab a piece. I’d take some extra, but you know what your mother would say…”

Avery leaned back in her seat, grinning. Yes, she and her mother had taken up the battle of keeping her father healthy and away from too much sugar. It hadn’t been easy, but it gave them yet another thing to tease him about. “I’ll be sure to help you out. One piece though. I don’t really care for the icing.”

They shared some father-daughter laughter, then his face grew serious. “How have you been, sweetheart? I haven’t had much of a chance to talk to you. You’ve been running back and forth like crazy lately, and you seem distracted. I hope you’re not running yourself ragged.”

“I know,” she sighed. “I’m…” A thousand answers ran through her head. Stressed? Overworked and sleep deprived? Torn between two worlds? Shaken at the thought of Lance being back in town again? “Doing okay. I had a pretty sleepless night last night.”

Then she had an idea. The answer to a few of her questions may be standing right here in the office in the form of her father—hard-core hunter and sportsman—whenever time allowed. “Hey, Dad? I know this is random. But can I ask you a question?”

“What’s up?”

She slid her phone across the desk to him, showing him the images of the deer. “A heart and lung is a kill shot, right?”

His eyes lit up at the chance to discuss his favorite hobby, and he leaned forward, studying the photo. “Oh, yeah, that’s a kill shot all right. Why?”

Avery frowned. “So, how far could he have run with this bullet in him?”

Her dad shrugged. “No more’n a hundred yards or so. Sometimes it drops ‘em dead in their tracks, but they can get a few feet before they start getting lethargic and fall down.”

Again, Avery’s heart started racing. “So, there’s no way this deer could have run, oh, I don’t know, three or four miles, or so?”

“Oh, gracious, no.” He shook his head. “They can’t go that far. Not with this kind of shot.”

So, either the hunters who shot the deer at the hunting lodge four miles up the road were confused and thought this was the deer they shot when it was really another one…

Or they were lying.

But why would they lie about shooting a deer that wound up at an accident scene? Maybe they had been illegally hunting on the property near the highway? Shot a deer that ran out into the road and was hit by a car? It made more sense than them randomly stumbling upon it the next morning. She rolled her tongue inside her mouth. “Thanks, Dad,” she said, pursing her lips.

“No problem.” He got up but had a wide grin on his face. “So, now that you’re interested in this, you going hunting with me this year?”

Avery snorted a laugh. “I’m good, Dad. You enjoy.”
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The owner of Bella’s Blooms had a degree in marketing, and it showed. Although Avery wasn’t much of a shopper, every time she pulled up in front of the cute little shop, something about the seasonal window displays and the quaint arrangement of the shop tempted her to spend a little money. She slung her purse over her shoulder as she strode toward the door. The air had warmed quite a bit since her run that morning, and she felt grateful to feel the sun on her shoulders. There were a few cars in the parking lot, but not near enough to keep her waiting. Good. She wanted to get back to her office as soon as possible.

The door chime dinged as she entered into the quaint flower shop. Instantly, the smell of fresh blooms embraced her like a friend who had returned from a long vacation. She felt certain that flowers released some kind of chemical in her brain that made her happy, even if just for a few minutes. It put a spring in her step as she made her way toward the front counter.

The shelves that stood out in the middle of the room displaying scented candles, scent chips, wood crafts, and some other items made the shop look like a travel gift shop, and made it smell even better. It was the only flower shop she knew of that had woodsy décor instead of the regular floral design. The shelves concealed the front counter from view. Avery heard Bella, the owner, talking with someone, but she figured she could approach anyway. The other girls could help her.

“Do you want fresh or silk? And any particular color?” Bella sounded like she was halfway through a deal.

“Fresh. Money is no option. And her favorite color was yellow.”

Avery skidded to a stop—dead in her tracks. The strong voice was one she’d recognize anywhere. It reached her ears before she saw him. He didn’t lean on the counter like most customers did when they looked at the flower shop’s catalog. Rather, he stood with a confident pose, back straight, shoulders wide, like he took everything he did seriously, including ordering flowers.

She should back up. Right here, right now. Leave the shop and come back later or wait until he left. Or…

“Hi, Miss Hart!”

Of course. The young attendant who loved her job too much to be normal alerted everyone in Juniper Springs that Avery was in the shop. She must have been buzzed by Lance’s presence because she wasn’t usually this cheerful. She was probably trying to impress him, but if Avery still knew him well, high-pitched voices were no different to him than the annoying mosquito buzzing by his ear at a barbecue. At the mention of her name, Lance’s head snapped around, and their eyes met once again.

Avery forced a polite smile and tore her eyes from him. She couldn’t back out now, of course. So, she moved toward the front counter, her pulse ticking faster with every step. She was all too aware of Lance’s presence next to her, and that space suddenly felt too small. “I’m here to pick up the bouquet I ordered.”

The girl who had announced Avery’s presence disappeared into the cooler. Avery felt Lance gazing at her. She couldn’t ignore him, or he would take it wrong. She took a breath to steady herself, giving herself a silent pep talk as she did. You’re a grown woman, Avery, and you are over him. He did the leaving. Come on, look him in the eye like you have done for a thousand guilty men on trial.

But, oh, those eyes. Every time she looked into them, the rest of the world melted away, all the pains of the past were forgotten, and the hope of a renewed chance rose up within her. No matter that they had failed twice already.

“Good morning.” His tone indicated that he was just as surprised to see her as she was to see him.

“Lance.” Avery’s throat tightened. She glanced down at the open book showcasing sprays and funeral arrangements. Realization sunk in. “Getting the tough stuff out of the way, huh?”

Lance nodded to Bella who was taking notes behind the counter. “Just thought I’d take care of it before work became too much at the clinic. Figured I’d get a head start on the order so they’ll know what to do when we can finally set a funeral date for her.”

Yeah, about that. Did Lance know that they were keeping her longer due to Avery’s and Simmons’s suspicion: to make sure it was actually an accident? Avery bit her lower lip. “When is that going to be, do you think?”

Lance shrugged. “I guess they’re keeping her longer for some reason. They got in contact with Sidnie and me saying they had to do an autopsy. They haven’t released her body yet. It’s like they’re investigating further.” His lip curled in disgust. “Like they can prosecute the deer that hit her or something. Personally, I think they’re just overbooked and don’t want to admit it.”

So, he didn’t know. Even the police weren’t fully sold on the idea that it was an accident and were running some additional tests to confirm it. Should she tell him? Her heart instantly hardened at the idea, and her tongue locked itself behind her teeth. This was the first time she’d seen him in years; she wasn’t going to become reacquainted with him and blurt out that she had suspicions about his mother’s death. Of course, she did. She always had an analytical mind, he had once told her. “I’m sorry to hear that. This must be really tough on you.”

“It is what it is, I suppose.” Lance’s voice was as heavy as a cloud full of rain. It broke Avery’s heart. He turned back to Bella. “Just make it beautiful.”

“We don’t make ugly,” Bella replied, teasingly smiling at him, but it was brief. “I could do some yellow roses mixed in with some lilies, if you like, and add some yellow filler.”

“That’ll work.” Lance reached into his pocket, taking out his wallet, and handed her the credit card. “Just put this on file, and when we have a date set, I’ll let you know.”

Bella took the card and started typing it into the computer. “I’ll call you the day of to confirm the details as well.”

“That’ll work.” Bella returned his card and he put it away. “Thanks for your time.” Lance slapped his hand down on the counter and dragged it off like he always did when closing a deal, whether it was paying for coffee or purchasing flowers.

By this time, the other girl had mercifully returned with Avery’s bouquet of flowers. “Sorry it took a minute for me to find them. There are two Birthday Bash bouquets in there, and I accidentally grabbed the wrong one. You prepaid over the phone, so you’re good to go!”

“Thank you.” Avery took the bouquet and turned to leave… in perfect sync with Lance as he did the same. His elbow brushed hers as he turned, and she nearly dropped the vase as it sent a fiery spark up her arm. She felt instant warmth that rose to her face, and she flipped her hair down so he wouldn’t see it.

Lance thrust open the door, then held it open for her. “After you.”

Still a gentleman. “Oh. Thank you.” She ducked her head and skipped out of the flower shop.

Lance followed behind, eyeing her flowers. “So, you still love stargazer lilies, huh? Those were always your favorite.”

“Oh,” Avery turned the flowers to look at them better, realizing that she hadn’t even looked at them yet. They could have put dead roses in there for all she knew—she was so focused on Lance that she wouldn’t have noticed. She could have palmed herself in the face. Focus, Avery! “These aren’t for me. My... office ordered them for one of our paralegal’s birthdays.” Was it birthday or birthdays in that context? She couldn’t even recall proper grammar with Lance this close to her. She really needed to stop meeting him like this. She hated feeling unprepared and fumbling over words.

“Very nice,” he commented.

She didn’t want to say goodbye to him. It was like their meeting was too perfect for her to just skip away. But the tumult of feelings inside her made her feel like her heart had tied itself into a pretzel. “I’m touched that you remember my favorite flower.”

“How could I forget?” He dazzled her with one of his rare smiles. Lance Blair was not a smiling man. His lips were always pursed in one of those intelligent, thought-provoking, serious-minded expressions. Except with her. Never with her. His eyes had danced with life, and his handsome lips curved into a smile that was matched only by the sunshine. Whatever was going on in his life, the sparkle in his eye never really faded whenever they were together… except for the two times that they had ended things. It was then that the spark died. But today it had been ignited again. It was only the size of a pinhole, but it was there. The muscles in her legs became like water, her bones rubber. How she was still standing was beyond her.

In her eyes, he had grown into a man’s man—the essence of masculine radiance. It made him even more desirable, and she had to fight against all it inspired within her. This would only end in disaster in two or three weeks when he returned to his life in Seattle. And there was no way she would ever consider moving up there. While she could bask in the radiance of his proximity to her, she couldn’t allow herself to get any closer than that.

And so, she built a wall around her heart and forced her thoughts away from the past. She let a meek smile reach her lips, but it was nothing compared to his. “You did order me a few flowers in the past, didn’t you?”

Fond memories crossed his expression. “Bella’s knew my order like most fast-food places know my sister’s.”

Ah, so now they were getting into it. Conversations and past times. It was like he never left her town or her life. “Chicken nuggets, small fries, and Diet Coke?”

“You’ve got it,” he chuckled low under his breath. “How she can survive on that stuff is beyond me.”

Avery couldn’t help but stare into his eyes for a few moments. Now that she had been able to gather herself, she zoned in on his expression—not longingly, but more out of curiosity. This Lance who stood before her seemed to carry the weight of the world on his shoulders. His eyes indicated some kind of nagging burden that greeted him every morning and haunted him every night when he laid his head on the pillow. But what was it? She knew he’d been in the Navy. Could something have happened to him there? When they’d last seen each other—briefly, six years ago at his father’s funeral—he hadn’t talked about it. At all. And she never asked.

Then she saw it. A flicker, like a shooting star, there and gone as soon as it had crossed his eyes. A deep desire, a thirst that deepened his gaze and opened up an entire new universe. His lips parted, and she felt herself being drawn to them, studying them. The way they curved, the way they tasted…

“I should let you get back to work,” he said abruptly. “Enjoy your friend’s party.”

Just like that, the connection was severed. Avery forced herself to nod. “Of course. Have a good day, Lance.”

He turned toward his car. “You too.”

Avery stood there, watching him leave, her feet stuck like cement to the sidewalk. As he walked away, her eyes noticed the way he limped slightly on his right foot. It wasn’t enough to be noticeable by many, but she knew the way he walked when he was a teenager. She knew how he looked… how he ran. And it wasn’t like that. She’d noticed it at his father’s funeral, and at the time, she had chalked it up to plantar fasciitis or maybe a sprained ankle. It wasn’t something he mentioned, and she didn’t ask. They didn’t get personal during that visit. But here it was six years later, and he still walked with a limp? It was more permanent than a sprained ankle.

“What happened to you, Lance?” She let her whisper die on the wind as she, too, turned back to her car.

She couldn’t just let him go like that. Lance was preparing for Mariann’s funeral, believing that she had died in a car accident. While it was still possible that all these little things that made Avery suspicious were just coincidence, what would happen if her hunch was right and it wasn’t an accident? Or maybe it was a hit and run, not premeditated, just irresponsible drivers? The news would hit Lance like a ton of bricks. And he’d already been through so much. Whatever created that extra sadness behind his eyes told her that he knew loss well. So, what happened if his mother had been involved in foul play? She couldn’t let him bear that burden alone. She couldn’t. He would have to be strong for Sidnie, but who would be strong for him? He needed someone.

Avery set the arrangement on top of her car and glanced over at Lance as he got into his. Maybe they couldn’t be romantically involved, but the least she could do is be a friend to him. Whether or not his mother’s death was an accident, she was still dead. And Lance had to deal with that every day. The least she could do was be someone he didn’t have to pretend to be strong with.

She took a step toward him. “Lance—”

But he hadn’t heard her. He was already backing out of his parking spot.
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Flames.

Licking at the sides of the helicopter, smoke eclipsing the sun, causing him to see the world through a hazy beige light. His lungs filling with carbon monoxide, suffocating every ounce of life out of him. A terrible scratching at the back of his throat. Searing pain. Right there in his leg, searing pain…

A face appearing over the wall of flames, shouting his name. Then suddenly, the flames boiling up, obscuring him from view. A cry of pain…

Lance uttered a sharp gasp and bolted upright. Heart pounding in his ears, he looked around at his surroundings for a few moments before recalling where he was. He was in the guest bedroom of his late mother’s house, not burning to death in a helicopter. His hair felt damp with sweat as he clenched a fist. In, out, he breathed. In and out again.

Over a few minutes of focusing on his breath, his heart settled into a normal rhythm again. While his leg still throbbed with the painful reminder, he was able to gather himself and calm his racing emotions.

He glanced at the clock and let out a defeated sigh. Five-thirty. He could go back to sleep, yes, but with it being so close to the time that his alarm would go off, it certainly would not be a restful snooze. He had a better idea.

Climbing out of bed, he headed toward the shower. In forty-five minutes, he was off, clipboard and tote in hand to get some early morning work done around the clinic.

Lance preferred early mornings. Perhaps it was the military training, but he also couldn’t deny that he had always been an early bird. Mornings had a stillness about them that he treasured. As the day progressed, the noise grew louder and louder. Even if it were a quiet day, the noise inside one’s head could be numbing at times. To-do lists, stresses about work, musing over the future, recoiling over the past—all of it combined could reach deafening levels. Only a good sleep could quiet them all again.

The sun hadn’t even hinted at creeping up over the horizon by the time he made his rounds through the clinic, clipboard in hand. The to-do list of things that needed to be fixed or updated quickly grew from one page to two.

Fix the letters on the clinic sign—and while you’re at it, get a better sign. Repaint the front of the building… eventually. Make it look functional. New phones that don’t look like they’re from the eighties. And of course, the little things like improving the ambiance—live plants, updated picture frames for the walls, and a deep clean, to start.

When he opened the storage area that held the medications in the pharmacy, he let out an audible groan that shattered the stillness of the morning. “Are you kidding me? How does anyone find anything in this mess?”

Either a tornado hit the storage room, or the pharmacists just didn’t care. Lance flipped through his pages and wrote in big letters across the top:

“Staff meeting, 7:45.”
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The tension in the break room at 7:44 could be cut with a knife. Lance could feel it even from his office—or should he say, his mother’s office—where he was going over his notes again. Sure, everyone was probably nervous that they were all going to get the boot… which Lance would have taken great pleasure in doing for some of them. But that wouldn’t make the situation any better, would it?

Promptly at 7:45, he strode into the room. “Okay, guys.” He wheeled a stool over to the front of the room and seated himself on it, stretching out one leg onto the floor and resting his opposite foot on the bar of the stool. The din in the room settled to little more than hissing whispers and then beautiful silence. “I’ve been here since early this morning, and I’ve called this meeting because we are going to be making a few changes around here.”

Even though they didn’t groan out loud, the looks on their faces said it all. The disinterest grated on him, but he pressed forward. “Let’s start with the pharmacy.” He looked up at where Lola, Cheryl, Gloria, and Ray had gathered. They might as well have stood at attention the way they all stiffened suddenly, like they knew they were going to get it. “We need to completely overhaul the organization. How can you guys work in such a disaster? When I walked into the medicine storage room, I felt like I walked into my little sister’s bedroom when she was three. For the next two weeks, I’m going to be taking over the inventory and developing a system of organization as I go.”

This statement set off the mood in the room. “We already have a system for inventory,” Ray muttered under his breath like he didn’t want to get in trouble, but loud enough for Lance to hear. “And it works... for us. You can’t just barge in here and make changes.”

Lance aimed a dark glare in his direction. “I am here to make things better, not keep this place hanging on by a thread. Any further opinions or issues that you have can be discussed with me in my office and not in front of my staff or your colleagues, understood?”

Ray’s jaw visibly clenched, and his eyes flashed red hot. “Yes, sir.”

Sir was a javelin, a jab at him. Lance debated letting it go or addressing it further, then decided that any communication with Ray, or even Randy, who sat with a smile equally as smug, would be best had in his office. Antagonizing them wouldn’t help his case. If anything, it would waste time. He didn’t want one of his nurse practitioners and the pharmacist who had been here the longest to walk out on him, further complicating the situation. Sidnie was already overwhelmed with finding a replacement for Mariann, let alone two more. Lance didn’t dignify him with an answer and returned to his notes.

He didn’t keep them long. Ten minutes, tops. “Okay, everyone. That’s all I have for now. Expect that a few people may be showing up to look at the dreadful plumbing in the ladies’ restroom and some of the interior.”

One of the older receptionists, whose name he couldn’t remember, raised her hand. Lance motioned to her. “Yes?”

“Would this be a good time to mention that I have to leave at eleven?” She raised her left foot. “I sprained my ankle really bad a few weeks ago and have physical therapy on Thursdays at eleven fifteen. Mariann,” a look of deep sadness crossed her eyes, “usually let me work a few hours on Thursday morning to get through the rush, then let me have the rest of the day off.”

Lance understood all too well how painful physical therapy could be. The idea of returning to work after such an experience was pain enough. He remembered the weeks it took him to be able to walk correctly again and how worn out he felt after the therapy was done. There were days he debated cutting his own leg off and just being done with it, wondering if it was worth the trouble. He nodded. “That’s fine.” He scribbled on his notes. “I will make a note of that, and we’ll be sure to have you keep the same schedule.”

The look of gratefulness that passed through her eyes did not go unnoticed by him.

“Anyone else?”

Other than Ray glowering and Randy raising his eyebrows in annoyance, everyone seemed fine. Tense. But fine.

He put on the best smile he could. It wasn’t much. “All right then. Let’s get this day started!”
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The sound of the woman sobbing filled the clinic around nine-forty that morning. Lance was between patients when he heard it, and his brow furrowed in concern and curiosity. He recalled the list of patients coming in that morning, trying to remember if any of them were here for a diagnosis that might be upsetting.

He came around the corner to find Dani assisting a middle-aged woman to the front. The woman sobbed as she hunched over each painful step going forward. Dani looked over her shoulder, spying Lance. As if reading his mind, she explained,. “She had a somewhat painful little poke.”

Ah, Mrs. Betty Carlisle. Lance remembered from her charts that she was being treated for a respiratory infection. No one liked a Rocephin shot. No wonder she was crying. She didn’t sob in agony, but her crying and little whimpers drew enough attention to embarrass her.

Other members of the staff began to poke their heads out. Even patients who were being led back to the rooms stopped for a moment to gawk at the sight of the woman, slightly doubling over and cautiously limping to the door. Lance gritted his teeth in anger. This is not a sideshow. Give the woman some space.

He moved to the other side of the woman and turned to the others. “There’s nothing to see here. Carry on.”

Reluctantly, the people in the back of the clinic began to filter back to whatever it was that they were doing. Lance turned back, seeing Betty’s face, red and turned to the side. Hot embarrassment added to the pain that kept her from walking upright.

“It’s okay, Betty,” Dani spoke soothingly to her. “The pain won’t last much longer. It may throb for a couple hours, and then you should be okay. We just have to get you back to your husband.”

Lance walked with her on the other side. Perhaps he wasn’t a people pleaser, but he did his best to keep his patients’ heads above water and their spirits up. “You can get your husband to get you some ice cream and whatever dinner you want after a day like this.” He put on a slight grin just for her. “Tell him that he needs to spoil you today.”

She hiccupped sobs and didn’t reply. Didn’t even smile. Lance reached around and opened the clinic door that spilled out into the waiting room. His heart sank. All eyes were on the crying woman who was desperately trying to control her sobs. Lance wondered how much of this was embarrassment and how much was the actual pain of the injection. Of course, the people in the waiting room were staring. A large man sat near the window on the opposite side of the room with... seven kids?

“Betty, what’s wrong?” he yelled across the room, still seated, of course. Lance instantly felt a flicker of disdain for the guy. Come get your wife, loser.

Yeah, of course, he didn’t. He rumbled to his feet, but just stood there, aiming a look at the reception desk. “What did you do? Give her a Rocephin shot?”

Lance cringed. Great. Now the entire waiting room knew exactly what had happened. Who knew what conclusions they were drawing, since respiratory infections were not the only thing treated by Rocephin. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to respect patient confidentiality.”

“Well, I’m her husband,” the bald guy proclaimed. “There’s nothing wrong with Rocephin.”

Lance could think of a few things that Rocephin was used for that some people might prefer to keep quiet.

The guy lumbered toward the pharmacy door... the door! Lance and Dani had to walk Betty the rest of the way toward the pharmacy. Thankfully, by now, she had contained her sobs and was looking down in stark embarrassment. Dani looked flustered as she headed to the door and propped it open. “We had to give her a Rocephin shot, yes,” she murmured quietly. “She will be okay after a while. The pharmacy should have her medications available by now, if not in a few minutes.” She gave a bright smile to Betty. “You going to be okay, young lady?”

Betty gave her a grateful smile and nodded. The first sign that she understood English.

“I’m sorry you had to deal with mean ‘ole me today; hopefully next time will be better.” Dani winked at her and started back toward the clinic. “Take care, now.”

Lance made sure that Betty, her seven kids, and dead weight—er, husband—made it into the pharmacy and shut the door. Without giving anyone in the waiting room the satisfaction of an answer, he ignored every single one of them and returned to the back.

“I’m so sorry about him, Doctor Blair.” Dani rolled her eyes. “He is a number one jerk. I honestly have my suspicions that he is one of those husbands. You know the kind—she can’t make a move without his permission?”

Lance had figured that out just by looking at him, both when he’d come in that morning and the way he left his wife to walk alone. “That’s too bad.”
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As the day drew to a close, the doors of the clinic had hardly stayed closed for a minute. Lance hadn’t bothered to grab any lunch as he was more interested in seeing a steady flow of patients. One of the receptionists, Sue, he remembered, had told him that today was unusually busy. It was a little before five in the afternoon when he finally sat at his mom’s desk to take a breath—and a very quick one at that. A knock sounded at his open door.

“Hey, Doctor Blair?” Sue poked her head into the office. “There’s an Avery Hart here to see you… specifically.”

Lance’s head jerked up. Avery? She was asking for him? What could she possibly need? He set his pen aside and tried not to visibly react to the rush of emotions that hit him. “Thanks, Sue.”

Questions began to multiply. What was she here for? If she wanted a meeting with him, she couldn’t be a patient, right? She’d book an appointment with him, rather than meeting with him on the clock. The only answer that made any sense was that she’d become an attorney, last he’d heard. She probably had some legal information concerning his mother. Maybe she had information regarding her will? Or maybe, legal business from a client from the clinic? The way the clinic ran things certainly left something to be desired in regard to patient satisfaction.

Still, it would be good to see her again. His body tingled with the anticipation of being near her. Being close to her gave him more pleasure than he cared to admit, whether she reciprocated it or not.

He strode into the waiting room and took in the sight of her. Blond hair, tousled from the day’s work but still shining. Outwardly, he kept his composure, maintaining his air of professionalism, but he was battling the emotions churning inside of him. He wanted to reach out and touch that shimmering hair of hers, maybe even brush his fingers against her face like he used to. The other day when their elbows touched, he’d felt that spark of desire coursing through his body like a lightning strike.

But it wasn’t just Avery in the waiting room. Despite the fact that they closed in a matter of minutes, three or four patients still lingered in the waiting room.

Lance held up a finger to Avery and leaned back into the hallway. “Greta?”

The nurse peered around the corner, her weary eyes indicating she was ready to go home.

He stepped back to ask in a low tone, “Why are there still patients in the waiting room?”

“That’s the walk-in side.” Greta answered. “We had several show up last minute. You said you were only seeing appointments today after three.”

“And where are Whitley and Robertson…” Lance didn’t finish. He breathed a sigh. “Okay, let me take care of this, and I’ll see the next patient on the list. Just give me a second.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” Greta sighed in relief and looked more visibly relaxed. Lance walked all the way into the waiting room and approached Avery. She stood by the door, patiently waiting.

“Hello, Miss Hart.” He couldn’t bring himself to say Avery. If he did, everyone in the room would know that her name was as sweet as sugar on his lips.

She turned, making eye contact with him again and, instead of the shock that had appeared on her face when they first saw each other, concern filled her features. He stopped. Was something wrong?

“Dr. Blair. Um,” she replied, glancing around the waiting room. “I didn’t want to bother you if you were busy. I wanted to come by before you closed.”

Lance shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. What’s going on?” She seemed hesitant, as if she didn’t want to tell him what was on her mind. She’d done this before, once, whenever she gave him bad news or suggested…

Suggested they shouldn’t be together.

He’d seen that behavior before, the last time he’d been in town. The memory put a bitter taste in his mouth, so he swallowed it down. He couldn’t allow such distance—he couldn’t. He let his desire to be closer to her win and took a step closer. “Avery, what is it?”

Her head snapped up, and she got straight to the point. “I wanted to talk to you about some—”

“Excuse me?” One of the women leaned around where she was seated in a chair and barked at Lance. “I’ve been waiting for fifteen minutes. Is this gonna take long?”

Lance dismissed a retort he wanted to give and replaced it with professionalism. “I apologize for the wait, ma’am. We’ll be calling you back shortly.”

She huffed a sigh and turned around. She was going to be fun to see in the examination room. Lance looked back at Avery.

“Today’s been unusually busy,” he said. “Can we talk after? We could meet somewhere, or you could wait in my office.”

Avery lowered her voice, her gaze sweeping the room. “I’ll meet you somewhere. It looks like you’ll be a while.”

A thousand thoughts ran through his head. What could possibly be so important that she was willing to wait for goodness knows how long? He’d just seen her at the flower shop.

“Can you meet me in the park after you get done here?” Avery asked. “The one just outside of town?”

Of course, she would suggest that. The very park where they’d spent so much time in high school. Lance felt his body tense. What if this was more personal than something legal, as he’d originally thought? He let out a deep sigh, addressing the unspoken issue between them. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

Avery studied a space on the wall, chewing on the inside of her lip. He watched her go from emotion to emotion, thought to thought. Finally, she set her face hard against him and met his gaze with a determination that seemed to hold no feelings for him whatsoever. She looked just like the attorney she had become with a refusal to be deterred and a determination to get her way. “Look. It has nothing to do with… us. Not in that sort of way, I mean.”

Us. So she knew that it would be the first thought to pop into his head.

Lance was sure this was the farthest thing from a good idea. The fact was, he was still attracted to her even though he knew things would never work between them. Things had never worked between them. He knew that. But if he were to be alone with her in a nice intimate setting like the park at the end of a crazy day, he could easily give his attraction too much sway.

She wasn’t playing. And neither was he. “I just need to talk to you about—”

Her words were cut off by the door cracking open and Frank Whitley’s face appearing. “Dr. Blair? We need you in room 5.” Though he tried to keep his voice tone level, Lance picked up on a hint of concern.

Yeah, he wasn’t getting out of here on time. Nobody was.

Avery looked over at Frank and hesitated. She looked back over at Lance, apologies in her eyes. “I’m sorry, it’s stupid, I shouldn’t have—”

“No, just hold on a sec.” He turned back to Frank. “I’m on my way.”

“Thanks, Doctor.” Whitley closed the door behind him. Lance turned back to Avery as he started to walk away.

Lance finally caved. “Okay. But I can’t stay long.”

Avery shrugged. “What I have to tell you won’t take long.”

What was this about? Was she going to confess that she still had feelings for him? The way her pupils dilated when she had run into him unexpectedly, the way she chewed her lip without even realizing it… but what if she wanted him gone for that reason? Out of town? He couldn’t just leave the clinic.

Whatever was so important to her, it had to be something serious enough for her to need a private meeting with him. And now Lance was curious what it was about. It seemed like an awful lot of build-up for legal stuff regarding his mother. He would be sure to bring a notebook just in case.

“Okay. I’ll be there.” He moved back toward the door. “Give your phone number to one of the receptionists. They can put it on my desk, and I’ll call when I’m free.”

Satisfaction melted into her expression, along with a hint of... what was that? Nervousness? Panic?

“Thanks, Lance.”
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Lance could feel the cool air filling the gap that the sun left behind after it set. The park was dark, only illuminated by the lamppost-style street lights scattered around. Long hours at the clinic were expected, but tonight’s had been particularly rough, ending with him debating the wisdom behind his decision to meet with Avery. By the time he pulled into the park, he had talked himself out of it, then back into it at least a dozen times; but in the end, he finally decided that he had to know what she wanted to say.

He zipped his coat, warding off the chill in the wind that cut right through him. He slipped his hands into his pockets and scanned the park, looking for her. He spotted her sitting on her favorite bench: the one that was off the beaten path, down the hill that sat beside a small fountain in the park. He started down the hill, noticing how the grass beneath his feet, stained brown by the late fall air, already felt crisp and frozen. No doubt they’d had their first frost or, perhaps, would soon.

Avery heard his footsteps on the crunchy grass and turned to face him. A winter hat adorned her head, her eyes peering out from beneath it. He always admired how deep the blue in her eyes got whenever they were out together at dusk.

“Sorry I’m late.” His murmured words became a vapor, dissipating into the atmosphere.

A smile flickered across her face before dying instantly. “I figured you’d be later.”

He came around to the front of the bench and stared down at her. “How long have you been out here?” Was she out here waiting for him all this time?

Avery shrugged. “I had some things to finish up at the office; I was working on some files until you called. I’ve only been here a few minutes.” She looked down at the space beside her. “Wanna sit?”

Yes, he did want to. Still, hesitation clawed at him. What was he doing here? Why was he here again… so close to her at dusk when all was quiet? He moved steadily, seating himself beside her, and cringed at how cold the bench was. Still, sitting next to her, his heart rate steadied, and the cold ceased to bother him. The stress and craziness of the day disappeared as quickly as the vapors of their breath. The noise in his head faded to a dull roar, then eventually, stilled completely, the silence soothing. Avery had always managed to find the calm in him and bring it out.

He cast a glance around the park, taking in the familiar sights. Up the hill stood the playground. He and Avery hadn’t gone there much other than to park alongside it. Right now, only one truck was silhouetted there in the dusk, so they were as secluded as they were going to get.

She stared at him with expectant eyes, her tote bag sitting next to her. Probably had too much confidential information to chance leaving in her car for someone to steal. She let another small smile creep across her lips as her eyes danced with unexplained delight. “How have your first days at the clinic been?”

Just like that, the noise in his head started whirring again. No, not whirring. It sounded more like a broken machine with hydraulics and gears jamming together. He sighed and shook his head in defeat. “I don’t know how that thing is still going.”

Avery’s laughter was as gentle as the winter breeze. “Remember, this is a small-town clinic. You’re used to the big corporate hospitals in Seattle.”

“It’s not that.” He looked back at her. “The staff really doesn’t know what’s going on. Sidnie wasn’t exaggerating. The pharmacy is a mess, the nurse practitioners think they’re doctors, people are screaming in the waiting room…”

His voice trailed off as the horror of the situation hit him. He was talking to her like they were together again, dumping his stressful day on her willing shoulders. And there she was, listening, absorbing every word he was saying. No condemnation or boredom existed in her eyes as she just listened, eager to help. Just like always. She had always been a good listener, and he had never forgotten that. Hence why he had fallen into that old, familiar pattern.

But their time was over. He had promised himself to not do this. He shook his head and broke eye contact. He couldn’t stand to look at her pretty face a moment longer. If he did, he wouldn’t be able to control himself. “I’m sorry—you don’t need this.”

Avery gave a light giggle. “That bad, huh? It’s probably not like that all the time. Everyone is feeling Mariann’s loss…” Her voice dropped, and she spoke in a soft murmur, as if speaking the words at full volume would somehow hurt more. The truth was, the words at that point were like the dull ache beginning in his hands from the cold. He hadn’t imagined he’d be traipsing in the old park after hours, when the sun was going down, with his ex-girlfriend. He clenched his jaw and didn’t look up, not wanting her to read the pain in his eyes as well as the anger that was still buried deep in his heart. “Very much,” she finished.

Lance breathed in deeply, then depleted his lungs of that steadying breath. “You’re not wrong. They all talk about her like she was their hero.”

“She was, in many ways. This clinic was the backbone of the town. Everyone loved Mariann.”

Seemed like everyone loved her fervently... except him. The only love he had left for her was the required love of a son to a mother. A mother who had left him and his father to fend for themselves while she chased her heart’s desire... or what she thought was her heart’s desire. He could think of nothing to say on the matter. “I’ve been fixing up some things in the place. The staff hates me, but there’s nothing I can do about that. I can’t be passive.”

“I know that very well,” Avery said, nodding in agreement. “You were always like that, even before you left. That’s what I—” She stopped herself. He heard her swallow her words, and his skin prickled. He knew they were treading on thin ice right now, and he had to stop this and go back. They were both determined not to get personal again. “—liked about your personality,” she finished.

Yeah, sure, that’s what you were going to say. Lance sat up, stretching his shoulders while his hands were still nestled in his pockets. He ached to touch her again. And so, he directed them back off the ice and onto solid ground again.

“So, you said you needed to talk to me?”

Avery nodded, her expression saying she hadn’t intended to go that far. “Yes, sorry, I got off track. I just haven’t talked to you in forever and, well, it’s nice to talk to you after so long.”

This time he couldn’t resist. He dragged his gaze from the ground to meet hers. They both stared at each other for a few moments before he spoke again, his voice barely louder than a whisper.

“It’s nice to talk to you too.”

Yes, he had missed her. He’d moved on without her, but whenever he saw her again, he discovered that there was still a place for her in his heart. But he refused to give in to his feelings. They were just passing, he told himself. He’d lost someone dear in his life, so he was relishing in the company of old friends. He had no room for romance. But he did admit to himself how lovely she was. Avery had never gone out of her way to make herself beautiful. While most women worried over the latest foundation, lipsticks, and beauty products, Avery had always been satisfied with her natural grace. Even as a professional, she only let a bit of mascara and maybe a little blush adorn her face. She didn’t need makeup. She liked to be known as tough and untouchable, but her personality was so much more than that. There was a softness there that still held on to some compassion for fellow human beings despite all she’d seen in her life and career. He didn’t know how she balanced it all with her job, but she was good at it.

He let his gaze drop to her lips. A natural shade of red that was lovely, beautifully shaped, and tempting... very tempting. Lance had tasted those lips several times before, but now a barrier stood between them. Their lives could never intertwine as they once had because they had both taken very different paths.

He quickly met her eyes again, and his entire body began to burn with desire. Just the two of them alone in the park. They’d shared a few kisses on that very bench, back before life had become so complicated. The longing to taste those lips again burned within him, but he was able to control himself. Lance sat back, his hands balled into fists in his pockets. He told himself his feelings were resurfacing because of the recent shock he’d had. His body was just reacting. There was nothing there… not anymore. She had no desire to be with him anyway. Why would she? She’d broken it off the second time.

“What do you have for me?”

Avery leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and forming steepled fingers. “I didn’t want to talk about this at the clinic. I know you have to keep that professionalism up with patients and staff. But when we met at the flower shop today, it occurred to me. You’re dealing with a lot right now.”

Dealing with a lot. Lance huffed a sigh.

“And I mean more than just running the clinic. I know that you didn’t have the greatest relationship with your mom, but I know you’re probably dealing with her death all the same. I know our history makes things complicated, but I guess I didn’t want you going at it alone. I guess I just wanted to let you know that if you need anyone, I’m here for you.”

This. This is what she wanted to tell him. Lance felt his chest tighten, remembering exactly why he’d fallen in love with her.

“I didn’t want you to think I was pushing you into anything,” she continued, “so I wanted somewhere quiet to express that I’m offering this as a friend and not with any ulterior motive.”

How did she manage to pull off the balance between offering him kindness and respecting his distance? Lance studied her in the fading light. What could he say? She had been the only one to actually care about how he felt about this whole thing! He’d had to be strong for Sidnie. The staff at the clinic were wrapped up in themselves. But Avery? She saw him… knew him deeper than anyone cared to.

“Thank you, Avery,” he managed.

She nodded. “You’re welcome. We don’t have to bring it up again, unless you want to.”

“I admit,” Lance raked his hands through his hair and sat down beside her, “I am a little frustrated with your police department. I just want to get Mom’s funeral out of the way and get back to life. I don’t understand why they’re keeping her so long. It was an accident, for crying out loud, not a homicide!”

Her silence hit him hard—hard enough that he felt a shift in the air between them. When he looked up, she was staring at the ground in a telltale sign that something was off.

“Avery?”

“Right, you’re right,” she looked up at him. Her voice was tighter than it was before, and something lurked behind her eyes. Something she wasn’t telling him. “They do take their own sweet time, don’t they?”

He wasn’t letting her go. “Do you know something I don’t?”

“What do you mean?”

“For a lawyer, you’re a terrible liar.” Lance straightened. “It was an accident. Right?”

Her silence told him everything he needed to know. He saw another flash of guilt before she lowered her eyes to the ground.

“Avery, talk to me.”

“Lance.” She took a breath and straightened her body to square up and look him dead in the face. Gone was that tender appreciation for his presence. Instead lay a mask of hardened truth. The tough side of her outweighed her gentle side that she had once shown only him. “I don’t know how to say this. But when I was at the accident scene, there were some things that were just off. Nothing obvious, but there were pieces that didn’t add up. It isn’t anything major, but they’re taking a second look. They think it might’ve been a hit and run.”

The stillness around them shattered. Lance was sure he had just imagined it, but it seemed like even the wind froze in time. Whatever desire he had been feeling was knocked out of him by the battering ram of her words. They were like spikes, digging into his heart as they climbed to lodge in his brain.

Not an accident?

He cleared the emotion from his throat. “What are you saying? What things were off?”

She sighed, as if debating with herself, then pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I probably shouldn’t be sharing this with you on this level. It’s still an ongoing investigation. But... I can tell you what I found, at least. The police are still unsure, but...”

Unsure? He jerked his head, like he was clearing water from his eyes or a bug from his nose. “Unsure?” Was she just making this up as a desperate attempt to get him back in her life?

She extended a hand, her eyes telling him how serious she was. “Just listen.” She opened her phone and scrolled until she found a picture. She flipped her phone around to show him the first picture: a dead deer. Lance’s stomach twisted into a pretzel—and not because of the sight of something dead or even the blood.

This was the deer that killed his mother. And even though he resented her in many ways, her death had still left a hole in his heart. She was still his mother.

Avery didn’t even seem to notice his emotions or how the sight of the deer affected him as she pointed straight to the buck’s mangled shoulder. “So, the story goes that the deer was shot by hunters around ten that night, and it ran off and ran into the road where your mom hit it; while swerving to avoid it, she rolled her car, right?”

So very detailed, more than Sidnie had given him. “Okay, sure.”

“The medical examiner found a bullet in the deer’s heart, meaning it was a heart and lung shot.” Avery pointed. “The hunters claimed to have shot this deer four miles up the road. Four miles! A deer can only run for a certain amount of time before it drops when it’s been shot like this, and it certainly isn’t four miles.”

“I don’t care about deer anatomy, Avery. I’m a doctor, not a hunter.” Lance’s stern voice cut through the air. “Is this all you’ve got for me?”

Avery’s shoulders went rigid as she assumed a defensive posture. “There’s more. But I can stop if you need me to.”

While he wanted nothing more than to tear into her, he needed to know. She couldn’t just bring this up and then forget the rest. He bit back a thousand insults and nodded to the phone. “What else?”

She flipped to another photo of some glass all over the road. “Your mother’s headlights were clear. We found pieces of cloudy headlights mixed in with the clear headlights that were all over the road. That’s what originally caught my attention.” She flipped to another photo, this one showing a cell phone. “I found a cell phone with some sketchy text messages—well, just one to be exact—and I believe it was a burner phone. But the text message was from 4:45 the day your mom was killed. We’re not sure if it’s connected to anything, but they bagged it for evidence anyway. Along with what looked like a bloody ratchet strap laying near the deer. The blood hasn’t been identified yet.” She swiped to a picture of Mariann’s car, or what was left of it, and zoomed in on the bumper and fender. “There is dark paint transfer and an impact right here. Originally, we’d think it was from the deer, but the paint transfer tells a different story.”

She swiped to another picture. “There were tire tracks on both sides of the road. Your mom’s side, the s-shaped ones here,” she pointed. “But also some that angled out of the ditch, onto the road. Like I said. There’s not enough to fully say that it was a hit and run, but something isn’t adding up. The paint transfer, for example. The possibility of a second car. The question about how the deer wound up four miles down the road with a kill shot.”

Avery clicked off her phone, then slipped it into her pocket where it had previously been. He looked up at her, finding the world seemed a bit darker now that he had looked at the cell phone’s light. “It’s possible that it was an accident. A swerve to avoid the deer. But I think there was a second car at the scene. Maybe a hit and run. Or maybe…” It was planned. She might as well have said the words, but she chose to clamp her lips together instead.

Maybe she had been a good listener, but she had given him a presentation just like she would in court—not to the son of someone who had just passed away. Just this morning, he had been thinking he lost his mother to an accident. Now he was faced with the possibility that she would still be here if someone hadn’t taken her life in their hands or been driving recklessly? He clenched both his jaw and his fist and looked up at her. “What the hell is all this?”

“I’m a private investigator,” Avery told him. “I’m trained to see these things.”

Lance shook his head. “This is crazy.”

“The evidence is there, Lance. I can’t ignore it.”

“You have no other proof.”

Avery pursed her lips and shook her head. “The chief promised me he’s still looking into this. But that’s what we have for now.”

“If you get some kind of smoking gun, please, let me know,” he bit out. “But until then, I don’t believe you.”

Avery recoiled like he’d slapped her. “Look, I know this is hard for you, but…”

“Hard?” Lance growled. “Hard is already dealing with the thought that your mom died in an accident, then suddenly finding out that your ex-girlfriend believes that it wasn’t an accident! Do you understand how hard that is? The acceleration marks could mean anything. It’s a mountain road, and teenagers are stupid. I don’t understand how the deer has anything to do with this.”

“The hunters shot the deer, and it ran off and wound up in front of Mariann’s car.” Avery raised her voice a bit. “So they tell me.”

Lance forced himself to take a deep breath. The day had been dreadful from start to finish. The lab, the clinic, the nightmare, everything. Now this. He was ready to be done. Ready to get his mother’s funeral over with and then go back to Seattle to put this all behind him. As difficult as this all was to listen to, he couldn’t let himself take it out on Avery. She was right. She was just trying to help.

“I guess the reason I don’t believe you isn’t because of this evidence. It’s simply this.” His gaze was tight and filled with the passion that ran through him. “Who would want to kill my mother? What could she have done that someone would have wanted to take her out like this? The hit and run thing—it happens. I get that. But if you’re suggesting that it was premeditated on the basis of,” he sputtered, waving his hand, “broken glass and tire tracks, then tell me how you got your private investigator’s license in the first place.”

Hurt stung Avery’s eyes. Her silence bore the defeat that his one question had poked in her theory. Chances were, the acceleration marks indicted that it was a hit and run, not an intentional homicide. The deer was circumstantial evidence. Poor thing was just there in the middle of all of this. The phone? People litter. Probably was tied to a drug case or something and thrown out the window. No one loses their phone at a homicide scene—at least not one that would be as carefully planned as this! Her voice fell quieter than her previous tone. “I don’t know who would want to kill her.” She didn’t address anything else.

Lance let her words sink in. So, Avery believed this was a homicide based off these tiny shreds of evidence. It could have been convincing, except for the gaping holes in her theory. But then again, he hadn’t been in touch with his mom often enough to know if someone was upset with her or not. An angry patient, maybe? Someone like Betty’s husband who seemed to have misogynistic issues? It was all too much. And with Avery sitting right beside him, he couldn’t think straight.

“I need…” he rasped, “…I need to think about this. I need some time.”

“I get it.” She slipped her bag onto her shoulder and stood. She seemed reluctant to leave, but he knew her well enough to understand it was because she knew she’d started a firestorm and didn’t want to leave a mess. “Are you going to be okay?”

Not like his entire world hadn’t been rocked. He let out a humorless laugh. “Sure.”

“Okay.” She adjusted her grip on the bag’s strap. “Well, if you need anything, you know how to reach me. You have my number now.”

Lance just nodded. He didn’t have anything else to say.

Avery looked up the hill toward her car parked a few spaces down from the truck that had been there all night. “Great. I’m sorry, Lance.”

He pressed his clenched fists to his forehead. “I’m sorry too.”

OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]

[image: ]

Avery’s headlights illuminated the road before her. She wished she could get the same illumination for the choices she had made. She silently berated herself as she replayed the situation over and over in her head. Had she done the right thing? Maybe she shouldn’t have brought her suspicions up to him. She could have left it as a vague answer, one that the police were trained to give. I can’t give out details. We’re still investigating. But she knew Lance. He would’ve called the police department first thing in the morning, and that would’ve made everything worse. Maybe she was crazy. After all, Lance was right. Who would want to kill Mariann West?

Bits of broken glass and tire tracks. Perhaps she did need to rethink her investigator’s license. Maybe, deep down, she was trying to be a hero and reading too much into things.

She noticed a car coming up behind her in her rearview mirror. No, not a car. She could tell by the shape of the headlights and how far they were off the ground that it was either a truck or an SUV. She gripped the steering wheel. Why did she have to observe everything? Not everything was related to a case. But wherever she went, she saw everything. Car. People. Clues. It was part of her training, but she would love to be able to see the world as others see it for just one day: safe with just a hint of danger.

The vehicle behind her shot forward and was suddenly right on her bumper, trying to urge her to go faster. Avery snorted. “Tourists.” She didn’t pick up the pace. Right after Clearwater Bridge, there was a dotted line where he could legally pass her. He could wait. She wasn’t endangering her life because some hot shot wanted to speed through here.

Her mind went back to Lance. She could have presented her case to him in so many different ways, but she chose the way she knew best: bullet-point evidence and no emotion. Lance was a strong man who didn’t give in to emotional outbursts. But this was his mother they were talking about. Now he would probably call the police first thing in the morning, if not tonight, demanding answers. Chief Simmons would know she went behind his back. That was sure to end well.

Well, there was nothing she could do about it now. She reached for the radio.

A sharp jolt from behind threw her forward. A loud crack and the sound of crunching metal split the air.

Avery let out a surprised cry and instinctively ducked her head and looked over her shoulder.

The black truck fell back, putting a little distance between them. She blinked and shook her head. Her breathing kicked up as her body tensed. She’d just been hit!

She tapped the brakes, slowing her car down to pull to the side of the road. Her heart lurched, however, when she saw that the truck had no intention of doing the same. In fact, the headlights came at her again, heading right for her bumper. Oh no! Avery stepped on the accelerator, but not before the truck collided again with her bumper. Ka-boom!

Avery screamed. Her car jolted forward again, realigning her spine—and not in a good, therapeutic way. This guy is trying to kill me!

Her mind raced. Survival. She could call 911, but that would take too long. She needed both hands on the wheel. She hit the gas and tried to speed away. Warning lights on her dash lit up, telling her that one of her tires had low pressure. Great. The truck was closing in again. Avery feared she was going to wind up just like Mariann—

Mariann.

The truck rear-ended her again. She minimized the impact by stomping on the gas pedal at the same time he hit her. Her car groaned, her tachometer climbing to five thousand RPMs and rising. She sped up, but so did the vehicle behind her.

She looked ahead, and her heart leaped into her throat. That stupid bridge that was between her and the route to town spread out just ahead of her.

The driver noticed it too.

As she entered the bridge, the truck surged forward, whipping around her and pulling up beside her. Avery glanced through the window, but its dark tint concealed the driver from view. All she could make out was that the truck was dark—maybe black or blue.

With a jerk of the steering wheel, he hit her, causing her to lurch to her right. Avery gripped the steering wheel, trying to keep her car straight and on the road. Another swipe from the truck and she felt the guardrail scraping along her side, sending a shower of sparks flying. She slammed on her brakes, but the driver kept her pinned to the side of the bridge, his engine roaring with fury.

Rum-Rummmmm-Rummmmmmm!

Her passenger side window burst, sending a spray of glass across the interior. The guardrail was loose. If he kept pushing her against it, the rail would eventually give way, sending her car over the edge and Avery to her death in the ravine below.

Was this the same way Mariann died? Trying to control her car while some maniac ran her off the road?

Well, she was going to survive this! Yes, she was! She was not going to die like this on a back road. Avery aimed her steering wheel for the ditch on the side of the road at the end of the bridge, and slammed her accelerator to the floor. Her tires shrieked as a cloud of stinking, burning rubber filled her car. The truck roared one final time as it pushed her harder against the guardrail, but Avery was ready. It was now or never. At least she’d die fighting.

Avery slammed on the gas with a shriek of her own rage. She managed to break free from the truck, her car shooting forward. With the truck still on her tail, she made it to the end of the bridge and onto solid ground once more. But it wasn’t over. Although she was off the bridge, the ravine still ran to her right, and when the truck hit her again, her car fishtailed nearly out of control, almost sending her down the grassy slope. She wasn’t sure how, but she was able to guide it back onto the grass and away from the ravine.

Her car shot forward like a bullet, but the truck stayed with her. It swerved wildly, clipping her back bumper, sending Avery into a wild spin.

She rode her car down the slope into the woods. For a moment, she felt weightless, until the car crashed back down to earth, jarring her teeth. Before she could brace herself, the car bounced again, rattling her bones. Her head slammed hard against the doorframe, and her vision wavered. As she stared through the windshield at the landscape blurring by, her eyes widened and her mouth fell open.

“Oh no!”

Avery jerked her steering wheel, but her car collided with a small tree, the tortured whine of twisting metal and shattering glass filling her senses. Avery pitched forward. Her seat belt dug into her shoulder as it locked and her body lit up with a pain she’d never felt before upon impact.

A shattering pop rang in her ears as her air bag deployed. The action startled her. That could have broken my face, she thought.

She shook her head, trying to stay conscious and to stave off her disorientation. She groaned, pain radiating through every inch of her body. Avery’s seat belt was locked, so she couldn’t move very much. She felt pinned. Trapped. Where her car had finally come to rest afforded her a view of the road above, and she watched with gritted teeth as the truck that had run her off the road sped away, racing down the road until his taillights disappeared from view.

Avery’s chest heaved in and out with rescue breaths, keeping herself from becoming unconscious. She leaned back against her seat as a warm, sticky substance that could only be blood trickled down her face. She gingerly touched the wound on her head and grimaced as pain shot through her like lightning.

I’m okay. I’m okay! Although searing pain gripped her, Avery repeated the words like a mantra. Knowing nobody knew where she was and nobody had reason to come looking for her, she knew she had to save herself. Fighting to stay conscious, Avery tried to unbuckle her seat belt and let out a groan of frustration when she found that it was jammed. Moving slowly, gritting her teeth to stave off the pain, Avery reached for her keychain. Restricted by the air bag, her locked seat belt, and the pain, she fumbled with her keys with trembling fingers. She finally managed to unclasp the small pocketknife she kept on the keychain with a small cry of triumph.

She opened the blade and laid it against the belt that restrained her and sawed furiously. With the smell of smoke filling the cabin, she feared her car may explode and knew she needed to get out of this death trap.

Through vision blurred by tears, she kept sawing at her seat belt. Although mere seconds had passed, the smell of smoke was growing stronger, and she feared she was running out of time. The belt began to fray as she coughed, sending white-hot jabs of pain through her body. She kept sawing with one hand and tugging with the other, and when the belt finally snapped, freeing her from her seat, Avery cried out.

Her hand trembled as she reached for the door handle. The impact from the truck had bent and distorted it, forcing Avery to summon all her strength and lean into it. With a cry of fear blended with frustration and agony, she slammed her shoulder into door. The door gave way and opened with a shriek of grinding metal, sending Avery toppling to the ground. She fell onto the soft earth beneath the car and turned to see flames licking up the sides of her car.

Avery crawled through the dirt, her entire body quivering and shaking, her breaths a labored wheeze. She looked down and saw that her clothes were stained scarlet and glistening with her blood. She had to still her breathing. Had to calm down. Had to stop the bleeding.

Had to call for help.

Arm over arm, she forced her body to crawl away from the car, then she turned over to sit up and look at it. She was alive—she shouldn’t be—but she was. She sat there, shaking like a cell phone on vibrate, and could only cry.

Cell phone. Yes, yes, focus. She needed help. She needed to report this.

Her shaking hands reached into her pants pocket where she had slipped her cell phone earlier. Her shaking fingers took several tries, but she finally unlocked her screen. Her memory spotty, she didn’t remember dialing Chief Simmons’s number, but somehow his voice answered the phone.

“Hello, again, Avery.”

“Chief…” She tried to control her quaking voice, but she had said just enough for him to realize something was wrong.

“Avery, what is it?” he asked urgently.

She took a couple of heaving breaths and looked back at the car wreck. “I was on my way home. Someone ran me off the road.”

“What?” he roared so loud that she thought she had accidentally turned her phone volume up. “Where are you?”

“Just past Clearwater Bridge on State Route 219,” Avery told him as she felt a cold, nauseous churning in the pit of her belly.

“Are you hurt?”

She reached up, cringing at the sting of her head. “I hit my head when I crashed my car, but I’m okay. I’m alive.”

“Stay right there. Help is on the way.”

She clutched her phone, feeling a little more controlled now. “Thanks, Chief.”

A beep sounded in her ear, and she put her phone down. Her body still shook, but she found that her voice was more controlled. Her thoughts raced. Now that she wasn’t trying to survive, she could think about what had happened. A thought occurred to her that was almost as terrifying as the ride down the slope: Hadn’t there been a truck at the park, parked closer to hers? She’d thought nothing of it at the time, but it took on a sinister meaning now. The park was where she presented her evidence to Lance. Anyone could’ve been hiding out in the brush beside the bench and overheard her conversation. If she could eavesdrop, so could they. Her heart sank but hammered at the same time. They knew. She was onto them, and they were sending her a clear message. How could she be so stupid? She’d almost gotten killed.

The thought of how close she’d come to dying made her entire body quake.

And in that moment—the moment where she knew she’d cheated death—there was only one person she wanted to talk to.

She punched in his number and held the phone to her ear.
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Lance was still in his truck when his phone rang. At that point, he was tempted to throw it out the window and never look back. Part of him wanted to just drive off into the horizon, never to be seen or heard from again. Leave it all behind.

He checked the caller ID. Avery? Was she calling to apologize? Add more to the information she had just shared with him?

He swiped to answer and held the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

“Lance.” Avery’s voice quaked. His heart stopped when he heard her voice. Something was wrong. Something bad must have happened. “Someone ran me off the road.”

He gripped his phone tighter. “Are you okay? Where are you?”

She gave him directions to her location. “I was on my way home. I’m just past Clearwater Bridge.”

“I’ll be right there. Just hang tight. Have you called the cops?” He peeled out of the park.

“Yes... Chief Simmons is on his way,” she said, her voice trailing off.

Lance slammed his accelerator to the floor, not worried about being stopped for speeding. “Okay. Are you hurt?”

“I hurt my head.”

Head injury. Great. Possible concussion, possible stitches needed? His mind kept up with his racing vehicle. “Okay. Sit tight. I’m on my way.”

[image: ]

Blue and red flashing lights reflecting off the trees brought light to the otherwise darkened road. Lance pulled to the side of the road and sprang from his car, quickly taking in the scene. The police brought with them a firetruck and a tow truck, but he didn’t see any paramedics around. Had they already taken Avery? He turned and looked down the slope of the hill, his heart nearly stopping when he saw Avery’s car. It had connected hard with a fairly large tree, and the tendrils of smoke that still rose from the ravaged metal carcass told him it had caught fire. His heart leaped into his throat. Who had done this? And where was Avery?

He scanned the chaotic scene, his gaze finally settling on a group of police standing in a circle with Avery in their midst. She seemed to have herself under control, and as he approached, one of the officers held him back. “Whoa, whoa, this is a crime scene, sir, you can’t go walking through here.”

Lance turned his angry gaze on the officer, but then forced himself to soften. He knew enough of the protocol to realize he was just doing his job. “Sorry, I’m,” he held up his ID, “Lance Blair. I’m a doctor and a friend of Avery’s. She called me.”

“Lance!” Her voice carried across the scene. He glanced over the officer’s shoulder to see her starting toward him.

The officer stepped aside, and Lance couldn’t keep himself from running to her. Everything in him screamed to get to her as fast as he could, as if the outcome of the crash could somehow be changed if he didn’t.

Erasing everything—years of being apart, the belief they would never work out, and even the tension from earlier that night—she flung herself into his arms, and he embraced her, holding her as close to him as he possibly could. Dark blood caked the side of her face, and her body shook, but she seemed fine otherwise. Everyone else faded away as he held her in his arms. As he basked in the warmth of her body pressed against his, it was as if nothing else mattered. He hadn’t felt her this close in years, and he didn’t want to let her go.

Avery, however, pulled away and looked gratefully into his eyes. The amount of trust that her blue eyes held had a depth he didn’t think he’d ever see again. “Thank you for coming. I’m sorry... I didn’t know what else to do.”

He gingerly smoothed her hair back from her cut. “Do you have any other injuries?” he asked tenderly.

Avery drew in a shaking breath. “Surprisingly, I’m okay.” She reached up to feel her forehead, cringing as she drew her hand away, the crimson stains on her pale skin sending a stitch through Lance’s heart. “My head hurts, but I don’t have a headache. I have a few bruises. My shoulder hurts from where the seat belt locked up.”

Thank goodness for that seat belt. If she hadn’t been wearing it… Lance shook his head and tried not to think about the patients he’d seen who’d been catapulted through windshields or whose time of death he’d had to recite.

“But I’m okay, other than that.” Avery held out her arms, examining them for any more wounds.

One of the officers she’d been talking to approached them with an air of authority but a face that somehow stained with understanding. “Paramedics got delayed. Tonight is a busy night for them. They’ll be here shortly.”

“I’m really okay,” she pressed.

Lance aimed her a look that told her he wasn’t playing as he gently said, “Just sit. Let’s have a look at that forehead.” He looked up, extending a hand to the officer. “Dr. Lance Blair. I can take a look at her head.”

“Scott Simmons, Chief of PD.” Relief reflected in his eyes. He seemed just as worried about her as Lance was. “Go for it. I’d appreciate that.”

Lance set a gentle hand on her back, guiding her to his truck. “Come on—I have a medical kit in the truck.”

Avery gave in. She let him guide her to his truck, seating herself in his passenger side seat, facing out. Lance knelt before her, gently brushing her hair back.

Avery wasn’t sure if the nerves she felt were part of the adrenaline from the accident or from Lance being so close to her. She hadn’t meant to cling to him like he was her boyfriend, but she couldn’t help herself. The moment she saw him, she needed him more than she needed oxygen. Her body still burned with the memory of his arms around her, holding her close. Did he know he was gently stroking her back like he used to?

The terror she had felt from the accident, the burden of having to be strong, all of it had eased the moment he touched her with those gentle hands. His gentle fingers left tingling rivers across her forehead, and she shuddered. He didn’t seem to notice though. He gazed at her intently, entirely focused on her wound. The concern she saw in his eyes touched her, making her heart swell in her chest.

“No headaches, blurry vision, dizziness, sleepiness, or nausea?”

He may as well have been talking to her about butterflies or lavender fields with a gentle voice like that. She had always admired the low tones of his voice and the way it resonated from somewhere deep in his chest. A warm sense of security unwound itself within her as she listened to him. The comforting murmur that asked her about her symptoms gave her the first deep breath she’d had since the accident. “None of the above.”

Lance opened the rear door of his truck and dug through some things. Avery watched, relishing the sight of him. How could a task as simple as digging through his back seat give her such an admiration for his physique? He returned to her, medical kit in hand. He unclasped it and withdrew some items. He grabbed a small penlight and clicked it on, shining it in her eyes. Avery squinted, reflexively drawing her head away.

“I know this is bright, but I need you to stay still.” He reached up, gently pinning back her eyelid so he could look into her eyes. Spots began to dance in her vision—but not due to her head injury—due to the light he was shining into her eyes. He finished with one eye and checked the other one. “So, who is the president of the U.S. currently?”

Avery wrinkled her nose. “What?”

“I’m just making sure your brain isn’t scrambled,” he said with a low chuckle. “You have a head injury after all.”

Avery would have rolled her eyes if he wasn’t pinning one of her eyelids open. “A head injury isn’t going to make me forget the president.”

A smile flickered briefly on his face, but died as soon as it did. “It might. Don’t be too confident. Come on, let’s hear it.”

Avery stated the president’s name, along with the vice president and speaker of the house.

He made a humming sound. “Good. Good. Eyes look good.” He moved the flashlight over to her actual wound and tenderly began to examine it. “Did you lose consciousness during the wreck?”

“I was fully alert the whole time,” she snorted. “Believe me.”

“Are there any gaps in your memory? Do you recall everything that happened?”

“No gaps in my memory,” she said, and even felt good enough to smile. “But I wish I could forget the conversation we had earlier. Have you? I hope?”

He breathed a laugh through his nose and shook his head. “Not exactly.”

She licked her lower lip. She couldn’t tell if he was angry with her or not. But if he was, he was concealing it well behind that easygoing expression.

“How about after the crash? Can you remember everything that happened after, or is it blurry?” Lance asked.

Avery tilted her head to the side, feeling his gentle press against the top of her head to tilt it. “I cut my seatbelt, got out of the car, called Simmons, called you. Then I just waited until the cops showed up.” Avery didn’t want to relive it again, but she knew he was just checking her for signs of a concussion.

Lance appeared in front of her again and held up his finger as if giving her a sobriety test. “Follow my finger for me.”

Avery followed the edge of his finger with her eyes. She couldn’t tell if she was doing well or not based on his doctor’s poker face as he concentrated.

“Lance, I really do feel fine. I don’t have any headaches, nausea, any symptoms of a concussion. I think I just hit my head, and it happened to bleed.”

“I believe you. I just have to make sure.” He examined her head wound, then reached for his medical kit and withdrew some gauze. “So, when’s your birthday?” Now he was just teasing her as he flashed her a boyish grin.

“Lance!”

He cowered in jest. It was amazing how he could be such a masculine figure but somehow resemble a little boy when he teased her. He worked at unraveling a portion of gauze. “I’m still going to need you to answer it.”

“March seventh,” Avery grumbled.

Lance nodded, appearing satisfied with the answer. He knew she wasn’t lying; he’d celebrated her birthday with her every year while they were dating. “There doesn’t appear to be any swelling. I’m going to need you to stay awake for the next two to three hours. I’ll get this cleaned and taken care of for you, okay?”

He moved into her peripheral again, gathering saline and some other things from his kit. With precision, he cleaned her wound, wiping the blood from the opening along with whatever dirt might’ve been present. Avery sucked in a breath through her teeth. Having him messing around with her fresh wound didn’t feel great. Once he was finished cleaning everything, he pressed the bandage to her head. She marveled at how his touch could be both gentle and firm at the same time. Avery winced again.

“I’m sorry,” Lance apologized. “I’m sure this hurts, but I have to stop the bleeding.” His concerned eyes swept over her face, his handsome features outlined in the starlight. “So, someone ran you off the road?”

Avery nodded. “Ran into my car. At first, I thought it was road rage, and then…” She shook her head. “Then they tried to push me off of the bridge. I don’t know how I got away.”

The muscles in his jaw tightened, his lips became a firm line, and anger flashed through his eyes.

Chief Simmons cleared his throat, making his presence known as he came around the car. “Paramedics are really short staffed and overbooked tonight. They’re still on another call.”

“That’s fine,” Lance replied as he began gently wrapping her head. “Avery doesn’t show any signs of a concussion, there’s no swelling, and she’s talking,” he aimed a glare at her, “just fine. I can tell by her sarcastic remarks to my honest questions that this head injury didn’t affect her at all.”

She glared at him. “If you weren’t bandaging my head, I would smack you.”

The chief laughed. “Glad to hear she’s being normal.”

Lance looked over at his car. “If you’re done with her, I’ll take her in to the hospital to get her checked out and make sure there are no internal injuries.”

“Emergency room? Forget it! I’m fine, Lance!” Avery protested.

Lance shook his head. “I know you are. But we just need to be sure.”

“Avery,” Simmons’s voice rang with a tone of warning. “Listen to Dr. Blair. If he says you need to go in, you need to go in.”

Avery sighed playfully. “Okay, fine. I’ll go in. But can I finish my statement first?” She had things she needed to say.

Lance nodded. “I’ll give you some privacy while you do that. Make it quick though. The sooner we get you in, the better.”

Lance set to work putting his medical equipment away and went to the back of his truck. When he’d put everything away, he stepped a little farther down the road. Avery noticed him studying the tire tracks made on the road. She took that as a chance to survey the scene. She tightened her arms around her stomach. For a moment, she could not tear her gaze away from what was left of her car being dragged out of the ravine by a tow truck. It was terrifyingly reminiscent of what happened with Mariann’s car.

“I think I know what happened.”

Chief Simmons probably thought she was going to tell him what happened with her own accident. “What’s that?”

Avery nodded her head up the road. “I think Mariann was run off the road.”

“You really shouldn’t be thinking about this right now, kid,” Chief Simmons said gently, concern for her deepening his eyes. “It’s your own skin we should be worried about.”

“I’m serious,” Avery replied, turning her concentrated gaze on Chief Simmons. “The truck was dark, Chief. The paint transfer on Mariann’s car was black.”

“What makes you think this is tied to Mariann’s case?”

She had to come clean. She’d screwed up by telling Lance, so she had to make it right. She looked up at Chief Simmons, readying an apology. “I met with Lance tonight. We... talked.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Okay?” he asked in a dragged-out tone that urged her to go on.

Avery felt her hands shaking knowing how angry he’d be with her. “Okay, I won’t lie—I did talk to Lance about the case, but it wasn’t intentional. He was concerned about his mom, and we ended up discussing it. I might’ve said more than I should’ve—”

The eyebrow Simmons raised furrowed into a frown, and he raised a hand. “Stop.”

She did, clamping her mouth shut and feeling her face become warm.

“I didn’t hear the rest of that.” Simmons’s voice resonated with authority. “I know that you’re a better PI than that, Avery. You know better than to make a mistake like that. You discussed this in public?”

Avery could only nod, her head feeling full.

Simmons sighed. “I will say this much, and this conversation is over. I know you think that there’s more to the case than this. But leaking information, whether or not you gathered it, can compromise an investigation.”

“I know, Chief.” Avery hung her head. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”

Simmons sighed. The silence afterward was unbearable. Finally, he spoke again, his tone a bit calmer. “Was anyone around when you had this discussion?”

“There was a truck parked up the hill a ways. But it was far enough away, no one could’ve heard. But given the time frame, I can’t be too sure that it wasn’t someone tailing me. What if the same person who left the paint transfer on Mariann’s car found out that I’m onto them and tried to get rid of me?” Even as she said the words, she could hardly believe this was her reality.

Chief Simmons stared at her, nodding. She wasn’t sure if it was anger or concern masked behind that stone facade, but when he spoke, the authority in his tone reminded her that she’d crossed a line, and she mentally kicked herself for it. “I will take that into consideration. I know you think there’s more to this case, Avery, but I’m warning you now: do not get emotionally involved. And I know you know what I mean.”

His warning disarmed her, and she found herself looking up the road at Lance, who was still looking at the tire marks on the road.

“Now. End of discussion. Unless evidence comes to light to prove your theory, this conversation never happened. Don’t let it happen again.”

With that, he turned and walked toward Lance.

Avery slid all the way into Lance’s passenger seat and sighed. She watched the tow truck hauling away the horrific, mangled wreck that used to be her car. After a few seconds of sitting in solitude, the driver door opened, and Lance slid into the seat next to her. She stiffened at the proximity, but if Lance felt it, too, he didn’t show it.

“You ready to go?”

Avery released a sigh. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Lance nodded, started the truck, and pulled away from the scene. As he drove down the state route, he continued to gently ask her questions. “Do you live alone?”

Avery gingerly turned to look at him. “Yes, for the moment.”

Lance nodded, keeping his eyes on the road. “My mom’s house is just up the road; that’s where I’m staying. I really don’t think you have a concussion, so if the hospital sends you home, do you want to stay at the house tonight? It’s not far from the clinic, and I can help monitor your symptoms.” He suggested it like it was natural, just a way of life. Although her feelings about it were scattered, she couldn’t help but warm up to the idea. Besides, she wasn’t quite ready to get behind the wheel of a car again. It might not be a bad idea… or would it be?

“I’d like that,” she heard herself say. It had to be the exhaustion talking. Or perhaps the way that she was completely and totally drained. Who knew? Maybe she did have a concussion after all.

Lance nodded. “Okay.” He didn’t give her any indication of how he felt about it. And before she could ask, her ringing phone brought her out of her deep thoughts.

Dad.

She answered on the second ring.
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May Valley Hospital was nothing compared to the size of Seattle General, but it would have to do. While the doctors assessed Avery’s head injury, Lance busied himself with making preparations to get Avery some transportation. When the doctor finally approached him around one in the morning, the news was just as he expected.

“There are no signs of a concussion, just a light bump on the head. She isn’t experiencing any dizziness, so she’s good to go,” the doctor said, handing him a clipboard with a form to sign. “And I’ve sent over her discharge details as per the authorization she signed earlier.”

“Thank you.” Lance took the clipboard to add his signature. After being separated from Avery for so long, it felt strange that she’d signed a permission form to allow him access to her medical details. It made their connection feel more personal, even if it was just for a small head injury.

Avery came out in a wheelchair, looking as tired as he felt; before long, they were back in his truck heading to his mom’s house.

“I arranged for a rental car for you to drive for a while until we can figure this out. I can drop you off at the rental facility tomorrow before I head to the clinic if you’d like.”

A faint smile flickered on her face. “Thank you, Lance. That’d be great.”

Anything for her. “Of course.”

The rest of the ride to the house passed in silence, but Lance’s thoughts were loud enough to compensate for it. He wanted to talk to her about something, but now wasn’t the time. But he wouldn’t have much of a chance to talk to her alone after this, unless he did it now.

He parked the truck in front of his mom’s house and turned to face her. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

Avery nodded. “Sure.”

“Would it bother you to talk about the crash?” Lance wanted to tread carefully, not wanting to tread on her feelings if they were still fragile.

Avery shook her head. “Not really. I’m just glad it’s over.”

“Okay.” Lance sighed, looking out the windshield as he gathered his thoughts. “While you were talking with the chief, I went up by the bridge where you said the guy pushed you off the road. I was looking at the tire marks your car left behind. It made me think about what you said, about the two tire tracks at the scene.”

Avery looked down at her hands in her lap as if Lance bringing up their talk bothered her more than the horrible ordeal she’d gone through. She nodded.

Lance went on, talking gently but with a hint of determination. “That and the paint transfer you mentioned. Mom was image conscious, and I know that if she’d gotten into a fender bender, she’d rush her car to the body shop before it had a chance to rust. So that paint transfer had to be from what happened that night. The deer is a moot point in my mind. The fact is, you think there was another car involved.”

Lance sat back in his seat, letting his hands rest on the steering wheel. His mind flashed back to Avery’s car, crushed like a tuna can in a trash compactor. He hadn’t been at the scene of his mother’s accident, but he could imagine that it was worse than Avery’s tonight. He had seen enough wounds at the emergency room in Seattle to know what rollovers could do to their victims trapped inside. And Avery had been wearing her seat belt. He’d heard that his mom hadn’t bothered.

He couldn’t get the images of the tire tracks out of his head. Avery’s tires had left rubber burns on the highway as she tried to flee her attacker. Whoever her attacker was had done damage to her car, probably including paint transfer. He hadn’t been that close to see it, but he could logically think that through. Both were signs that someone had tried to bully Avery to her death. Or maybe they had a bigger grudge against her. Whatever the case, he couldn’t let it go that both pieces of evidence were found at the scene of his mother’s death.

“You don’t think I’m crazy?” Avery asked.

Lance shook his head. “I can’t say that I’d build an entire theory on bits of glass and skid marks that could’ve come from anyone and a dead deer that might not even be related. But, I wouldn’t discredit those things either.”

Hope rekindled in Avery’s eyes as she brought her gaze up to his. “It doesn’t sit right with you either?”

“No,” he answered honestly.

“I wouldn’t bet my life on it.” Avery gave a nervous laugh, “Well, maybe I would. I kinda just did.”

Lance grunted. He didn’t like that. Not one bit. And he certainly didn’t like the notion that someone might have done this to both Avery and his mother. He seethed inwardly. Sure, he had some hard feelings toward his mother, but she was still the woman who had given him life. She made a mistake that happened to cost her a marriage and two children, but she was still his mother. Perhaps if he would have kept in better touch, they could have been closer.

Lance tightened his jaw, fighting the flames of rage that blazed inside him. But not for his mother this time. It was for whoever allegedly killed her. Could it have been a case of road rage? Or maybe they were angry at her for some other dumb reason. Maybe it was someone like Betty’s husband who seemed like the kind of guy to fly off the handle for the stupidest things. Maybe Mariann had administered something that made a patient cry, and they didn’t like it.

Whatever it was, it could certainly have been remedied. But they had chosen to kill her instead.

What kind of animals lived in this town? The town itself was beautiful, but the people? Monsters. Subhuman globs of heartless, bloodless robots who had no moral standing and no care for anyone but themselves. The more he thought about them, the more he hated them.

And the fact that they’d gone after Avery too?

He blew out a breath, talking himself out of his rage. No. The people in this town weren’t the monsters. The people were pleasant and welcoming. Lance refused to poison his vision of Juniper Springs based on one maniac who may not even exist. But if he did, he had tried to take out the two—yes, two—women Lance cared about most in this world. He was the problem, not the town.

“Are you okay?” Avery dragged out her question with the caution of a person walking through a mine field.

Lance rubbed his hands over his face. He was tired, and Avery’s crash had rattled his cage. He wasn’t thinking straight. “Not really. I hate that if you’re right, this guy out there is getting away with murder just because there’s not enough evidence.”

“I know,” Avery said. “The police in town can’t be preoccupied with tire tracks. They can go off of the paint transfer, but that’ll only get them so far. Eventually, this case will disappear into the archives and remain a mystery.” The same bitterness Lance felt crept into her tone. “The police have to look at it objectively.”

Objectively. Legally. Words that meant that if there wasn’t enough evidence to convict someone, there was nothing they could do. And if there wasn’t a reason to keep pursuing something, if the trail ran cold…

An idea came to him, and he loathed it. He slowly turned to look at Avery, whose eyes had gone from droopy to fully awake. She must’ve thought of the same thing.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Avery asked.

“That depends,” Lance said. “How long have you been a PI?”

“Five and a half years,” Avery proclaimed with a hint of pride. “Why? Are you saying you want me on the case?”

Lance sighed. He was torn between saying yes and hating how the bandage on her head reminded him of the reason they were having this conversation. “I want to say yes. But I can’t put you through that again. You said it yourself: it nearly cost you your life.”

“They might not be related,” Avery countered. “And I won’t say no if you want me to look into it.”

“The thing is,” Lance went on. “You were the one who found the cell phone. You were the one who noticed the broken glass and the tire marks. And you were the one who put together that the deer couldn’t have run four miles, so something is off about it.”

“The cops would have eventually found it,” she offered weakly, her voice holding too much trust for the Juniper Springs PD.

He slapped the steering wheel. “Eventually isn’t good enough. Based off what little you have to go on and what happened tonight, I am compelled to believe that you know what you are talking about. You care enough to take a second look when everything but the paint transfer seems fine. Juniper Springs has some nice people in the police department, but you’re not afraid to ask the right questions. I’ll hire you myself, and money is no object.” He looked over at her once again. His gaze softened as he did. He couldn’t throw her right back into danger. He couldn’t. “But I can’t do that to you.”

“Lance.” For the first time since they’d seen each other, she purposefully reached over and touched his arm. “I want to do it. Besides, if what happened tonight is related to your mom’s case, looking into it will help me get to the bottom of it faster so it won’t happen again.”

Lance sighed, still fighting the way he felt about letting her take the case. “Avery…”

“Lance. It’s okay.” Avery’s tongue licked the inside of her mouth, the way she always had when she thought hard about something. “I’ll do it.”
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Mariann’s cabin-style home in the woods reflected her love for nature, wildlife, and the town that celebrated it. Her living room was decked out with deer antler décor and forest green furnishings; pictures of bears, deer, and fish adorned her walls. She had two pillars in the shape of tree trunks that stood on either side of her fireplace, and the house had a woodsy smell to it.

The leather couch that sat in front of the fireplace was more comfortable than any bed Avery had slept on. Lance had insisted she sit there, feet propped up, to relax.

“I’m really, really fine.” She had tried to drill this into his head, but in the end, his persistence and the couch’s comfort had finally won her over.

“Dad said he doesn’t mind if I come in to work a little later tomorrow,” Avery explained to Lance. “So, I’m really wide awake.”

“I can’t say I’m any different,” Lance replied. “So, coffee? Tea?” he asked her.

Ever the gentlemen host. “Whatever herbal tea she had sounds great.”

Lance moved to the kitchen to make the tea. Avery listened to him clanging around in the kitchen and observed the artwork that made up the beauty of the home. After a few moments, Lance finally returned with two piping-hot cups of tea. He handed one to her, handle first. “There you go.”

“Thank you.” She took the tea and inhaled the tingly, mint flavor that arose from the surface of her cup. She gently blew on the rim, not wanting to add burns to her list of wounds tonight.

Lance sat on the other side of her, cup in hand. “How’s the head?”

Avery touched her bandage. “Honestly, I think the bandage is a little overkill. I’m really fine.”

“I know you’re fine,” he replied, staring at her. “But you won’t be if bacteria get into the wound. Leave your bandage alone.”

She had to laugh out loud at that. “Relax, I’m not going to be like a little kid and rip it off. I do know about these things.” She went for a sip of her tea.

“I just know how stubborn you are.” His eyebrows raised in jest as he sipped his own tea.

Avery’s mouth hung open in protest, but she couldn’t keep from smiling. “Excuse me, but I’ll have you know that my stubbornness is what gets me places and wins me cases. And what do you have?” She winked at him.

He shrugged. “A little fly noise, buzzing by my ear.” He held his finger to his ear. “Bzzz!”

“Oh, stop it!” She was tempted to hit him playfully but decided against it. Hitting was flirting, so they said. They were now officially linked by a case, and she preferred it to stay that way. Professional. Their laughter died down, and she began to take the night seriously. She still felt the shock of what had happened, but somehow being this close to Lance calmed her better than a hot bath and mood music would have. If she were honest with herself, she missed being with him like this… spending one-on-one time with him, and in such a nice setting.

No. She couldn’t allow herself to think like this. She broke off eye contact with him and turned away. But he seemed to sense it too.

“I’ve been in town for a few days. Run into you a few times. But I never asked you…” He settled forward on the couch, leaning in to listen. “How are you really, Avery?”

His question carried the subtext of a million things he probably wanted to say. How has life been treating you? Marriage? Kids? House? Health, happiness? She released a breath through loosely closed lips and swung her hair out of her face. “I’ve been well. I moved just outside of town about a year ago after—” Should she tell him? Eh, might as well. What could it hurt? She looked down at the oils floating on the surface of her tea. “After my divorce.”

She felt his mood change but couldn’t describe what he was thinking. She would give anything to know but kept quiet, letting him do the leading.

Instead of an “Oh,” or a “Hey, it happens sometimes,” he surprised her again with a question soaked in understanding and compassion.

“What happened?”

Avery shrugged. “It just didn’t work out.” She finally gathered the courage to meet his gaze. She hated talking about it. Avery Hart didn’t make mistakes. But somehow, letting her words fall on Lance’s listening ears made her mistake feel more like a bump in the road rather than the careening off a cliff that it had been. “I met him about six months after your father’s funeral, after we… met up that one time.”

In truth, their high school romance hadn’t been the end of the story. Six years ago, they had tried—briefly—to rekindle things. But Lance had been distant, even more than now, and she knew then that they’d never be together. It simply wouldn’t work.

So, she had decided to move on. And Ethan Davis was the first guy that paid her any attention. They had dated for a whole seven months before she finally got that restaurant proposal. Soooo romantic. Thinking that she probably would never get married unless she accepted this guy, she said yes. “He was an intern at my dad’s firm. Everything was perfect on paper. He and I had the same career goals. He made me laugh. We got married the following spring. But then,” she fingered the rim of her cup, “we just weren’t as compatible as we thought. I liked to go out and do things after work when we could, or on weekends; he wanted to do nothing but watch TV. I wanted to go on adventures… go hiking, or to the lake, while he just wanted to stay home all the time. I live in a beautiful town,” she said, waving her hand through the air meant to encompass the whole town. “I wanted to enjoy it!

“Our relationship became nothing more than coming home, watching TV, sometimes not even spending all that much time together, and me being lonely for the most part. The breaking point happened when he came to me one day announcing that he wanted to move. He got a job offer in California at some fancy law firm where he could make a name for himself.” She sighed, as the realization of her own confession hit her. “I just couldn’t. This is my parents’ law firm here; I will probably inherit it, and I don’t want to live in California. I love the mountains. I love Juniper Springs. All my firsts were here.”

He nodded as he listened, unblinking almost. “Right.”

“We both came to the conclusion that we were holding each other back, and we both needed something more. We got divorced a little over a year ago.” She took in a long breath. “So, I moved out of town just a few miles and have a quiet little modular home out there. That chapter is closed, and I’m doing well.”

“Is that part of what made you become a PI?” he asked. “The drive for adventure when you were getting no reciprocation at home?”

His questions were direct and reflected that he had not just heard but listened to every word she had said, instead of thinking about what he was going to say next, or about some kind of exit strategy. That honestly warmed her heart. “I guess so. The truth is, I was expanding my horizons at the time. It took work. All the certifications that are required to go into it, the license…” She shook her head. “By the time I did all of that and paid all the fees and dues, I was already in with both feet.” She tilted her head. “Turns out I’m really good at it.”

“That gives me a lot of hope.” His gaze rested on her.

Avery could think of no reply. The realization that she had just spilled her guts to the guy who used to hold a special place in her heart hit her as hard as she’d hit her head in the car. Lance hadn’t lit a fire, but there may as well have been a crackling flame in the fireplace given the warmth he made her feel. She couldn’t help but notice again how handsome he was. In his relaxed state, he seemed more endearing than when she had seen him in his doctor’s coat.

His gaze dropped to her lips, and the comforting warmth she’d felt became a red-hot fire instead. Her body stiffened, torn between hoping that he would close the gap between them and hoping that he wouldn’t dare. They had reopened that door six years ago briefly during the week of his father’s funeral, but she couldn’t let it happen this time—not when he was leaving again in two weeks. Oh, but she wanted to taste those lips… just one more time. But then again, if she did, her future would be full of “one more times,” and she couldn’t let that happen.

She shifted, breaking the tension by sipping her tea. “What about you?”

He shrugged. “I haven’t really done much. I’m still working at the hospital. That’s about it.”

She tucked her hair behind her ear. “Full of adventure indeed.” She glanced at the clock on the mantle. “I suppose I should let you get to bed.”

Lance nodded in reluctance. “You probably need to do the same. Rest is good for you. Do you want to sleep in the guest bedroom?”

“Not really,” Avery answered, looking around. “I’m very comfortable right now, and I don’t really want to move.”

He chuckled. “I get that. That couch is comfortable.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Thank you for taking on the case.”

She half closed her eyes. “You’re welcome.”

“I still don’t get it.” He looked around the room in wonder. “Who would want to kill her?”

“Well,” Avery shifted forward, setting her tea on the coffee table. “I tell you what. If I have the clues, but no suspects, I usually start with motive. The same question you’re asking. So can you do something for me?”

Lance acknowledged her with a nod.

“I will do some digging at my office tomorrow. Will you look into Mariann’s latest patients for me? Start with the most recent ones but keep digging. When you have the time, of course. I’m thinking that someone was upset with her for the treatment they received or the way she treated a loved one. Maybe she accidentally prescribed the wrong medication or didn’t take a situation seriously, resulting in injury or death. Start there and let me know what you find.”

Lance thought to himself for a few moments. “Sounds good. But promise me you’ll take it easy the next few days. I’ll send you off with some ibuprofen. You’re going to be pretty sore for a while.”

She sighed. “Fine. I promise.”
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“The waiting room looks great, Doctor.”

Jenny Matthews gazed up at him, a little mixture of fear and hope in her eyes. She had a ball cap on, and her hair tucked up inside it.

Lance shut the door, a small ounce of pride welling up inside of him. “Thank you. We’re getting there, slowly but surely. We’ve got painters coming this weekend, so the next time you come, it’ll look like a whole new clinic.”

She forced a smile that didn’t touch her eyes. Clearly the thought of coming back was too much for her. “Can’t wait to see it. Well,” she amended, “I can, and I can’t.”

He jumped right into business, seating himself on the stool. Jenny’s condition had to be humiliating, and he wanted to treat her with the utmost respect. “So, looks like you’ve got some hair loss problems. Shall we take a look?”

She hesitated, her eyes misting.

“Take your time.”

She gave a defeated sigh, then reached up and removed her ball cap from her head. Clumps of hair fell around her shoulders, matted and greasy. “I... I haven’t washed my hair because…” She wavered. “Because I was afraid of more falling out. I didn’t want to lose it all!”

“That’s fine. I’m not worried about it.” Lance stood up, examining her head. He could only imagine the jokes that she suffered if anyone saw her like this. Jokes about fantasy creatures who were known for their lack of hair, maybe a “Hey, you know Halloween’s over right?” here and there. “Hmm.”

“I know.” She covered her face and started to cry. “I’m ugly.”

“You’re not ugly, Jenny,” Lance said gently, shaking his head. “You have a condition. And we are going to find a treatment to help you, okay?”

Jenny sniffed. “I was only comfortable talking about this with Mariann. She was always so understanding. No offense, of course, that’s not what I meant. But that’s why I canceled my last appointment because I knew she wasn’t going to be here, and now I’m wishing I hadn’t. It’s just that… the other two guys…” her face darkened. “I feel like they’re judging me. Like they secretly joke about me when I’m not here. One checks his watch whenever I see him; my problem is probably trivial in his eyes.”

Check his watch? Lance would have to find out who was the one doing that. “No offense taken. And for the record, I’ll address that with them. Tell me about your treatments.”

Jenny’s visit ended with a prescription and a suggested lifestyle change. Lance hadn’t really tried to get personal with any of his patients in the past. That was mostly because they weren’t his long-term responsibility. He usually treated the emergencies, then handed them off to the appropriate doctor. But Juniper Springs treated everyone like family, and from the sounds of it, this clinic was no different.

“This isn’t a medical note,” he stated, “but I happen to know one of our pharmacists is very into costumes and such. Just the other day, she was telling me about a website that sells wigs that look so real, no one would ever know the difference. Ever think about changing your hair?”

She blushed. “Well, I mean, I wanted to dye it a dark red for fall, but I was afraid to use chemicals on it because it’s already so damaged.”

“Well, now’s your chance. No one will ever know the difference, and a wig is better than chemicals on your hair.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “I’ll get Lola to give you the website information.”

Her eyes swelled with tears of gratefulness. “Thank you, Doctor. I really think you’re going to be a great addition to this clinic.”

Lance pursed his lips into a thin line. Well, I’m not staying, but thank you. He only hoped the replacement Sidnie could find would treat the patients just as kindly.
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Lance groaned inwardly but almost laughed when he entered the pharmacy. There stood Edith: eighty-nine years old and could talk you to the moon and back. It took everything he had to keep from being impolite when she ran over her appointment time by giving him her entire medical history, even though he already knew it from her file. And that included the medical history he’d rather not hear. Even now, he felt for Lola as Edith continued to fill her in.

“…and then I had a UTI, and boy, lemme tell you, that was miserable.”

Edith’s prescriptions lay on the counter between Lola and Edith, untouched and ignored. Lola’s head nodded, robotic. “Mm-hmm. Oh, that’s crazy.”

“And now they’ve got me on codeine for my arthur-itus.”

Lance approached the counter but stopped once he heard her confession. Codeine? For osteoarthritis? He would have to go over that with her caregiver. Let’s just say he had a hate-hate relationship with all opioids and prescribed them as little as he could get away with. He held out a hand to Edith. “Oh, excuse me. I don’t mean to interrupt.”

He could feel Lola’s magnetic gaze locked on him. No, please, please interrupt.

“No, nope! I was just telling Lola here about, well—anyways, I better go!” Cheerful as ever, having no idea how annoying her little chat time could be, Edith grabbed her pills and hobbled toward the door. “See you later, handsome.”

As the door closed behind her, Lola burst out in silent laughter as Lance fought back the same. Lola turned to look at him. “Thank you so much!”

“Did you get all that?” he teased, nodding in Edith’s direction.

“Oh, yes.” Lola’s sarcasm dripped from her tone. “Along with her UTI history, she informed me that she has to be put on codeine, even though I’ve been filling that prescription for years. About half, if not more, of the old ladies in this clinic have,” she made air quotes, “arthur-itis, and they all want me to know what the doctor prescribed just in case I forgot.”

“I know it.” He shook his head in amusement. “So, how long have we been prescribing codeine to osteoarthritis patients?”

“I’m just a technician,” Lola said with a shrug. “I really haven’t paid much attention to the length of time. Edith’s been on so many medications through her time here in the clinic, I can’t keep track. That’s Frank’s job.”

Frank. Next on his list was to go speak with Frank Whitley. “Hmm. Are all the arthritic patients on codeine?”

“Just her as far as I know.” Lola tilted her head. “Why?”

“Just wondering.” Lance shifted the subject. “She’s just lonely, as they all are. This clinic is probably one of the only places she can go to have conversations… along with the grocery store and such.”

“We’re a small town. We have time for conversations.”

Lance winced when Lola’s breath hit him. He desperately wanted to say something, but he couldn’t just tell her to stop smoking. Breath mint. Intervention. Please. He could not stomach the stench of cigarette smoke. “Hey, when Jenny Matthews comes in for her meds, give her the name of that wig website you were telling me about, would you?”

Understanding dawned in her eyes. “You got it.” She tore off a piece of receipt paper and grabbed a pen to scribble it down.

“I’ll be doing some paperwork if I’m needed.” He ducked out of the pharmacy and headed for his office. Avery’s little assignment for him had his mind spinning, and now he was just as curious as she was. But first, he needed to have a chat.

He found Frank Whitley in the hallway, discussing something with Randy Robertson. Bristling at the thought of having to say anything to them, he stopped them. While this question was aimed at Whitley, the reprimand included Randy, too. “Hey, Whitley, got a question.”

The counterfeit smile on Frank’s face made Lance want to slap it off. “Yes, Doctor?”

Lance lowered his voice to a rumble. “Edith Johnston. She’s your patient, right?”

He could have sworn that Frank’s chest inflated another few pounds. “That’s right.”

“Why did you prescribe codeine for her arthritis? There are a dozen better options. Opioids aren’t recommended for chronic pain—they’re too addictive!”

Frank opened his mouth to reply but blinked, caught off guard by Lance’s directness. Before he could respond, Randy jumped in, offering his unnecessary two cents. He straightened up, like he was ready to go toe-to-toe with Lance. “Edith’s other meds were bringing on TIAs. So, I prescribed codeine because it’s safer for her.”

Lance nailed Randy with a stare. “This doesn’t concern you, Robertson.”

Randy’s hackles rose. Despite Lance being nearly a head taller than him, he squared up to him. “Yes, as a matter of fact, it does! Edith was my patient first! She decided she didn’t like me and asked to see someone else. The only other available person was Whitley.”

Lance’s gaze flicked over to Whitley, then back to Randy. “Before her next appointment, I’ll be looking over Edith’s history and her treatment plan. I want to know why she was having those TIAs before we make any changes. If they were caused by her other meds, we’ll need to figure out something safer. But opioids are not the answer.”

Randy’s jaw clenched. “Whatever you say. You’re the doctor,” he said mockingly. “But aren’t you worried about giving that sweet old lady a stroke?” The acid sweetness in his tone made him grind his teeth.

“Dr. Blair,” Frank held out his hand, trying to diffuse the tension Randy kept stirring up. “I’m sorry—I should have explained that better. When I started seeing Edith, I suggested the codeine because her other medicines were bringing on TIAs. But if it’s a problem with you, we can work out something that will make you happy and won’t have other adverse side effects.”

There. That was better. Now what was so hard about not getting in his face to begin with? Lance directed a stare containing less anger at Whitley.

“Frank, I want to see Edith the next time she comes in. I want to find a better treatment option for her that’s not so risky.”

Anger flashed across Frank’s face, but he concealed it with a nod. “She has an appointment a week from tomorrow. I’ll make the changes with scheduling.”

“Thank you.” Lance nodded to him. He volleyed a glance between both the nurse practitioners before he turned and walked toward his office. He could see Frank in his peripheral vision still standing where he’d left him, but he was done arguing. He could hear Randy huff a sigh and mutter something to Whitley. He was tempted to turn back and lay into him again, but he had more important things to focus on now.

He entered his mother’s office and closed the door behind him. Deciding not to dwell on the annoyances that plagued him, he seated himself at the desk. He hadn’t touched much since his arrival. It had been Mariann’s office after all. It was almost as if moving her things around would make the reality of her death hit him even harder. Make it somehow more real.

But some things had to be done.

He logged into the computer and typed in the required information. Lance wished for some background music or even just a cup of coffee as he began to scroll through endless fields of information. The more he scrolled, the more lost his thoughts became. What exactly was he looking for? Anything that stood out? But what?

His finger idly rolled over the mouse as he read over the patient records. Dwight Marks, hypertension, prescriptions listed below. Jeremy Adams, sports physical.

Lance paused. Take someone like Jeremy Adams, for example. His records show that his body was in mint condition, but what if he had health problems on the field? How would Lance ever discover that unless he dug into every one of these patients? If the records were never updated, he would never know. With Mom’s death, who knew what else had been falling through the cracks?

He kept scrolling. Janet Everhart, diabetes. Why did that name sound familiar?

In the short time he had been at the clinic, he had met so many patients that their names became a blur. Was Janet a patient he had seen? No, his subconscious told him that he’d read the name but never said it.

So, where would he have read it?

Big letters. That’s what he remembered. Big letters. And then it all clicked.

He stood up, stretching his shoulders, and strode over to where the newspaper lay by the window. He picked it up, scanning it, then idly flipped through it.

Ah, yes. That was it. A news article.

Local Woman Mysteriously Dies While Husband Remains Missing

Authorities say that 56-year-old Janet Everhart, a native of Juniper Springs, mysteriously died while raking leaves in her yard. While the circumstances surrounding her death remain unclear, authorities have not yet confirmed if the death is of natural causes. The search for her husband, who remains missing, continues.

Lance put down the paper, then returned to his desk. So, it was unrelated to his mother’s case after all. According to the article he had read that morning, Janet had just collapsed. This was after Mariann’s death, so it couldn’t be related.

He grabbed up his mouse, frustrated about hitting yet another dead end, and kept scrolling.
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“See you in court on Monday!”

Monday. The refreshing word sounded like a cold drink on a hot summer’s day. It meant that Avery didn’t have to come back to the office for the next two days and could spend the weekend regaining her strength. The events of the past week had drained her, and she was ready for a low-key weekend. With nothing pressing her at the office that weekend, she could relax and focus on Mariann West’s homicide case. She would be able to dedicate her full attention to it for the next few days and push aside the guilt she’d had for only giving it snippets of her attention. Sure, it was all part of having multiple irons in the fire and dedicating herself to her regular job, but Mariann, Sidnie, and of course, Lance, needed her.

But not tonight. Tonight, she was going to make herself relax. With one thing piled on top of another—the Clint Myers case transferring from private investigating to representing him in court; Lance’s sudden reappearance in her life; the head injury and residual soreness from her “accident”—she felt shriveled and needed a break. She would be able to get out of her pencil skirt and blazer and into some pajamas soon enough. Once she got home, she planned to pop some popcorn and watch some kid’s show.

That is, until she saw her car.

All the eagerness of spending a night unwinding slapped her in the face, laughed, and ran off when she beheld a note pinned under the windshield wipers. “What’s this?” she groaned.

Avery gritted her teeth as she unlocked her car and reached into the back seat for a pair of gloves she’d borrowed from Lance. If she was going to be investigating, she wanted to have the items she might need at the ready, so she’d borrowed a pair of gloves and some tweezers from him. They came in handy now. The note could be infused with fentanyl or some other substance for all she knew, and one could never be too cautious. After looking around her surroundings, she donned the gloves and slipped the note from under her windshield wiper. She unfolded the paper and read the words scribbled on it. A few of them were words she never wanted to repeat, but one phrase stood out to her above all others since it was written in all caps and bold:

DON’T MESS WITH ME

“This. Is. Not. Happening.” Rage built up inside her.

A normal person would be afraid. But Avery was furious at the person who was determined to snuff out her comfortable life. She slammed her purse on the hood of the car and yanked her phone out. Chief Simmons’s name comprised over half of the names in her call log that week, so finding his number took no time at all.

“What do you think this is, a hotline?” Simmons answered on the second ring, concern mixed with a tease that tempted her to smile.

“Yeah, tell me about it,” Avery bit out when he answered. “Got another threat. This—” she searched her mind for a professional answer but could only come up with insults, “—degenerate left me a note on my rental car. I haven’t even had it for a day.”

“Do you think it’s the same person who ran you off the road last night?”

“Who else would it be?” Avery lifted her free hand in despair. “And even if it’s not the same person—what? Do I have multiple people out to get me right now? Why all of a sudden do I have a target on my back?”

“It could be related to any of your cases—for your attorney side or your PI side. How would they know what car you’re driving?”

“I don’t know.” Avery hung her head. “I’m so done trying to come up with reasons why this keeps happening to me.”

“I’m sending someone over to you to check it out. I’m assuming you touched the note?”

“Yeah, but I’ve got gloves on,” Avery said.

“Good. I should have known you’d be too astute to neglect something like that. I’ll have my guy swing by, check things out, and take the note in for evidence.” The exhaustion in his voice matched the compassion he felt for her. “And Avery? I know you’re working a few cases right now, but just… watch your back. Okay? We can’t know for sure if this is the same person, but if it is? They may be smarter than they seem.”

She sighed. “Okay.”

She hung up and stared at the note, seething inside. “Whoever you are,” she growled under her breath, “you should be the one watching your back, not me. I’m not playing.”

Twice in one week was two times too many for her taste.
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The ones who cried were always the hardest. They came through the doors of the clinic and the hospital all the time. Lance could see one or more per day, but it never changed how he felt toward them. Secretly, he was relieved that he, himself, was not in this position, but he felt for the family members who were.

As Lance stood discussing the new color scheme with the painter who would be working his magic that evening, he could not help but cast an occasional glance to the pharmacy where the early Saturday morning pickup, Gus, hung his head in defeat while his daughter rubbed his back, speaking soothingly to him. “It’s all right, Dad. We’re getting your pain meds, and then you’ll feel better.”

Lung cancer. The merciless, cruel killer that respected neither the young nor the old, the wealthy nor the poor. Gus had progressed to a stage of unbearable pain, but he somehow bore it with such grace. But Lance knew that he had to be in excruciating pain every day. He had seen him in the clinic before, accompanied by his daughter, and knew well which conditions he struggled with. Chronic pain was something he understood well; he had empathized with the man upon first meeting him.

“I’ve got one refill of hydrocodone,” Ray, who was working the counter that day, informed them. “The other one won’t be filled for about an hour.”

“That’s fine. My daughter and I have to do some shopping anyway. We’ll be back in an hour.”

“Or longer,” the daughter added, the defeat in her voice heavy.

“Sounds good. The pharmacy closes at noon today, so you’ll have until then to swing by.” Ray stapled the bag closed and handed it to him. “Good to see you, Gus.”

Gus’s daughter flipped her purse onto her shoulder. “Thanks again.”

The amount of work it took Gus to get to the door was painful to watch. Lance stepped aside to let him pass, but not before gravity took hold of the bag of medicine in his hands. It clattered noisily to the floor. The work of stooping down to pick it up might as well have been running a marathon through the mountains, so Lance scooped up the medicine, and handed it to Gus before he had a chance to bend down. “You’re not supposed to throw these, you know,” he said with a friendly tone.

Gratitude brimmed in Gus’s eyes even as he struggled to breathe. “Thank you, Doctor.”

Lance opened the door, allowing him time to hobble out toward the street. His daughter remained at the door, watching him for a few seconds. Tears streamed down her face.

“I’m sorry,” she said, drawing Lance’s attention back to her. “I don’t usually break down like this. It’s just that... Dad has a love for life, and it’s not fair that he’s being robbed of that. He loves fishing, hiking, enjoying this beautiful town.” Her tears ran over again, and she averted her gaze, embarrassed.

“I understand that.” Lance wished he could give her some hope that her father would recover, but years of medical experience screamed in his ear that Gus would soon spiral downward rapidly.

“Thank you for doing that.” She nodded to the floor, indicating the medicine that Lance had picked up for Gus. “I know it’s a small thing, but it shows how this clinic is here to care and not just to make a buck.”

“That’s our goal.”

The faintest polite smile danced across her lips before she swept out the door. “Thanks again.” She unlocked her car from her key fob and walked out the door.

Lance turned back to the painter. “Anything else?”

“I think that’s it,” the painter said. Lance had had reservations when he’d shown up that morning. The guy couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old, but he showed the professionalism of a veteran. “You picked a great color for the inside.”

“I’m trying to get rid of the cold greeting when you walk in the door,” Lance informed him.

“Yellow will do it. It’ll make things nice and comforting,” the painter assured him. “All right, you have our card; if you need anything else, let us know.”

“Certainly will,” Lance assured him.

The painter held the door for an elderly woman on her way in as he was leaving. Lance withheld a groan. Edith. There goes the rest of the afternoon.

His grumbling faded, though, when he saw her smile. The woman might be loquacious, but she, too, had a love for life and a love for people that showed. He racked his brain. Did she have an appointment today? He frowned, seeing she was carrying something covered with a towel. What could that be?

“Good morning, Doctor!” Her beaming smile could chase away the rain gathering outside.

Lance couldn’t help himself but welcome her in. “Edith. What brings you in today?”

“I wanted to say thank you for being so kind to me.” She held out the item she was carrying. “Fresh from the oven this morning.”

Lance took the plate that she held out to him and lifted the towel. Appetizing snickerdoodle cookies lined the plate, forming their own little mountain range of diabetes and sugar highs. Having only an orange in his stomach since breakfast, he couldn’t help the way his mouth watered upon seeing them. “Aww, Edith, you shouldn’t have.”

“What? Do what I love?”

Greta, still adorned in her scrubs from the morning’s work, came into the pharmacy. “Edith is known for her delicious baked goods. All homemade.” She sent a warm expression in Edith’s direction. “She’s won the fall baking contest for, what, seven years in a row?”

“That’s right!” Edith proclaimed with pride. “But like I was saying, you all have been very kind to me.” She put a hand on her heart while sincerity brimmed in her eyes. “And I just wanted to thank you somehow.”

Greta took the cookies from Lance, aiming a wink at her. “We appreciate you, Miss Edith.”

“And you tell that handsome doctor that I stopped by. Make sure he gets some of those cookies.”

“Randy?” Lance clarified.

“Oh, no. Not him.” Edith’s face darkened. “I didn’t care for him at all. He was more interested in checking his watch when he was with me, and he never listened to my concerns!”

Oh, so he’s the one who Jenny was talking about! Lance was so close to firing him, it wasn’t even funny.

“I’m talking about that handsome doctor. Make sure he gets some cookies!” she repeated.

Lance let the confusion spread across his face until Greta whispered in his ear. “She thinks Whitley’s a doctor, not a nurse practitioner. None of us bother to correct her anymore.”

She looked over at Edith and smiled. “We will!”

As Edith hobbled out to her car, Lance chuckled. “Does she hit on all of the guys here?”

“Except for Randy.” Greta shook her head as she laughed under her breath. “I guess when you get to a certain age, your doctors and nurse practitioners become your celebrities.”

Lance glanced at the cookies. “Let me have one of those, then you can take them to the break room.”

She lifted the towel and let him choose. “She makes these all from scratch. You won’t want store-bought after tasting these.”

Lance replaced the towel. “Is it customary to get delicious thank-you gifts from our patients?”

“You get used to it from Edith. She’s practically family,” Greta replied. “I bet you don’t get that in the big city.”

He chuckled. “Definitely not.”
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Satisfied with the pace with which the Saturday morning was moving along, Lance retreated to his office. As soon as he shut the door behind him, his personal cell phone rang. Since he’d started making all these changes to the clinic, he only kept his phone on silent when he was with patients. He pulled it out of his pocket. A warm feeling spread through him at the name he had recently added into his contacts. He swiped the screen and held the phone to his ear, savoring the moments before he could hear her voice again. He tried to deny the warm anticipation but felt it, nonetheless.

“Hello?”

“Lance, it’s Avery. Hey, I got a question. Are you going to be at your mom’s house tonight after six or so?”

He glanced at the clock. “I’ve got some work to do around the clinic, but I should be. Why?”

“I was wondering if it would be okay with you if I came by tonight to go through some of your mother’s things. I’m hoping I can find some leads into the case.”

Lance threw aside the fact that Avery was doing her job. The thought of seeing her for a few hours tonight thrilled him more than he would ever admit. “Sure. Come on over. I’ll put the kettle on for that tea you like.”

Her voice warmed. “Thanks. So, see you in a bit?”

Six o’clock couldn’t come fast enough. “See you then.”
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As the clinic wound down for the day, the din faded into excited whispers of going home. Lance made a final round to make sure all was in order. He wasn’t sure how the meeting with Avery would go but realized he was anticipating it more than he’d expected to. As he breezed through the pharmacy doors, the blessed peace of silence greeted his ears, and he sighed. He didn’t realize how much he cherished the quiet until he’d moved back down to Juniper Springs where the commute back home wasn’t nearly as hair-pulling and frustrating as it was back in Seattle. Here, he could stop for a moment and enjoy listening to the lack of traffic humming loudly outside the window. He heard the occasional car driving by on Main Street, a couple strolling by, some teenagers heading home from the bookstore on the other side of the road, but it was mostly quiet.

As he stood there, his ears caught a different sound, which seemed unusually loud in the quiet. A scraping… maybe a beeping in the back? Lance’s frown deepened as he pointed himself in the direction of the pharmacy.

He walked through the pharmacy, which had seen improvements since his first days at the clinic. It was nowhere near perfect, but at least it was a step up from the chaos it had been. Movement deeper in the room drew his attention.

“Hello, there!” he called out.

The scuffling stopped. Ray Novak peeked around the corner from where he stood at the counter where they kept the pill counting machine. “Oh, hey there, Dr. Blair! Sorry, I’m almost finished up.”

Finished up doing what? Why was Ray over there? They hadn’t had a shipment come in today, and he shouldn’t be filling orders this late. His strides took him closer, and with every step, Ray’s eyes widened and he began speaking faster.

“I’m sorry I’m working late, but I clocked out already, I’m just, uh…”

“What are you doing?” Lance came around the corner, seeing his hands on the pill counter.

Ray zipped around to face him, quickly removing his hands and letting them fall his sides. “Okay, I fixed it.”

“Fixed what?” Lance narrowed his gaze at the machine.

Ray gestured to the same object. “This. I think it was malfunctioning earlier, but it seems to be working better now.”

Well, of all things, that was something that needed to be dealt with. The last thing they needed was a pill counter going down on them. It would be a disaster if all the pharmacists had to count each prescription by hand... there was no way that was going to happen. He shook the nightmare from his head. “What was it doing?”

“It was acting like it was jammed earlier, but I think I fixed it. Unplugged it, plugged it back in, you know?”

Jammed? What was that supposed to mean? As long as the pill count was correct. “What kind of jam?”

“It was like,” Ray hunted for words. “The pills weren’t feeding through right. Some got stuck, others came out in a clump. I think it was just a glitch, but it seems fine now.” He shrugged as if it were no big deal.

“Did you verify the pill count with what the machine said?”

“Just did.” Ray held up a bottle, the one he had apparently been working on. “It’s a prescription for tomorrow. Looks like it’s all counted correctly.”

Lance eyed the bottle, feeling like something was a bit off about this whole situation. Ray went on, sputtering like an engine on its last leg. “We might want to think about replacing this one. I think it’s getting old and tired.”

“I’ll make a note of that and take care of it first thing in the morning,” Lance promised. But no way was he going to leave Ray here alone. “In the meantime, let’s go home. You don’t need to be hanging out after hours. You have a life, I’m sure.” He intended his words kindly, whether they were taken that way or not. And for the first time, a slight smile lifted Ray’s eyes.

“You, too, you know.”

Oh, he had a life. A meeting with Avery, and that sparked an excitement he hadn’t felt in a while. Lance turned, falling into step beside Ray as they headed for the door. “That’s quite the assumption on your part.”

“What, that you have a life after the clinic?” Ray caught the lights in the back room, shutting everything into darkness. “I would hope so.”

Lance chuckled and returned to the pharmacy’s waiting room. Still, something nagged at him… something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Maybe it was because Ray was working after hours. Or maybe…

Maybe it was because, for the first time, Ray had actually been pleasant to him.
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Lance seemed to have put a lot of effort into making his temporary residence cozy, and for that, Avery was grateful.

The moment Lance opened the door for her and she stepped inside, warmth embraced her, like the feeling of an oven baking some sweets during the holidays. A candle perfumed the area with the scent of crisp apple pie, and this time, Lance had lit a fire in the fireplace. Avery laid aside her coat and purse. “Wow. I like what you’ve done with the place.”

He glanced around the house in reverence. “Just trying to keep the memories alive.”

Instead of moving farther into the house, Avery planted her feet by the door. She stared at Lance for a few moments, pondering the events of the last few days. She had wrestled with the idea of telling him about the note, but decided against it. She didn’t want him to remove her from the case out of fear, especially now that she could finally sink her teeth into what had only been tempting her before. And, well, the secret folds of her heart told her that she wasn’t ready to stop seeing Lance on a day-to-day basis, so she kept the note her secret.

What he would notice, however, was the bandage still wrapped around her head. His gaze softened. “How are you doing?”

Avery reached up and hesitantly touched the bandage. “Hanging in there. Today was a slower day at work, but I think Dad did that on purpose so I didn’t have to exert myself.”

Lance nodded. “Are you feeling okay?”

“My body is pretty sore. But that’s to be expected.”

“Yes, you’ll feel like you got run over by a bus for a few days,” he agreed.

“And I’m a little tired,” Avery grinned, indicating that she knew the reason she was tired was how late she stayed up with Lance the night before. “But I’m trying not to let it get to me.” She didn’t mention that it took a few deep breaths before she could put the car into drive and pull out of the parking lot. “I never got a chance to thank you.”

He played innocent, right into her hand. “For what?”

“For tending to my head.”

“Oh, for doing my job?” Lance shook his head. “This town needs to hire more paramedics.”

Sure. It was just his job. That’s why he’d done it. Avery couldn’t help but harbor the hope that somewhere inside him, he still cared about her. Since their fling a few years back, she knew it was her fault that they weren’t together. But after everything that had happened, how could she allow their little side romance to continue when they were so drastically different? It probably would have ended about as well as her marriage had. “Well, you were there for me. I guess I don’t want to admit how shaken up I was, but,” she bit back what she really wanted to say, “having you there helped.”

“I’m glad I could help,” he acknowledged with a nod. His face hardened, his expression as stiff and unreadable as hieroglyphics. Avery would have given anything to know what was going on inside his brain at the moment. Did he want her as much as she wanted him? Was he also afraid that the canyon between them could never fully be bridged? Was he better at holding himself back from what he was feeling than she was? Or did he, perhaps, feel nothing at all for her other than fondness for the memories they once shared?

Avery drew a deep breath. “Well, are we ready to get started?”

“Sure. Let’s start upstairs. I set some things out in her room that you might want to look through.” He shrugged. “I don’t really know what you’re looking for though.”

“That’s okay. I’ll know as soon as I find it,” Avery assured him.
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With a cooling cup of tea by her side, Avery sat cross-legged on the floor surrounded by items from Mariann’s room. Invading her privacy like that felt wrong, but it was necessary. Most of these things around her were photos that she’d kept in a tub on her closet shelf.

“I think Mom was planning on making a scrapbook or something.” Lance sat down beside her, a cold soda in his hands. He popped the tab, a carbonated hiss filling the gap. “I found a scrapbook, but not much was in it.”

Avery set to work turning the pictures over one by one. Most of them were of family vacations before Mariann had left Lance’s father. Father, mother, Lance, and Sidnie standing in front of an amusement park, lined up like perfect soldiers… or sitting on a blanket at the beach… some of just Lance and Sidnie when they were younger.

“I would like to take her laptop if I can,” Avery said. “And her purse.”

“Sidnie dropped her purse by this afternoon,” Lance replied. “I’ll get that and her laptop to you.”

“I know no one journals anymore,” Avery said as she looked up, searching his eyes. “But do you know if she happened to keep a diary?”

“I’ll find out.” Lance stood, headed toward his mother’s dresser.

Avery leaned her back against Mariann’s bed, sorting through the photos. The children aged with each picture until she reached the high school portion…

Something caught her attention and brought a memory-filled laugh to her throat. “Lance! Look at this.”

He returned his attention to her. Avery flipped the picture around, and he shared her delight. Just as she had both feared and looked forward to, Avery had found pictures of her and Lance. “Wasn’t that the day that you smeared birthday cake frosting on my face?”

Lance shrugged. “You were teasing me nonstop that day.”

Avery’s mouth hung open in mock shock. “It was my birthday! I get a pass for a day to tease my boyfriend without retaliation!”

“Says who?” Lance chuckled.

Avery aimed a playful glare at him, then returned to the photos. The air became heavy, draping memories and nostalgia over her shoulders. But instead of making her recoil, they drew her in and welcomed her, just like Lance had into his mother’s house.

“Oh,” her voice trailed off as she showed Lance the picture in her hand. “Our first date. How did your mother get this?”

Lance looked over her shoulder at the string of pictures from a photo booth of him and Avery making funny faces and some cute poses. “Oh, that. Remember how it spat out three? I gave one to her when I left for the Navy.”

Navy. That word. It made her grind her teeth because that was the reason…

Avery shook the memory off. “Hmm,” she mused.

“Oh, and look at this.” Lance plopped down beside her again, reopening the scrapbook. He took his time flipping to a page, then pivoted the book around. A host of emotions came flooding back to Avery, and once again, she was transported back to her sixteen-year-old self. She could still smell the bouquet of stargazer lilies and feel her eyes shining like the lake behind them. It was the Blair family reunion that she had been invited to. At first, she had been awkward, feeling like an outsider looking in on a happy family. But then Lance had sprung the question on her by leading her to a place beside the lake just outside Juniper Springs where he and his sister had hidden flowers and chocolates. There, by the shore of the lake, he had written out in rose petals, “Will u be my girl?”

And that was their story… for the next two years at least. Avery’s chest tightened with the memory. “One of the happiest days of my life,” she murmured.

Lance gazed at her with eyes that seemed glazed over with emotion. Avery couldn’t quite pick out the emotion, but she could tell it was strong, possibly tearing him apart inside.

“Mine too.”
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Lance didn’t know what to do with himself.

With each picture, each memory was like a little creature in hibernation, and the warm sunshine of Avery being in the same room brought it back to the surface to soak in the light again.

“Look at this.”

Avery flipped their prom picture over for him to see. She had been a vision in black that day. Avery had never borne a feminine bone in her body, but she wasn’t boyish either. Somehow, she took a black dress bejeweled with tiny rhinestones and made it look magnificent, like a magical night under a starlit sky. The black made her eyes pop even more than any other color except maybe navy blue. She stood next to Lance with her hand resting on his chest, showing off her corsage that matched her dress. Lance himself was already adopting the military posture in this picture, his mind already set on his upcoming career not just as a doctor, but a Navy doctor. His eyes were fixed on his future, but he had allowed one night with Avery to be just him and her. And what a magical night it had been. He could still hear the music, see the lights sweeping across the floor. He could still feel Avery’s small hand in his, feel his arm around her slender waist, as he tucked her against his side.

The thought of her form pressed against his sent a chain reaction through his entire body, and he yearned to touch her again. The only time he’d touched her since he’d been back was when he cared for her at the scene of her accident. He hadn’t allowed himself to touch her again. One touch and he wouldn’t be able to resist. But the more he stared at their prom picture, the more the truth unfolded like a flower in the spring. He was hers. Completely.

He raised his eyes, surprised to find her looking at him rather than looking for evidence. Time and distance had separated their lives, but somehow, his heart was still woven together with hers. Every time they parted, it was severed—but every time he saw her, their hearts entwined again.

“Why, Lance?” Her question hit hard, pointing directly at the heart of the outstanding question between them. “What happened?”

He felt like dodging the explanation, parroting her question, or pretending not to know. But that rigid look in her eyes told him exactly what she wanted to know… what really happened.

He shifted positions, looking down at their prom picture, then their graduation picture. Avery followed his gaze, staring with an intense longing at the photographs. “We were so happy. Two and a half years. And then... what?” She tilted her head to look up at him, creasing her eyebrows and wincing at the answer he hadn’t even given her yet.

So, she must have felt it too. Lance had craved her very presence since the moment he’d laid eyes on her at the clinic. All he wanted was more of her, but he had to limit himself. He had to. He was leaving soon, and Avery would stay behind, severing their lives once again. It was no use hooking up with her for a couple of weeks only to break it off... again. For a third time. But clearly, she wanted to talk about it.

So, he proceeded with the caution of stepping out onto the ice of the frozen lakes in early winter. “I explained it to you, Avery. I was leaving for the Navy. I didn’t know where I’d be. I didn’t want you to wait for me.”

“But I was willing to wait!” She leaned closer to him, digging into his soul with her eyes, undoing him with her gaze. “I never understood why you denied me that.”

“Because my dreams would take decades—not months—decades. You can’t just go to college for two years and become a Navy doctor.” Lance shook his head. “Not the way I wanted to be. I wanted to be good, Avery, and I was. That’s why I put my entire being into it. I knew it would take a long time. I didn’t want to drag you along for ten years, fifteen years, forever. I wanted to enlist; you wanted to stay here, and I couldn’t ask that of you. I wanted to commit fully to my chosen career. And I was well on my way to rising through the ranks before…” He stopped. He couldn’t utter those words. Not now. Not in the heat of this discussion. He picked up, skipping a few years. “Not to mention when I did get deployed,” he shook his head. The images still burned into his memory had changed him to his core. “It can change a man, Avery.”

He could see the desperation in her eyes. She wanted an easy answer, but there wasn’t one to give. “Then why date me to begin with? Why fall in love with me and cause me to fall in love with you when there was no future for us?”

Lance couldn’t deny that he had indeed pulled her along with him. When he looked up, he lost himself in her eyes. “Because…” Why was he even going here? Because there was always a sliver of hope within him that there could be something there. He wanted to reach for it when he should have snuffed it out for good. “Because I was crazy about you, Avery. Your personality. Your drive. You knew what you wanted, and you had the determination to get there. You were brilliant, and I knew you would go places. When we were together,” the intensity of his gaze blazed with the fire of remembering what she was like, “you challenged me to be a better man, a more intelligent man, without me even knowing it. I didn’t want to date an empty head and drive myself crazy. But you…” he breathed out, trying to control the way his entire being reacted to her. He could feel his heartbeat pounding blood through his veins. “You were amazing. You brought light to my life. You had the compassion mixed with the—” he had to laugh, “—the part of you that would kick me in the sides when I was down, tell me to get up and move forward no matter what life threw at me. You were…” Why was he using past tense? Nothing had changed except their relationship! “You are extraordinary. And I couldn’t help but fall in love with you… and when I told you we had to break up, that I had to go, and you had to let me go…” His voice broke. “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, and I regret it every day.”

She blinked. She deserved to know the real reason. Lance knew they could have worked it out, but he was afraid of the consequences if they had.

“The truth is,” he began, unsure if she was done listening, but he owed her this explanation, “I wanted to break your heart and get it over with before something happened to me. Remember Sidnie’s best friend’s sister?”

Avery blinked, clearly trying to follow the family bloodline. “No,” she replied, probably wondering where this was going.

“Well, I do! She was newly married to a man on active duty who was killed in action.” Lance’s voice thundered with intensity. “She was devastated, heartbroken, and I didn’t want that to happen to you. That’s why I broke it off, Avery. I loved you too much to put you through that. The not knowing. The endless days of missing me, being alone. You deserved to get on with your life before it was too late.”

Avery blinked, licking the inside of her mouth as she processed his words. She finally broke their gaze and looked back down at the photo album.
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She had always wondered.

Her entire body shook. Listening to Lance was like sitting too close to the speakers at a concert. She couldn’t even think, the noise in her head was so loud. The corner of her lip lifted, but she wasn’t even sure how to react.

“And then you came back.” She looked up, longingly at him. “Six years ago, to your father’s funeral.” She remembered the week he had spent in town. She had messaged him, asking if he’d like to hang out. It had turned into so much more than that. It was just enough to know that the electricity between them hadn’t dwindled. If anything, the space between them had only intensified it. Her heart always had a hole that was just for him, and if she were honest, that hole still existed. It was there on her wedding day, and it was there now. “No military. Nothing between us, but just you and me.” Two lovers reunited, reveling in the unspent love between them.

“But that time,” Lance said as he turned his questioning gaze on her. The tables had turned. “You were the one who said it would never work.”

“I knew you’d changed.” Now that they were being honest, Avery reminded him exactly why she’d let him go. She still didn’t know why they hadn’t gotten too deeply personal that week. But one thing had been clear. Lance had changed into a big city doctor who could never call Juniper Springs home. Avery had established her career in her small town, and she could never be happy in Seattle. She had learned her lesson with Ethan, her ex-husband, that huge differences could strain a relationship to the breaking point. “You were enjoying your life in Seattle, and I…” she looked around the room, anywhere but into those eyes that sucked her in and held her close every time, “I had established a life here. I knew that too much time had passed, and it was impossible for us to be together.”

Their confessions hung in the air. The breaking point. The emotions had been building up between them until finally they became too heavy and collapsed. And even though Avery had expected this conversation to end in tears, arguing, and finger-pointing, somehow there was relief in airing out their dirty laundry to each other. It was like excising a long-festering tumor, and the hint of a fresh start was in the air, even if they could never be a couple again.

Lance seemed to feel it too. His eyes bore more peace than she’d seen in them for a very long time. He lowered his gaze to her hand and reached to grab it. Avery didn’t resist. She let his hand slip into hers and felt the connection run through her body as strong as it ever was. It was like their hands were made to fit together… how perfect it felt.

“Whew,” she breathed, changing her tone into something more upbeat. “I really didn’t mean for it to get this personal.” She bared her teeth. “Sorry.”

Lance gave a single shake of his head, stroking the top of her hand with his thumb. Warmth. Closeness. How could she think with him touching her like this?

“We both did what we thought was best.” His voice was so low, she almost asked him to repeat it. “And still wound up here.”

Avery laughed and withdrew her hand to work on the pictures again. But where exactly was here? She couldn’t possibly still be in love with him. She hadn’t yet experienced life when she was a teenager, so how could she have known what she was feeling? Whatever was between them now, it wasn’t love. It was all the emotion that they never talked about before. Sure, she cried about it, but she was too embarrassed to talk about it with anyone. Not her parents, her friends, no one.

“Oh!” She exclaimed as she turned another picture over. “Remember this fishing trip?”

“That’s where you were so excited to catch your first fish that you swung it around while it was still on the fishing line and hit me in the face!” Lance lifted his cheek, running his fingers across it. He was showing her where the fish struck, but all she could do was admire his jawline and silently soak in a growling desire to touch it and to kiss it like she had before.

“I still have the scale marks.”

“Oh!” She playfully hit him before she could stop herself, and her face glowed with heat. “You do not!”

The laughter died down. “Hey, are we working right now?” Lance waved his hand at the photo album, “or am I paying you to look at old pictures like an old woman taking a stroll down memory lane?”

She shot a glare at him. “I may charge you double for that one.”

In the end, Avery had found nothing but memories in the photos. Mariann’s camera had nothing but nature pics, so she wound up just taking her laptop, a diary Lance found, and a few other items that would hopefully lead somewhere. It was a start, she reminded herself. She slipped them all into her tote bag and grabbed her coat.

Lance slid his hand up the wall and leaned against it, watching her. “Thanks for coming.”

What a polite way to end the evening. Avery shifted on her feet. “Any time. Thanks for the tea.”

He was on the edge of saying something… she could feel it. She took her time, getting her keys out, giving him time to spit it out. Finally, he spoke.

“Say, Avery. It’s not that late. Would you like to get a drink with me?”

She had every reason except one to say no. They couldn’t start back up, especially in light of the emotional confessions they’d just made to each other. She was working his mother’s homicide case; she had to keep her head clear. Yet there was one reason to say yes—one reason that was forbidden but as obvious as the look on his face.

She was completely addicted to him.

The thought of spending a few extra moments with this man, staring at his handsome face, laughing about things unrelated to the case, letting go of all the burdens on her mind in his presence drove her response.

“I’d love to,” was her firm reply.
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Avery’s sides hurt from laughing so hard.

Maybe it was the drink loosening her up a bit that made everything seem hysterical, but she wasn’t too far gone to be aware of what was going on. Maybe it was just that in her mind, for one single night, she was back in high school again, spending precious time with Lance without any of the bad that had happened between them. She gripped her glass, leaning forward on the table while Lance’s sides heaved with silent laughter. “You said that?”

Lance shrugged. “The guy deserved it.”

“Yes, but,” Avery shrugged with her palm outward, “well, I guess they still hired you, so they must not have been too upset.” She grabbed her glass again. “You know, Lance, it’s been, oh….” She quickly did the math. Not counting when she’d seen him six years ago—they hadn’t discussed anything personal then—she figured it had been about sixteen years since she’d seen him last. So many things had happened over that decade and a half, and she wanted to know. More than anything, she wanted to know. “Sixteen years. What have you been doing in that time?” She never really knew why he wasn’t in the military anymore. She’d heard he’d gotten hurt, but she didn’t know any of the details.

Lance sat back. His gaze turned inward, seeming to be examining his life. “Starting college courses at sixteen really paid off,” he reflected. “Got my bachelor’s two years early along with my ROTC courses and enlisted right away. Did my fourteen weeks at the METC in Texas, then eight more in North Carolina, then shipped straight out as a fresh, sparkly L23A.”

He saw the confused look on her face and explained. “My job classification: HM-L23A. A surgical technologist with the rank of Hospital Corpsman. It was a busy time, I tell you. Jam-packed with not a lot of spare time. But so worth it. Very fulfilling.”

So, he had been happy. Avery smiled past her sadness. Even if she hadn’t been able to be there to contribute to some of that fulfillment, she was glad that at least he had been happy.

Unable to read her thoughts, he pressed ahead. “I served in the Navy for four and a half years after I graduated. I wanted to make it my life’s work. My career.” His voice was tinted with sadness now. “But then… well, you’ve seen my leg.” A ghostlike expression haunted his eyes. “It took me about a year to recover, maybe longer. Medical discharge, you know. Then I got the residency at Seattle General.” A drum beat of silence. He leaned forward, swiping his drink, and held it to his lips. “Finished up my formal training and did my residency in one go so I could officially become a doctor. Been there ever since.”

Avery knew he’d been working there for about eight years at this point. He’d told her all about his new job at the hospital when they had met up at his father’s funeral. But she still didn’t know why. Why Seattle General Hospital when he could have gone far with the military? Clearly, he didn’t want to talk about it, so she sat back and switched the subject to something lighter. “So, how is work at the hospital? What’s it like?”

“It’s different than the clinic.” Lance leaned his elbows on the table. “I see a lot of people come through. It’s a constant revolving door. Emergency room, you know?”

She nodded. She could only imagine some of the things he had seen. No wonder he was so different. “I’ll bet you save a lot of lives.”

A shadow crossed his expression once again. He aimed his gaze through the bar’s window to the street beyond. “I wish I could say I saved every life that came through my ER.”

He had regrets, that much was obvious. Avery could see the ghosts that swarmed around him. Not wanting to give him a dose of depression, she changed the subject. “So, you said it’s different than the clinic. How so?”

“Well, for one,” Lance sneered, “their organization at the clinic was pathetic. But I’m working on that.” He chuckled. “I know the clinic staff hates me and hope that Sidnie will hire someone quickly.”

A pang of hurt hit Avery, and she took a sip to try to hide it. Sidnie’s hiring of a replacement for Lance would mean his imminent return to Seattle, at least, once the funeral was over. If she knew Lance, he had already made funeral arrangements. She wasn’t sure of dates yet, but she figured it had to be soon. Still, she wasn’t ready to say goodbye.

“Why on earth would they hate you?”

“Because I don’t tolerate any drama,” he stated plainly.

“You’re stern. Tough love.” She grinned at him. “That’s just who you are and always will be.”

“It gets things done.” Lance took a sip of his own drink. “Hey, did they ever bring your water?”

Speaking of not tolerating any negligence. Avery glanced down at the empty spot. “No, I think they forgot.”

“I’ll go let them know.” Lance got to his feet.

“Lance, no, I don’t need…”

But, as always, there was no stopping him. And honestly, Avery didn’t mind the view. She stared at him as he walked, secretly delighting in it. Lance, a rustic gentleman, fit in so well with the bar. Like everywhere else in this town, the bar featured a woodsy ambiance; the pictures hanging on the walls displayed the beautiful trees and scenery that gave the town its name. Two chandeliers made out of deer antlers hung from the ceiling. Avery tried not to look at those. She’d had enough of deer for a while.

But Lance though? She couldn’t get enough of him.

As she stared at him, she noticed how he walked. He still had that commanding gait—the long strides that ordered people out of his way without words—but he still leaned slightly to the side as his gait was hindered by a subtle limp. She’d observed it before but kept it to herself. This time, however, it was hard to ignore. It was the one thing he didn’t bring up during their earlier heart-to-heart.

She watched as Lance spoke with the bartender, then returned to his place at their table by the window. He probably didn’t even notice the limp, and no one else seemed to either. It was subtle but definitely there.

He settled into his seat across from her. “They’re getting it now.” Before she could change her expression, he noticed her watching him. “What?”

“Plantar fasciitis?” She nodded to his leg. “I noticed you’ve been limping.”

“Oh.” Lance’s expression was as heavy as iron. “No, it’s not Plantar fasciitis. It’s…” He took too long to come up with a response. “An old injury. From Afghanistan.”

“Ah,” she paled. How did she keep hitting nerves like this? “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine.”
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Lance hadn’t even thought about the limp that still lingered in his right leg. Or the fact that Avery’s sharp hawk eyes would pick up on it… and her curious mind would ask.

He didn’t want her to know the weakest part of both his anatomy and his life. He didn’t want the woman he so admired to know the shadows of his heart, the cobwebs that caught not flies but dusty secrets he’d rather not reveal.

He looked back at Avery, full of caring emotion that enveloped her entire being. Somehow the story danced in scattered words on the tip of his tongue. He could tell her a little bit. Just enough to satisfy her curiosity.

“You wondered why I was honorably discharged,” he began. “Well, it wasn’t for an act of honor. It was my injury.” He swept his hand down the length of his right leg. “I can’t go into combat with this, can’t risk the work I did for so many… so my dreams were stripped away.”

“What happened?” She blinked her understanding across the table somehow, her voice soft and inviting.

What happened? Did she really think he wanted to talk about it? Lance swallowed the emotion clogging his throat. “You don’t want to know.”

“Yes, I do,” Avery pressed. “It doesn’t change who you are.”

“But it does.” Lance clenched a fist on the table and refused to meet her eyes. If he told her, he knew he’d break and wind up telling her everything. “It does change who I was.”

“You’re still the same Lance that I’ve always known.” He heard Avery’s voice soften, though it was still intense. “You’re strong, you’re determined, you know what you want, and you don’t take no for an answer.”

“Neither do you, apparently.” He finally looked up at her and forced a grin. “You must be great in court.”

Avery breathed a laugh. For a moment, it looked like she was about to give up. Lance almost felt disappointed, and it surprised him. He didn’t really want to tell her, did he? He’d tried to talk about it before, but he didn’t like how it made him feel. He didn’t want to use the word shame, but there it was. What would she think if she knew how his PTSD threw him off course every time he succumbed to it? How it stripped him of his ability to stand firm, to be the man he once was? He didn’t talk about it. Plain and simple. Therapists had tried, but their methods only succeeded in making him angry. His father had known a little bit but had carried his secret to the grave six years ago, and there was no way he would ever burden Sidnie or Mom with this. But there was something else. A part of him thought if anyone should know his past, it should be Avery. She’d be the only one who wouldn’t see him as weak. More than that, she had never let him stay down for long. She’d always been the type to acknowledge his distress, then remind him that he still had to get up and finish the race.

She must have read the emotional struggle in his eyes. “Lance? I can tell it’s something that haunts you.”

She wasn’t letting this go, was she? He couldn’t hide from her—she’d always been able to read him like a book.

“I’d rather spare you the gory details.”

“I’m a PI, Lance.” Avery half closed her eyes in acknowledgment. “Gory details don’t scare me.”

She really wanted to know? Well, fine. She asked for it.

He exhaled sharply. “We were flying in a helicopter, me and the other guys. One minute everything was normal, and the next…” Even talking about it made the most vivid images appear, and though he closed his eyes as tight as he could, the images played only brighter.
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One minute they were laughing and joking over the roar of the helicopter blades. The next, the entire world caved in around them.

The tail. When the RPG made contact with the tail, everything blasted out of control. Pieces of the aircraft mixed with black smoke and orange flames disintegrated into the air. The helicopter went into an uncontrolled spin, its nose aimed straight at the ground. The spin wasn’t like a merry-go-round. It was more like a top with no beginning or end to the spinning. Lance found himself hanging on with the rest of the guys, grown men becoming little more than rag dolls being tossed around wildly. There was truly nothing more terrifying than being suspended hundreds of feet in the air, then falling with no buffer between him and the ground.

The pilot managed to land it once, until it somehow shot back up into the air again, as if one crash wasn’t enough. The second one was a teeth-jarring, bone-grinding impact that sent the men flying. From there, things got spotty.

Lance felt himself thrown forward. Slipping on a piece of shattered equipment and falling shoulder first into the floor or whatever side of the helicopter made contact with the ground. Splitting pain in his shoulder.

Flames.

Accelerated flames licking up the side of the helicopter.

Ringing in his ears.

Men screaming.

Shots fired.

Smoke billowing from every which way.

Blurry vision.

Disorientation.

Which way was up? What was that smell? Burning gasoline… metallic blood in his mouth… thick, black smoke and hot metal.

Lance began to crawl, but a wave of dizziness swept over him. He must have hit his head. Yeah, that’s it. Hit it on the way down. He began to crawl, but above him a hissing ball of flame burst, sending debris raining down all around him. He dropped, just in time, covering his head, but his foot lay on the ground, exposed.

Debris falling all around.

Searing pain.

Lance let out a howl of pain and looked down. Something had slammed into the delicate area that connected his ankle to his leg. Something burning covered his feet, but he couldn’t mistake the dark red blood shooting from the wound in his ankle, staining his clothes. The flames mercilessly gnawed into the flesh of his legs.

Lance moaned repeatedly, kicking the debris off his injured leg with his uninjured one. But the flames and pain drained his body of strength. Even with most of the debris off, the flames clung to him stubbornly, eating his pants and his flesh.

He tried to sit up, but dizziness overtook him, fighting with the adrenaline that surged through his veins. He finally managed to sit up, patting the flames with his hands, but they refused to go out.

A sharp pain shot up his leg, and he gasped in shock and terror. A lingering, nauseating pain, but it wasn’t just the flames; it was the deep wound in his leg.

His body was ravaged. He was possibly—no—probably dying. He flopped onto his back and screamed in agony.

“Blair!”

He looked up. A guardian angel maybe? Or Dylan… yes, yes, it was Dylan.

“Hang in there, buddy, you’re not gonna die!”

His friend Dylan’s face appeared in a gap in the side of the helicopter a few feet above him. Somehow the helicopter must have landed upright. Dylan’s face disappeared into the smoke, and his hands reached up and grabbed the sides of the open door. Lance hadn’t realized that he was so close to the door, but now that he did, the blue sky shone mercifully through breaks in the smoke, and he wanted nothing more than to get there.

The rest was a blur; his brain must have been filled with smoke.

Pressure.

A wave of air, maybe it was Dylan flinging himself down beside him.

Dylan’s voice.

“I’ve got to get you out of here before the whole thing blows up.”

Crackling.

Hot smell.

And he was awake again. Lance’s teeth chattered, but why? He wasn’t cold. He held up both of his hands in front of his face, but they shook, uncontrollably. It wasn’t trembling; it was a seizure. His entire body began to jerk back and forth.

“No, no, buddy, stay with me.” Dylan dropped down beside him. Lance felt himself being rolled onto his back. Body convulsing, colors blurring together. Dylan’s voice. Maybe a few seconds went by? Maybe a minute before the uncontrollable shaking stopped. The seizure drained him of all strength and left him with nothing more to give… weak and helpless, left to the mercy of the inferno he was trapped in.

“I’ve got you.” Dylan gripped his hand. Somehow, his buddy’s grip gave him enough strength to fully come back to the present again. The shaking was over.

Dylan’s grip on his wrists. Tugging. Dragging.

“You’re on fire.”

Lance pictured a bird of fire like in those old legends and myths. He could still feel the searing hot pain clinging to his lower legs.

Somehow, he was spinning, end over end. Things got a little bit brighter. Dylan was hugging him. He hadn’t had a hug in a while.

Both men hit the ground with a thud. Lance cried out in pain as the thump jarred his injured leg, shooting pure agony up the entire right side of his body. But he was still moving, end over end. Each time the leg hit the ground, it hurt worse and worse. He sucked in breaths as fast as he could get them.

He saw a blur of colors. Blue, yellow, orange, gray, sand, blurring together. And then only smoke remained on his pant legs where the flames had been.

Somehow, he landed on his back. His heart raced, but not as fast as his mind. He had to do something—he had to! His leg was hurting; he had to act fast to get it to stop.

He grunted, yelling, trying to get someone’s attention. The world came alive. He saw the flames rolling in balls from the helicopter. The wind blew them south.

Shots fired. But could he hear them? He just saw flashes and…

A bird flew across the sky.

His chest heaved, up, down, like a valley, then a mountain again.

Dylan grunted in pain, but he swooped over to face his friend. “No, no. Stay with me, partner.”

Panic set in. He had to do something; he was hurting. He started jerking around. It was all on him. He had to get the pain to stop; he had to walk again, right now!

“Stay down!”

Lance yelled, but this time in frustration.

“I think you’re in shock.” A hand swooped through the air, latching onto his upper arm. “Lance.” He looked. He had never seen Dylan’s eyes so wide, so serious. It was the only firm thing in the world—the only thing not falling apart. “Come back to the world, brother. Come back to the world.”

Lance wheezed, but then the smoke clawed the back of his throat, and he began to cough. Dylan gripped Lance’s hand again, but this time, the grip wasn’t enough to bring him back. He felt himself drowning. He wasn’t sure in what… just drowning. Ah, it wasn’t water; it was pain... the pain was the water... washing over him, immersing him, blackening the world.

That was all he remembered. Dylan talking to him, saying nonsense, the world going black, the smell of smoke scratching his nostrils…
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“When I woke up, they told me that I had a severed tendon and ligament in my right leg. My femur had a fracture.” A heavy nausea settled into his stomach, and he was afraid he was going to lose his dinner. “Along with severe second degree burns on my lower body. Dare I mention the smoke inhalation?” He snorted a laugh. “My buddy said I went into shock and was just…” he swept his hand, “not making sense. And I don’t even remember how he got me out of that chopper, Avery. I…” He put a hand to his head. “I remember going through a door, or maybe a window… maybe the chopper broke in half. I don’t know, but he got me out and put the fire out and…” He deflated his lungs. “It was like a nightmare, you know?” His heart began to pound with the memory. “You know how in a nightmare you’re always the main hero, and you have to do something now and fast? And if you don’t something bad will happen?”

Avery nodded and closed her eyes. The light from the bar reflected off of her eye shadow, making it sparkle. It seemed so cruel, to see something so sparkling and happy after he had just laid out his worst nightmare to her. But it gave Lance something to focus on. He stared at the champagne color that accentuated the blue in her eyes. Anything but that fire.

“That was exactly what it was like. And somehow, I knew everything that was going on. The birds in the sky… I remember those. The smoke, my buddy.” He clenched a fist.

“Lance.” Avery gently laid her hands over his fists. Her touch drew his gaze back up to meet hers. “You’re not in that chopper anymore. It’s okay. Just take a deep breath.”

He did as she asked, taking a minute to compose himself, then looked back up at her with a wry expression. “I’m sorry.”

The look she gave him nearly broke his heart. So much worry, so much concern, so much care. “Don’t be sorry.”

“I don’t talk about what happened. Every time I do, it brings me back there, and somehow that panic starts to settle in again.”

“I get that.” Avery gripped his hands. “Here. Have a sip of my water.”

Had her water come while he was telling the story? He hadn’t even seen it. What had the waitress overheard? Or bartender? Where were they again? Lance sipped Avery’s water, focusing on the ice cold burn down his throat. How could cold burn? Why was he even thinking about that now?

“Thank God for Dylan.” Avery settled back in her seat. “He saved your life.”

Out of all of that, she had to bring up Dylan. Should he tell that story too? Why not? It would give him something else to focus on rather than the smell of smoke that lingered in his nostrils or the fact that he was still so keenly aware of how those burns felt on his legs. “I only wish I could have saved him.”

Avery looked horrified. “Oh, no. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize he was killed…”

In action. She didn’t complete the sentence, but he thought that’s what she was going to say. And he needed to tell her.

Lance shook his head. “He wasn’t killed in action.” Anger unwound inside him. He sharply exhaled, then looked out the window. “Somehow while he was rescuing me, Dylan suffered a broken hip… and also some burns. While he was being treated, they put him on opioids for the pain and…” All the talk about opioids at the clinic of late had only reminded him of the fact that his friend was no longer with them. And why. “And he never… ever… got off them. In fact,” he directed his gaze toward Avery’s wide eyes, “he loved them so much that he overdosed on them one night and… never came back. Such a strong man... caving to something as stupid as that.” He gritted his teeth in anger. He dipped his head and looked out the window again.

Tears must have been pushing at Avery’s eyes. She only held them that wide when she was trying not to cry. “Oh, Lance.”

She slipped out of the booth, came around the table, and slid in beside him. Before he could speak a word, she put her arms around him and laid her head on his shoulder. “I can’t imagine what you went through. And alone. I wish I had been there for you. I’m so, so sorry this happened to you.”

His hands came up, caressing her shoulders, her back. He leaned his head against hers, relishing the feeling of her soft hair against his cheek. “I should have been able to save him.” He groaned. “I’m a doctor. And the one person it mattered most to save… I didn’t. I owed him.”

“There was nothing you could do.” Avery leaned back. “Lance, when a person gets addicted to drugs, there’s nothing anyone can do for them. They have to want it too. Some people drink to forget, some people get addicted to drugs—that’s their choice. Even if it wasn’t entirely his fault, there is no fault of yours in this whatsoever. Lance. Listen to me.”

He held her intense gaze, wishing with all his heart he could believe her.

“You survived. You’ve saved lives in your work at the hospital. You are making a difference in this clinic here—I just know it. You can’t let what happened to your friend make you feel unworthy. You went on to change lives, and because of you, many people are okay today. Do you hear what I’m saying?” She gripped him again. “I know you couldn’t save Dylan. But I know that if you had the power to save him, you would have.”

He stared at her, feeling his own gaze soften. The nausea subsided bit by bit until there was nothing left, and moisture slowly returned to his mouth. Maybe she didn’t understand his guilt. Maybe she would never understand why he sent money to Dylan’s family on a regular basis. She would never get why, even though he had millions in the bank, he would never use any of it to fully rebuild his leg. It was like holding on to Dylan and not betraying him. The bones healed, but the ache never would. His buddy had died saving his life, and he would forever bear that burden of a limp and a sore leg that acted up occasionally. For Dylan. For Dylan’s family.

For himself.

Avery’s fingers gingerly stroked his jawline. “I know you’re not listening to a word I’m saying.” She inserted a laugh to break the tension. “But you never did before either, so I should be used to it.”

“Why, you—” he let the burdens of the past fall away and joined in her laughter. Then in all seriousness he added, “Thank you. I’m sorry. I know that was some heavy stuff.”

“Heavy?” She lowered her hand, leaving his jaw feeling cold in the absence of her touch. “I’m a lawyer, Lance. I’ve heard some heavy stuff.”

“Earlier, it was a PI.” He chuckled. “Ever think about changing careers?” It felt good to bring a lighthearted tease back.

“Not a chance,” Avery stated.

This probably wasn’t the worst she’d heard. But she still managed to maintain that sense of compassion she’d always had. She made him feel cared for in a way nobody else ever had.

I wish I were there.

Granted, he would never wish her to be there. He would never put her through any of it. But at the same time, he wished she had been there: There beside him when he awoke from a night terror to soothe him and remind him that he wasn’t in the chopper… there to tell him he was at home, and it had all been a dream… there when the anniversary date rolled around to laugh with him and take his mind off everything… there on those days when his leg hurt so much, he’d rather cut it off than deal with the pain any longer.

But he didn’t just want her by his side on the bad days. Lance needed her. Every day. Sharing everything with him. He wished he never had to face any of his bad days without her there to help him through them.

She looked like an angel to him, and as she took her hands away, he caught them again, not wanting any more space in between them. He stroked her knuckles with his thumbs. Oh, he wanted her. He wanted her there, by his side, sharing life with him. His body burned, but this time with desire—a flame he had no intention of extinguishing. Let it consume him. He’d die for her.

He raised his eyes to her face again, his gaze descending to her perfect lips. They parted, gently as they whispered his name, soft like a breeze. “Lance…”

He looked up at her, reading her gaze. She held no hesitation, no discomfort. He moved toward her; she didn’t tense up or pull back. He closed his eyes and hungrily laid his lips upon hers.

To his utmost delight, she melted into him. In that moment, he felt sunshine and delight wrapped around them. His lips tasted hers, breaking off the kiss once, then going back for more.
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Avery closed her eyes, deafening herself to the warning bells clanging in her head.

Don’t fall for him! Don’t fall for him! Don’t let yourself go out of pity.

Too late.

Once he leaned toward her, she threw all resistance to the wind and let her desire run free. She explored his lips with a hunger she hadn’t felt since the last time she had kissed them. He smelled of forest and campfire, even though she knew that he’d been at the clinic all day. Magical. That was the only word to describe the connection between them.

A single kiss repaired the canyon between them, reconnecting their hearts and intertwining them once more. It made her body tremble for more.

When he finally pulled back, they stared into each other’s eyes, the desire she felt mirrored in his. It was a look shared between two lovers. A longing. A romance. A beautiful connection.

The air around them stilled as the cold fingers of reality gently brought them both back to the moment. They had kissed and reunited. But where did that leave them?

Avery’s thoughts whirled around in her head, so she turned away from him. “I should get home.”

Lance stared at her for a few moments before slowly nodding his head. “I’ll drive you back.”
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When Avery opened her eyes on Monday morning, the memory of her kiss with Lance greeted her. Rather than push it away, she embraced it for a few seconds. The kiss had been warm and inviting, and the way that he had indulged in the taste of her lips still made her shudder. Avery relished the memory of the moment. But as the fog of her slumber began to clear, she felt hesitation sinking its claws into her.

What had she done? She’d sworn that she wouldn’t get attached to Lance—that she wouldn’t give in to whatever feelings still lingered, if any remained at all. But after Saturday night, it was obvious that she did, in fact, have feelings for him that had been reawakened… and doubled when he kissed her. Reluctant and bitter, she admitted it to herself. She was not over him, and she still cared about him. Maybe even…

No. She couldn’t love him.

She swung her legs over the side of her bed, determined to shake off the memory of Lance. As she pondered a run to clear her mind, she realized she didn’t actually want to let him go. As dangerous as it was to feel this way, she didn’t want to stop feeling it. Whatever it was. She wanted to revel in his presence as long as he was there.

She opted to let herself keep thinking of him while she got ready for work.
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“Why are you so quiet today?”

Gracie opened the soup that she’d saved from the night before while Avery picked at her salad. She was glad to have some company while she ate, but Gracie’s company wasn’t quite the company she craved.

She shrugged and took a bite of her Caesar salad. “I have a lot going on. You know, the cases are piling up on my desk, got another one I’m investigating on my day off.”

Gracie studied her. “I’m sure you’re worn out. Especially after getting run off the road.” She visibly shuddered. “I can’t for the life of me figure out how you were able to pick yourself up and dust yourself off like it never happened. I’d be too terrified to leave my house!”

Little did Gracie know that it hadn’t been quite that smooth. Yes, she had been shaken; and, yes, it had affected her. But she’d had good support after that night. Lance had taken care of her so tenderly, so lovingly. She was glad she had spent that night at his house and let him take care of her.

No. Don’t go there. Focus.

She stabbed at a crouton with her fork. “I guess it just hasn’t really sunk in yet. I haven’t had time to slow down and think about it.”

“I wish I could be as brave as you.” Gracie stirred her soup, adding way too much pepper. “But being a paralegal is as daring as I will ever get.”

“Some days, that’s daring enough.” Avery winked at her friend.

[image: ]

Lance couldn’t be more pleased.

While he had been reveling in Avery’s companionship that weekend, the painters had done a fantastic job. The clinic actually looked welcoming to him on Monday morning. Maybe he was just imagining it, but it seemed to put everyone else, including Randy and Frank, in a good mood. The receptionists answered the phones with cheerfulness in their voices, and the nurses had a pep in their step. Lance knew it was going to be a pretty good day for a Monday—despite the long hours that lay ahead.

After making his morning rounds, he walked over to the receptionists’ counter. “Hey, guys. Any messages?”

Dawn looked up at him. “None so far, Doctor.”

“Great. I’m going to be working on the inventory, so you know where to find me if I’m needed.”

“Will do.” Dawn resigned herself back to the phones.

“Sounds good!” Milton quipped at the same time.

Sounds good. Not to him it didn’t. There was nothing he hated worse than doing inventory, but considering the state of the back room in the pharmacy, it had to be done… and done right. He grabbed his clipboard, feeling a rush of satisfaction upon seeing most of the items on his to-do list crossed out.

He had closed Saturday afternoon by assigning the lists of items that needed to be counted to the pharmacists. Monday was shaping up to be slow, so he figured it was now or never. Lola and Ray were to run the front while he and his counting team, Gloria and Cheryl, tackled the rest.

“Okay, guys.” Lance held a clipboard in his hand, ready to lead his team to the back. “The sooner we get started on this, the sooner we get it done.”

“Are you sure you don’t want my help, Doctor?” Ray asked for the fifth time that day. At first, Lance had thought he was being overly helpful, but now it was just downright annoying. “I usually fill the most prescriptions anyway, so I can probably go faster.”

“We all fill prescriptions,” Cheryl barked at him. “But if you want to take my place, be my guest!”

“No, no,” Lance held out his hand, sighing. “Ray, you stay up front.”

An unreadable expression crossed Ray’s face as it hardened. Lance couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw uneasiness in the man’s hazel eyes, but he didn’t argue. “Okay, I’m just tryin’ to help,” Ray said.

“I appreciate it,” Lance pushed on the door, nodding his head to Gloria and Cheryl. “But the best help you all can be is doing what I tasked you with for the day.”

Ray sighed through his nose, looking defeated and nodded. “Okay.”

Gloria already looked drained as she came in the back. “This is going to take forever.”

“Well, anything worth doing is worth doing right. And that takes time,” Lance said.

“We’ve been entering the numbers into the system fresh from the totes all this time, since I started here,” Gloria admitted. “No one ever wants to do a count, so we’ve been putting it off. But I guess we need to.”

“Well, now’s the perfect time to do it.” Lance refused to show his emotion because he, too, felt the magnitude of the irksome job ahead of him. He was just as ready for it to be over as everyone else was. “The sooner we get back there, the sooner it’s all done.”

“Aren’t you all chipper and smiles today?” said Cheryl. She did not seem to have the willing attitude that Gloria did.

Lance glanced at her. She had nearly blown a gasket when he’d told her that her job was going to be counting rather than running the front counter today. Working with her is going to be fun, he thought sarcastically. But he’d never been one to play favorites. Someone needed to count, and someone needed to man the front. “Look, I’ve had to do some things in my life that I didn’t want to do. Some of them were bigger than this mess of numbers, but I did them because I had to. That’s just life.”

Cheryl held up her hands. “I’m not complaining. I just…”

He waited, expecting her to finish her sentence. When she finally met his gaze with a huff, she changed her tune a bit. “I’m just ready to get started.”

He gave her an affirmative nod. “I am too. Don’t forget, we’re in this together. I’m right here with you guys.” He managed a slight smile, not wanting to start the day off on the wrong foot. “Let’s get this started then.”

“Why are you back here though? Doctors don’t usually help us with anything on the pharmacy side,” Cheryl challenged.

He could tell her one of two truths. He could tell her that he trusted no one to do their job right, so he was there to make sure it was. But he chose the second truth, instead: “I wouldn’t ask anyone to do something I’m not willing to do myself.” With that, he strode into the back.

After helping the pharmacists count a few categories, Lance retreated to his office with the numbers they had so far. Comparing the pharmacists’ counts to the records wasn’t brainless work, but it was hardly stimulating. To Lance, it usually led to crossed eyes, a dry mouth, and a headache. Yet while he found it boring compared to the hands-on work he was accustomed to, it gave him a chance to let his mind wander.

Of course, it wandered straight to Avery. She hadn’t resisted when he had kissed her, and she had been the one to initiate the contact with him by touching him first. She had no idea how much her touch had felt like a lifeline as he shared his story. It struck him that he hadn’t shared the most intimate details of that black mark on his past with anyone… not like he had with her. Her kindness to him that night had opened up an entirely new admiration for her. No, admiration wasn’t the right word. More like it reminded him exactly why he had fallen in love with her in the first place.

And why he still possibly loved her.

Understanding why she had broken it off after their second fling made more sense to him now, and he blamed himself for making her think he’d changed. But how could he resist when every time he looked at her, he saw a life that he left behind? A life that could have been? What if he hadn’t gone into the military? What if he had just gotten his medical degree and wound up in a hospital or a clinic not far from Juniper Springs? Maybe even this very clinic. Maybe he and his mother could have patched things up. There probably would have always been that awkwardness between them, but maybe if he’d been there, she wouldn’t have been driving on that back road that night. If a patient had been so upset with his mother that they’d felt snuffing out her life was the answer, maybe he could’ve been there to fix things before it got to that point. And what about Avery? What if they had gone from high-school sweethearts to something more? If he’d been there, maybe he would have saved her the heartbreak of her failed first marriage. Maybe he could have made her happy…

He raised his hand to his face, breaking his thoughts off to keep the incessant what-ifs and maybes from continuing to beat him senseless. There was no changing the past, so there was no use in dwelling on it now.

As he returned to the records, he chided himself. He had been so busy thinking about Avery and the relationship that could never be that he realized he’d missed something. The system record showed a different number than the pharmacist’s count. He’d missed something somewhere, so he glanced at his paper again and found that the number of oxycodone pills was off...

When he saw the number again, he frowned.

The number really was off. He double-checked it again. It still wasn’t right. In fact, the discrepancy was alarming. The oxycodone pill count on the system’s report was higher than Gloria’s count.

Had she miscounted? Or had he counted it himself?

Yes, that was his handwriting, not Gloria’s. He had counted the oxycodone. So, either he had miscounted or…

Lance sat back, and his chair squeaked in protest. Of all things to have a discrepancy in! Any pleasant thoughts he had been entertaining about Avery or the night they’d shared disappeared. If this was a discrepancy, he’d have to make the report. Then the cops—or worse, the DEA—would be all over this…

“Dr. Blair?”

He actually jumped at Milton’s voice in his doorway. “What is it?”

“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Milton stepped through the doorway. “The guys are here to check the sprinkler systems.”

Sprinkler systems... Lance was still stuck on the inventory reports, a thoughtful expression on his face.

“You wanted to make sure they’re all up to date and code?”

“Oh... yeah.” Lance waved his hand. “Thanks. I’ll be right there.”

Milton nodded and walked out. As he disappeared, Lance ran his hands across his face and sighed. He forced himself to relax. It was probably just a miscount. He would get to the bottom of it, but for the time being, he vowed to keep it to himself until all the inventory was finished. A pharmacy this small shouldn’t take very long if everyone did their job. If there were any more discrepancies, then he would have to bring the information to the authorities.

But for now, he had some recounting to do.
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No doubt about it. Mariann West had a doctor’s handwriting, and that was that.

Along with a teasing headache that threatened to become a migraine, Mariann’s diary had filled Avery’s office with a certain somberness as she read through it during an unexpected free moment. The first entry was from about a year ago.

This is my first time writing in a diary since I was a teenager. Life is so short, so I have decided to do things that make me happy. Taking bubble baths, going for walks, sitting out on the deck sipping a drink, journaling—these are all things that I’m going to get myself into, especially after the first of the year. Hello, better me!

Many people saw the turning of the calendar as a fresh start. New year, new me? Avery had bought into all that nonsense once. Until she realized that even though December 31st turned into January 1st, the only thing that changed was the date on checks, reports, and planners. Mariann was doing great, picking up a journal in November and telling herself to keep doing the things that made her happy. Avery’s eyes returned to one of the lines in the paragraph she’d just read.

Life is short.

“Oh, Mariann, if you only knew how short.”

The next entry came over a month later. Well, I’m not doing so good at this journaling thing. I don’t even know if “journaling” is a word, but someone said it was. Personally, I feel like it’s more of a chore than a way to pamper yourself. The good news is, if I write anything personal in here, no one else will be able to read it. Goodness, I didn’t realize my handwriting was this bad until I actually tried to read what I had already written. Oh well.

Avery laughed out loud.

She didn’t read every entry. They were sparse in the beginning, but eventually, Mariann had managed to write at least a paragraph or two every night. She detailed about the beautiful sunrise she had seen, Sidnie’s latest news, her observations, people-watching at the coffee shop. As Avery read her reflections on life, she felt herself drawn to the woman.

An entry in July of last year caught her attention, just because Lance’s name had been scribbled across the top.

I’ve been thinking a lot about Lance lately.

I haven’t heard from him in a long time. And honestly, I don’t blame him. I blame myself. I wasn’t there for him. When he met that pretty little girlfriend of his, I promised myself that I’d be more involved in his life. But then, time went on. It was awkward. I knew he blamed me for leaving his father, but maybe if I could have handled things differently, I would still be a bigger part of his life than I am now. His father was his rock, his favorite person, and I put a wedge in that relationship… so, I guess that’s where it leaves me. He’s changed since his time in the Navy, and he won’t talk to me about it. I wish he would... talking about it helps. But why talk to someone who was only a memory in his life?

I’m starting a scrapbook of the family—him, his father, and Sidnie. I miss him. I wish I could tell him how much I love him, but that awkwardness? I don’t think he’ll ever get over it. Lance, if you ever read this, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I’m sorry that I made things awkward, and I love you more than you’ll ever know.

Anyway, off to bed now.

Avery bit her lip, sadness uncoiling inside her. If only Mariann had gotten to say these words to his face. If only... if only…

She rubbed her wearying eyes and flipped to the last entry. Mariann had almost filled up her entire journal with beautiful things. She was enjoying her life, and then all of a sudden it was gone. It just wasn’t right. If they ever caught her killer, she wanted to force him to read a few of these entries himself to see how much damage he’d caused.

My blood pressure was high today, so I’m just relaxing with a little wine on the back porch. I don’t know what to write tonight except that it’s so good to be home. That clinic is going to be the death of me yet. In more ways than one, I guess. I have concerns—doubts about ever starting this thing. Why did I decide to run a pharmacy and a clinic out of the same building? I’m in over my head. I’m facing something. Something I can’t talk about with anyone. I don’t even want to write about it in here because I don’t want anyone to find it, but if they already think I’m onto them, then this journal entry is the least of my worries. I’ve always prided myself on my independence. But for the first time, I can’t do this by myself. I need some help. There’s just too much, well, too much. I’ll leave it there.

Avery paused, re-reading over the last portion. Facing something? Already onto them? She lifted her eyes from the page and pondered the words for a few moments. Did that mean something was wrong, or was it a minor issue she was dealing with? Combined with the high blood pressure, it didn’t seem minor. Unless she was at her limit when it came to stress. Avery hurried to finish the last of the entry.

The truth is, I’m thinking about retiring in a few years. I want to spend more time with Sidnie and hopefully Lance and whatever families they’ll start. Find a new hobby. Writing in a journal is fun and all, but I’d love to learn to paint. After the first of the year, I’m going to take up painting. But definitely not now, so close to the holidays. Juniper Springs is breathtaking around the holidays. This year, I am determined to slow down and enjoy all the days before Thanksgiving and especially Christmas. I am going all out with decorating the clinic this year. That’s what I’m going to focus on.

Avery slammed the diary shut and flung it down onto the table. It landed with a heavy thud. She couldn’t. Just a few days before her death, and Mariann was daydreaming about decorating for and enjoying Christmas. Maybe this would have been the year that she and Lance reconnected, mother and son. But then it all went wrong. Her broken body was trapped in a mangled car, extinguishing any chance at the life that she had been dreaming of. She had been getting up there in years, but she was still dreaming… and that was taken away from her by a monster that was still loose out there.

It’s not right. It’s just not.

There was no way she would be able to concentrate on her work after reading Mariann’s entries, so she picked up the woman’s purse. It was so heavy, it felt like Mariann was moving an entire house in her bag. Avery dumped out the contents onto her desk haphazardly, instantly regretting the mess she’d made. Her desk was immediately covered in a fine powder that had come from an old eye shadow case that had broken open. Great. The glittery stuff that never came off.

Avery picked up Mariann’s legal pad which lay among the pile of OTC medications she kept in her purse. A few leftover shreds clung to the top, indicating that she had torn something off the otherwise new pad.

Avery lowered her gaze to the pages underneath, her eyes catching on the distinct capital letter F imprinted into the paper. She followed the imprint with her eyes and was startled to see her own name had been spelled out. Avery wasn’t exactly a common name. The likelihood of someone else in Juniper Springs with the same name wasn’t impossible, but it wasn’t likely either. Still, if Mariann was writing down her name, it had to be for a purpose—either PI or legal business. But, maybe she was reading too much into it. There were other possibilities. Her journal had suggested that maybe she wanted to patch things up with the relationships she’d damaged. Maybe Avery was a part of that.

She squinted, but other than her name, couldn’t make out what else had been written. She set the legal pad aside, noting the top sheet had about half of it torn off. Behind the half that was torn, it looked like there was another entire page missing. Maybe there was a note among the other purse items. She sifted through the items and sure enough, she found a crumpled piece of paper from the same legal pad. She unfolded it on her desk and ran her hand over it, smoothing out the wrinkles. There it was: in Mariann’s handwriting, the name “Avery Hart” with a phone number scribbled underneath her name. The phone number was neither her personal number nor her office number at the firm. It was the cellphone she used for her PI work. Why would Mariann want the number for her investigative business?

As she pondered it, a thought seized her, and she immediately reached for her phone and called Lance. Avery thought whatever Mariann had scribbled on the missing page might be either at the office, at the clinic, or in Mariann’s house. And since Lance was doing a thorough makeover of the clinic, she wanted to catch him before he threw out something that might be useful.

He answered the phone just before it went to voicemail. “Hello, gorgeous.”

She felt a warm blush heat her cheeks as a wave of goodness washed all over her again. “Hey,” she replied. “Have you emptied the trash in your office by chance?”

He busted out laughing. “What, now you’re making sure I clean the office every night?”

She hadn’t realized how that had sounded until he’d said it out loud. She added her laughter to his. “No, no. What I meant was, have you done it since you took over? I’m sure you have, but…”

“Actually,” he cut her off, “I haven’t really touched Mom’s office since I got here. I like being clean, but the trash can is honestly the last thing on my mind.”

Compassion washed through again. She understood that completely. She softened her tone. “I get that. Well, the reason I was asking—if you don’t mind—I’d like to come by this evening and look through the trash can. I’m following a paper trail. Literally.” She smiled at her own stupid pun.

Lance’s voice warmed. “Sure. We’re doing inventory today, so I should be here this evening.”

“Great! Well, I mean, not great for you. I can’t imagine inventory is any fun.”

“You aren’t kidding.” Lance huffed a sigh. “So, I’ll see you tonight?”

The sparkle in his voice added a little joy in her heart. “See you tonight.”

Avery ended the call. She couldn’t help but silently count down the hours until she would see him again. To pass the time, she opened Mariann’s laptop, wanting to go through her search history. It was her personal laptop, but Mariann didn’t seem to get on the Internet much. But what she had been researching a few days before her death raised a red flag in Avery’s mind and further drove the notion home that her death wasn’t an accident.

How to hire a private investigator in Washington State.

List of Private Investigators in Washington State near Juniper Springs.

So, it wasn’t a mistake that she had Avery’s detective number. She was clearly in search of an investigator.

But why?
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With the close of November at hand, the entire town of Juniper Springs bore the wondrous aroma of the coming season. The air was redolent with the scent of a bonfire in a backyard somewhere, maybe an elderly couple sitting around their fireplace at home or even a barbecue. Someone somewhere was burning leaves. Avery inhaled deeply, delighted with the aroma as she stepped out of her car and toward the clinic. A few cars still dotted the parking lot, and she spied Lance’s vehicle right away. Despite the chill in the air, she felt her body warm at the thought of being near him again.

Once the door closed behind her, Avery stopped short. Was she in the right building? She barely recognized it. Instead of dingy, old, stained walls from years of being overlooked, the clinic’s walls were now covered with a bright, happy yellow paint, and the trim around the ceiling was crisp and clean. The smell that greeted her was delightful. Rather than stringent antiseptics and bleach, the air smelled of a crisp apple pie or some kind of homemade, baked good. The pictures that hung on the walls were updated and fit perfectly with the town’s atmosphere; a magnificent buck sporting an attractive rack standing with his two front hooves on a rock; a waterfall that descended into a mountainous cavern; a woodland with a cabin nestled in the center.

How had he done so much so quickly?

“Can I help you?”

Avery’s mouth hung slightly agape as she turned to meet Ray’s gaze behind the pharmacy counter. “Hi... um.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Is Lan—Dr. Blair here?”

“Am I being summoned?”

Lance came around the corner. The bags under his eyes did nothing to alter the handsome appearance that always made Avery’s heart swell. “Hi,” she breathed.

“Come on back. You had something to discuss with me?” He gave her a look that told her he didn’t want to give the pharmacists anything to talk about. No hint of the sparks flying between them. For Avery, though, it was less sparks and more of a roaring fire burning inside her.

“Yes, please.”

“We can talk in my office.” Lance turned, and Avery nodded politely at Gloria as he led her into the back.

Somehow, even the back of the clinic looked better. “Lance, the place looks terrific!”

“You like the waiting rooms?” He cast her a glance over his shoulder, and instantly her body tingled. Why was it so alluring when he looked over his shoulder at her?

“Oh, yes,” she said shyly. “I’ve never seen this place look so good.”

“That’s why I’m here.” Pride simmered in his eyes. He clearly had no idea how his glances were affecting her. “I don’t want to change too much, but the dingy old walls, the hospital smell, and the stock photos from the nineties had to go. Besides,” he opened the door to the office he occupied and held the door for her, “back in the old days, doctors used to make house calls. So, I thought, this is a cozy little community, right? Why not make patients feel like their trip to the doctor’s office is actually more like making a house call?”

She wanted to tell him how much she adored his way of thinking. Lance had always been cautious of people, never trusting them and always keeping them at an arm’s distance. That was just his personality. But the professional side of him cared for the well-being of his patients, and it showed. He was really going all out for them.

“Makes me want to go to the doctor’s office more,” she offered. But it wasn’t the décor so much as it was the handsome doctor in front of her.

Avery wanted to slap herself. Just because she had kissed him didn’t mean she could go on daydreaming about him like a little girl fawning over her high-school crush. Which he was. But she was there to work. Focus, Hart. Get your head in the game.

“So, what exactly are you looking for?” Lance asked, closing the door behind them.

Avery set the kit she’d lugged in from her car down. “Puzzle pieces.” She flashed him an easy smile, then took some gloves out of her kit. She slipped them onto her wrist with a resounding snap. Now she was serious about her work.

Lance appeared amused as he watched her. “So, you want to go through my trash?”

“Not exactly.” Avery knelt in front of the waste basket, not even wanting to put it on the desk. “I want to go through your mother’s trash. Yours I could care less about.”

She dug out pieces of paper, not bothering to smooth out the ones that didn’t match the color or print of the legal pad. Other than a few pieces of gum wrapped up in some paper, she thankfully didn’t find anything too repulsive. The more she dug without finding what she was looking for, the more she began to despair.

There. Exactly the color of the legal pad. Avery took out the wad of paper as excitement blossomed in her chest. It was definitely thick enough to be a whole paper instead of half a sheet like the one that contained her number. She began to unwrap it but shuddered at the chewed up piece of blue gum that firmly stuck the papers together.

She stood up, trying to unwrap it carefully. Lance eyed her. “If you want a piece of gum that badly, I have some at the reception desk.”

Avery’s lip curled. “Only if it’s spearmint.” She tore a small piece of the paper and sighed. “I think this is important.”

She moved her finger underneath the gum and gently started to push it up. As she did, the gum began to loosen, but it was removing the first layer of paper along with it. As she continued working at it, the paper finally came loose. The gum still clung to one side of the page, but Avery was able to flatten out the paper. She swallowed hard, her fears seeming to be confirmed when she saw it was a note addressed to her.

Avery, I think I might need your help. I’ve found something concerning, and I think I might be in…

That was it? She had stopped writing after “in?” In what? Danger? Trouble? In too deep? Those were the exact words in the diary. Had the diary entry been related to this note somehow? Maybe Mariann had written about the reason she wrote this note, without getting too specific for some reason.

Perplexed, she put the note down so Lance could read it too. Once he did, he looked up at her, searching her face for the answer that she, too, was hunting.

“Lance, I could be wrong, but I think your mother was trying to hire me as a PI.”

Confusion spread across his face. “What makes you think that?”

Avery lowered her head, shaking it as she did. Everything made sense. Her last journal entry sounded more like she was in trouble than ready to give up. I’m facing something ... if they’re onto me. The words echoed in her memory. And now this… “I found a note in her purse with my name and PI phone number on it. Then I went through her internet search history.” She looked up at Lance, her voice becoming more intense as she spoke. “A few days before…”

Avery bit her words. She was killed. Everything was still so fresh, and this was her son she was talking to. His emotions were probably raw, no matter how he concealed them. “A few days before the car wreck, she was searching for private investigators and how to hire them. She mentioned something in her journal about needing to hire some help. And then this?” She held up the note.

Lance leaned forward, eyes narrowed as he studied the note. “Mom,” he whispered, shaking his head. “What were you keeping to yourself? What didn’t you tell us?”

Were they reading too much into this? Avery didn’t want to ignore the signs. Mariann, writing about needing to hire some help in her journal, then writing down Avery’s phone number? A wave of sadness hit her. What if her initial instinct was right? What if it wasn’t an accident? What if it was planned? What if her ominous words if they’re onto me meant something more than just a feud with someone?

“Did you ever look into her patients?” Avery inquired. “I know you’re busy, but if you did, did anything jump out at you?”

Lance’s jaw was set. “Nothing. I’ve been thinking about asking the staff here if they’d seen her argue with patients or received any weird phone calls… I just haven’t been able to get to it yet.”

Avery shook her head. “Leave that to me. They don’t need to know you’re in on this.” She glanced at the door to make sure no one was listening, then leaned forward, her eyes set on him. “Let’s just say for the sake of argument she had some issues with the staff here at the clinic. If you keep it to yourself and act like everything’s normal, we can count on whoever’s behind this to slip up and get careless.”

She could see him digesting her words, then nodded. “You’re right. But won’t they know you’ve talked to me too?”

Avery smirked. “Leave that to me, Blair. I’m good at my job.”

Silence settled between them like quiet snow. Avery realized that she was leaning close enough to catch a subtle hint of his cologne. The aroma drew her in and made her want to be closer to him.

His gaze locked on hers like a steel trap. He stared at her for a few moments before moving closer…

Was he going to kiss her again? Anticipation mounted inside her, but she forced herself to relax.

Lance released a breath and murmured in that resonant undertone of his. “Come by the house when you can. We need to talk.”

Avery stared at him, relishing the invitation. She forced herself to nod. “I will.”
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Lance’s invitation still intrigued Avery as she went about her day. She wanted nothing more than to spend time with him and was dying to know what he wanted to talk about. Did he want to talk about whatever was going on between them? Surely with the way he looked at her, it couldn’t just be his mother’s case that was on his mind. Or maybe it was, and she was just reading too much into it. She couldn’t control that she hoped for things to progress between them.

But she had to.

Avery could kick herself for falling for him again. Every time she saw him, she felt more attracted to him. Somehow, he enchanted her with the way he spoke, and the way he looked at her… and when he did, nothing else seemed to matter.

But it did matter. He was leaving as soon as Sidnie could find a replacement. It was imminent, and then he’d be gone, and she would be left with half of her heart again. But she wasn’t ready to let go. The bonds they were developing—again—weren’t something she could just coldly cut off when the time came.

Why? Why did she do that to herself?

Gracie knocked on the door and poked her head in. “This came for you. It was dropped off.” Avery reached for the package. It was a small padded envelope with Avery’s name and address scrawled on the front but no return name or address. She studied it through a curious frown. “Thanks, Gracie.”

“Mm-hmm.” Gracie skipped from the room.

Avery smoothed her fingers over the packaging. Beneath the lumps of bubble wrap was something small and flat. With tentative hands, she carefully opened the package and dumped the contents onto her desk. When she saw what had fallen out, her heart froze. It may as well have been an explosive.

She found herself staring at a broken piece of a taillight. A few cracks spider-webbed through the ruby red surface of the plastic, but it was no mistake what it was. The note that had been included with the piece of plastic had a generic typewriter font and two simple words that sent a chill through her heart. Avery read, then reread the menacing words.

You’re dead.

The taillight. There was no mistaking who this came from.

They know.

Avery racked her brain thinking that whoever had sent this knew she’d found the broken headlight, which was what had tipped her off to Mariann’s accident not being an accident at all. She thought back, trying to remember who’d been there that day. Who might have overheard her talking to Chief Simmons. The police. It had to be. A dirty cop? She reached for her phone to contact Chief Simmons… then stopped. No. She didn’t want to blame the department. Not yet.

Instead, she got to her feet and raced out of her office. “Gracie?”

Gracie stopped on her way down the hall and turned. “Yeah?” Her eyes grew wide when she saw Avery’s pale face. “What’s wrong?”

“Who left this?” Avery held up the envelope. “What did they look like—what did they say?”

Gracie’s mouth hung agape as she looked down at the envelope. “I don’t know. They said it was for you and left. He had a hoodie on, and sunglasses. Long black hair.”

Avery raced back to her office, calling over her shoulder. “Have Dad or someone check the security footage and let me know where he went, where he came from,” she called over her shoulder as she went back to her desk. She grabbed her phone with a shaking hand and fumbled over the keys as she sent a text to Lance.

Lance... something came up. I need to talk to you. Tonight. Please be at your mother’s house. I’m coming over as soon as I can.

OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]

[image: ]

When Lance answered the door that evening, the pallor on Avery’s face confirmed his suspicions that something was wrong. Avery never allowed herself to be shaken like this. Lance shut the door behind her, bolting it quickly. “Avery? What’s wrong?”

She shook so wildly, the buttons of her coat kept slipping through her fingers as she tried to take it off. Lance reached out, gently taking her hands in his. He unbuttoned her coat for her without even thinking about how she might feel about that. “Are you okay?”

Avery shook her head. “I’m worried about something. I don’t like what I’m finding.”

She shrugged out of her coat, and Lance took it from her to hang up by the door. “Come on in; tell me about it.”

He led her to the living room and gestured for her to sit on the couch. Before she was even seated, she thrust the envelope she’d received at him. He looked at it curiously. “What’s this?”

“This came for me today. It was dropped off.”

Whatever was in there didn’t look good. Lance took the envelope, reaching inside. “Do I need gloves for this?”

“There’s no fingerprints. I checked before I left.”

Of course, she had. Lance pulled the items out of the envelope. He stared at the piece of taillight, then read the threatening note that had been included. His blood began to boil. “What in the…”

“I think it’s a cop!” Avery’s voice became a high-pitched whisper. “How else would they know about the broken vehicle light?”

“What broken vehicle light?” Lance tilted his head to look at her.

“I was looking at the broken glass on the highway at your mother’s accident. It was one of the first things I looked at. I think someone was there and realized what I was doing.”

She was right. They were onto her. Why else would they send a taillight?

Lance stared at Avery. She seemed more horrified about the culprit being one of their own police officers than the fact that her life was in danger. At that point, Lance was less concerned about finding the killer than he was about Avery’s safety. Their kiss had awakened a fact that he could no longer deny: he cared more about Avery than she would ever know. His blood began to boil over. First, they’d run her off of the road. And now they were making death threats. Whoever they turned out to be, they seemed to want one of two things: Avery dead, or off the case. Maybe they wanted to scare her away. Whatever it was, Lance wasn’t taking any chances.

If it required him giving up discovering the truth about what happened to his mom, then he would give it up. He would not put Avery in harm’s way again.

“I want you off the case,” he blurted out. “It’s becoming too dangerous for you.”

The surprise on her face was soon replaced by an expression of anger. “What?”

“I don’t want you getting hurt!” Lance held up the taillight and note as proof. “These people are threatening your life, Avery. I won’t let that happen.”

“Lance,” her clenched fists landed hard in her lap, “I’m not giving up this case! They can’t touch me—”

“They already have touched you,” Lance snapped. If it took fire and brimstone to convince her, he’d light the fire himself. “Do I need to remind you how lucky you were to come away from that accident with just a head injury? Next time you might not be breathing!”

Avery shot to her feet, standing in a defensive posture, her eyes flaring with rage. “You are not taking me off of this case!”

“Yes, I am.” He stood and loomed over her.

“You can’t do that. You know I won’t stop looking.”

“Return my mother’s things to the house and give it up, Avery. I’m not asking.”

“You’re not my boss. And this isn’t the military for you to command me.”

“I did hire you for the case, so that makes me the boss. And right now, I’m telling you to call it off! You’re fired.”

“Fine!” She gestured with her hand. “I’ll let Sidnie know what’s going on!”

“You think Sidnie can afford you?” he scoffed.

“I’ll do it for free! I am not giving this up, Lance!”

“I’m not going to tell you again!” His voice came out like a lion’s roar. “You. Are. Off. This. Case.”

“I don’t need you to protect me!” Her voice became shrill. “I’ve been doing this for years! This is not the first death threat I’ve received, and if I’m doing my job right, it won’t be the last.”

“That doesn’t matter. You don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

“You don’t know who you’re dealing with!” She spat each word with vitriol. “Do you know what I had to go through to get to where I am today? Do you?” Her entire body jerked with emphasis. “I’m not scared of this.”

“This has nothing to do with being scared, and you know it.” He narrowed his eyes into a glare. “Don’t you dare twist my words.”

“I don’t need your protection, and I don’t need you telling me what to do! It’s my life, and I can do with it as I choose. And if I decide to take this case, I will! I’m not letting a monster get away just because I got scared—or rather—you got scared! Do you know how it would look if I backed down because of a couple of death threats?”

“Oh, what, you’re more worried about your reputation in some perp’s eyes than you are about your life? Is that all that your life is, Avery? Proving yourself?”

“You don’t know the first thing about me!” she bellowed.

The sound of shattering glass and splintering wood cut through her shrieks at Lance. They watched in horror as something splintered the wooden mantel above the fireplace. A split-second later, a hole appeared in the wall beside the mantel, and Lance’s eyes widened as the shock wore off and realization dawned on him.

“Get down!” Lance took Avery’s arm and yanked her to the ground. He didn’t have to pull very hard, so she must have figured it out too. A porcelain figurine on the mantel and a picture frame exploded simultaneously, sending shards of glass across the room.

Lance tried to cover Avery, but she rolled to the side and out of his grasp. She reached up onto the couch and yanked her purse onto the ground just as three more shots tore into the couch. She reached into her bag and withdrew a handgun as more shots rang out, tearing chunks out of the walls.

Lance’s mind switched gears and locked onto one thing: survival—not just him but for Avery as well. In a flash, he was back in Afghanistan and found himself crawling, arm over arm out of the room. One of the first things he had done when he arrived was locate where his mom kept her weapons, and now he was glad he had.

“I’ll be right back!” he shouted to Avery, as he cleared the living area. Once he was in the hall, he jumped to his feet and ran to the spare room. Throwing the door open, he ran to the gun safe and flung it open, grabbing the Remington hunting rifle and a box of ammunition. After quickly loading it, he turned and dashed back to the living room, desperate to save Avery.
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The whole heated argument with Lance had faded the moment the first gunshot rang out. The fact that bullets were raining into both the living room and the dining room told her that there were multiple shooters. When a break in the shooting came, she scurried to the window and squeezed off a shot, then ducked back down again as bullets thudded hard into the side of the house. As shots continued to ring out, Avery dug her cell phone out of her pocket and hastily dialed 911.

“This is Avery Hart,” she said, then rattled off Mariann’s address from memory. “There are two or more armed people outside shooting at us. There are two of us in the house. We need help now!”

Another round of shots shattered glass and tore into the walls. Avery peeked over the window sill, but the assailants, whoever they were, stayed hidden.

“We have officers en route to your location.” The assurances from the dispatcher did nothing for her. Avery knew that in the time it took to drive the mountain pathway to Mariann’s house, there would be enough time to take a bullet or two. She fired again, her eyes narrowed and focused on the outside.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lance squatting down in the hallway, rifle in hand. Their eyes met briefly as more bullets thumped into the side of the house. She didn’t know how they were going to get out of this.
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The feeling of the butt of the gun nestled against his shoulder felt too familiar. The sound of the gunfire brought back the echoes of that dreadful day. As the unwanted memories invaded his mind, Lance forced himself to focus on each little thing, bit by bit. All that mattered was survival—his and Avery’s.

At another break in the gunfire, he scampered to the window and squeezed off a round, then racked another one. He squinted, his eyes cutting through the darkness, and saw a shadowy figure sheltering behind a tree. The guy had a slight build and didn’t look to be much bigger than a teenager. Could they actually be dealing with a kid?
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Avery’s eyes locked onto the shooter’s silhouette. He was small. Skinny. And judging by his awkward, uncomfortable stance, he wasn’t experienced with a gun. But he fired off another couple of shots that drove her back down beneath the window again. She’d noticed that his shots drove him back a step as if he wasn’t expecting the recoil from his weapon, further cementing the idea he wasn’t well versed in firearms. She raised up and took aim again, setting her sights on his leg. She had no intention to kill, only to wound. She squeezed the trigger.

The figure stumbled as if surprised by how close her shot had come. He dropped his gun in a panic, looked around, then yelled something to his companions before he turned and plunged into the woods. Two other men who had been hiding behind some trees scattered, running off into the woods. The shooting stopped. She thought it likely their getaway vehicle was stashed among the trees out there.

“No. He’s not getting away.” Avery slipped her weapon into the holster she’d clipped to her belt.

“Avery, where are you going?” Lance demanded.

“Cover me!” She sprang through the shot-out window, then broke into a sprint, chasing their attackers. This guy was not getting away. No one was going to shoot at her and get away with it!

Lance yelled something frantically behind her, but Avery didn’t care to pay any attention to him. She heard the wail of a siren in the distance somewhere behind her as she ran. The police had arrived, but they wouldn’t be able to help her. She gritted her teeth and ran, dodging branches, rocks, and whatever other obstacles lay in her path as she chased the suspect.
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Seeing Avery get up during the middle of a shoot-out was crazy enough, but when she leaped through the window to chase the shooter, Lance had nearly lost his mind. Enough was enough. Lance sprang from the side of the wall and like her, jumped through the broken-out window, landing hard on the ground beneath it; he instantly regretted his decision. An instant burst of pain shot up his right leg, a reminder of why he didn’t do things like that anymore. The ache in his leg spread through his entire body, but he gritted his teeth and pressed on anyway. The only thing driving him forward was Avery. He could see her ahead of him, darting among the wide branches of the trees. She was lithe, fast, and agile. Things he would never be. It was all he could do to keep her in sight.

“Avery, get back here!” he hollered. He didn’t want the last words between them to be an argument, so he pushed himself.

Behind him, he heard the sirens and clamor of the police arriving at his house. He was glad for the reinforcements, but they wouldn’t think to look that far into the woods.

He stopped for a moment, relishing the brief respite. He raised his rifle and fired a round into the air, making sure the police were alerted to their location. That done, he gritted his teeth and started after Avery again.

The flashlights from the police illuminated the trees around him, and their voices echoed among the wide, thick trunks, alerting Lance that help was just behind them. Avery was up ahead of him and seemed to be closing the gap with the gunman.
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With one more burst of energy, Avery launched herself forward, slamming her shoulder against the perp’s back. He stumbled forward as Avery grabbed and clawed, sending him face first into the ground. She landed on top of him, driving the breath from his lungs with a loud “oof.” Moving swiftly and nimbly, she got his arm pinned behind his back and twisted it painfully. He cried out in agony as she held him. Avery heard the shouts of the police somewhere behind her and knew they would be there shortly.

She smiled wolfishly, savoring the taste of her victory. If she was right, this was the same guy who had taken Mariann’s life, and she could finally look him in the eye. She would finally know the why behind Mariann’s wreck and who had threatened her for seeking the truth. At last, Avery would deliver justice for Mariann.

Excited to reveal the monster, Avery grabbed his shoulder and flipped him onto his back, then knelt on his chest, staring down at him coldly. But when she looked into his eyes, she felt a stitch in her heart. She had no idea who she was chasing, but as she looked into the man’s face, she knew it wasn’t who she’d been expecting.

“George?”

She couldn’t keep the shock out of her voice as she gazed into the dark, hateful eyes of George, Clemmie Myers’s lover. Her breath and her words left her in a rush, and all she could do was stare at him.

Lance hobbled up beside her, keeping his gun shouldered and ready to fire if George tried anything. “Wait, you know this clown?”

“Unfortunately,” she bit out.

She looked at Lance and noticed that he was pale and that the run through the forest had taken a toll on him. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” he growled.

George glared up at her, spitting a string of vile curses at her.

“Hey,” Lance bellowed at him. “Don’t you ever speak to her like that again, or I’m going to have something to say about it.”

“What are you going to do, Romeo?” George shouted. “So, you get to be with your lover, but I don’t get to be with mine? How is that fair?”

“Life isn’t fair, George,” Avery said. “Life isn’t fair.”

Shouts and flashing lights flooded the clearing, and a few officers burst onto the scene to take charge. Over the shouting, Avery got to her feet. “There were two others—they went that way.”

A few officers broke away from the group in the direction where Avery was pointing while the rest closed in on her and George.
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By the time the police had found and apprehended both of George’s cronies, the flurry of their arrests left Avery exhausted, but she was more worried about Lance. She kept glancing at him throughout the time she gave her statement to the officers and noticed that he was favoring his left leg more than usual. He shifted his weight as much as he could and leaned against the trunk of a tree. Once they got back to the house again after giving their statements, he lowered himself onto the chair on the front porch, grimacing in pain as he did. Avery started to go back into the house to retrieve her coat, but stopped and turned back to him. “Hey. You okay?”

He looked up at her with discomfort in his eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

Avery’s watched as he massaged his right leg. She knew he was hurting and felt nothing but a wave of compassion. She also wondered if the firefight had stirred memories that caused him more pain than the leg, and it broke her heart.

Lance turned to her, his face tight. “What were you thinking? Running after a gunman like that? What was going through your head, Avery?”

“I wanted him caught. I knew if I didn’t do something, he would get away again.”

“You were reckless.”

Avery hesitated for a moment, then turned and crouched down beside him. “If you’re going to be around me, you’ll have to get used to my recklessness. It’s just who I am.”

Fondness danced across his features for a moment, and a wry smile tugged at his lips. “Are you going to the station?”

Well, good. He was dropping the subject. For now, anyway. “Yes,” she replied.

Lance fell quiet for a few seconds. “I’ll come with you.”

Avery returned her gaze to him. He didn’t seem to want to go with her to reprimand her or be overly protective. Instead, he sounded like he wanted to be there to support her. Even in his pain, he wanted to be there for her.

She sat next to him on the edge of her chair. Slowly, she reached out her hand and gently placed it on his right knee. She wished that her touch could make the pain go away. “I’ll drive.”

Lance met her gaze with gratitude. “Good plan.”
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Avery leaned against the wall, arms crossed over her chest, and watched the parade. George glared daggers at her as the officers led him past her. “You—!” he swore at her. “You got me into this mess, you stalker! My whole band’s going down because of you!”

Avery set her jaw, refusing to engage.

“Let’s go.” The officer pulled George, leading him down the hallway. George cursed and spat the whole way. Avery watched, glad to see them go.

Chief Simmons strode over to her, his face stern. Lance got to his feet and stood beside her. Chief Simmons bore the weariness of someone who had been working too long. “George confessed to everything,” he informed Avery. She let the words sink in, hungry for an explanation. “He was angry at you. Said you were spying on him and Clemmie. Apparently, Clint Myers confronted his wife the same day you saw them at the lake. Clemmie lost everything. Her husband demanded a divorce.”

“Meaning that he would take all the money with him, and she’d have to find a job,” Avery added.

“Well,” Chief Simmons shrugged. “Clint wasn’t quiet about the divorce, and word got out that George was having an affair with a married woman. Anyway, Timberline said they didn’t want him or his band to perform there anymore. They don’t want to be associated with a guy who’s got that kind of reputation.”

A dark gloom overshadowed Avery’s heart as George’s confession hit her. “So, he was willing to kill me for that? Because I caught him cheating?”

Chief Simmons nodded. “You destroyed his band and his relationship with Clemmie. Apparently, she left him, too, because of everything that went down. So, yeah, he was pretty upset.”

Though he stood beside her, Avery felt every muscle in Lance’s body tense. She was as angry as him. Her life had been needlessly put in danger because she’d exposed somebody’s wrongdoing. The mere thought of it filled her with rage. “So, he’s the one that ran me off the road?”

“He admitted to stalking you at the park and trying to run you off the road, yeah. He also admitted to writing that note on your rental car and sending that death threat to your office?” Chief Simmons’s voice held a questioning tone. “You didn’t tell me about the death threat.”

“I just got it today.” Avery hung her head. “Ugh. So,” something grabbed her attention, “the taillight that was enclosed... that wasn’t part of Mariann West’s case?”

“No. He said he went back to the scene where he ran you off the road and picked up a piece of your broken taillight.”

A coincidence. All of it. Avery had been so distracted by all the things happening to her that she might have read too much into Mariann’s case… but hiring a PI? The journal? The evidence at the scene? Surely it all meant something.

Right?

“So, none of these,” she waved her hand, trying to come up with the right phrasing to voice her thoughts, “the death threats and everything else… it has nothing to do with Mariann West’s case?”

She shared a look with Lance.

“No. It doesn’t look that way,” the chief confirmed. “If it’s even a case at all.”

Avery bit her lip. She hadn’t told him about Mariann looking to hire her as a private investigator or the darkly worded journal entry. Other than that, did they really have much of anything to go on? She could normally piece evidence together easily enough to see the bigger picture, but tonight, she couldn’t seem to think. Tonight, she couldn’t sort out what involved Mariann and what didn’t.

“But what about the paint transfer... the bloody strap?” she asked.

Chief Simmons looked her in the eyes, switching his gaze between Lance and her, as if to drive home his opinion. “If it was a hit and run, then unfortunately, we’ll probably never know who did it.”

“So, you’re going to let it go?” Avery asked. “Just like that?”

“We don’t have anything else to go on, Hart,” Chief Simmons replied. “I know you’re convinced this was intentional, but we don’t have any evidence to back that up. The cell phone is circumstantial, the acceleration marks aren’t linked to anything, and the bloody strap had the deer’s blood all over it. It was probably laying on the highway and the deer landed on it somehow before winding up where we found it. The paint transfer?” he paused, “may be the only indicator of a hit and run. May.”

What about the hunters’ story? What about the notes she didn’t tell him about? She opened her mouth, but then decided that arguing her case wouldn’t convince him of anything. She slowly closed her mouth and forced herself to nod. “I understand.”

“I appreciate you looking into it though,” Chief Simmons added, looking over her shoulder at Lance. “But we need to get this family a closed case so they can move on.”

Although his voice was gentle, his conclusion was as sharp as a razor. She felt the weight of defeat settling down on her shoulders. “Of course.”

Chief Simmons nodded to Lance. “I’m sorry about your mother’s house, Dr. Blair. We’ll make sure you can get the damage fixed as soon as possible.”

“No problem, Chief.”

As if the situation could get any worse. Avery had gone to Lance with the death threat, thinking it was part of Mariann’s case. But it had only resulted in his late mother’s beautiful home being riddled with bullets. He had just lost his mother and relived the nightmare he confessed to her at the bar. Both of which were the last thing he needed. Everything was her fault.

Tears stung her eyes, but she denied them. Once Chief Simmons had left them alone, she turned and seated herself on the bench again. Hanging her head, she made sure to hide her face behind her hair so he couldn’t see the defeat in her eyes.

“Hey,” Lance began as he settled down beside her and stretched out his right leg. “You tried. You followed a lead, and it happened to not be correct. The very fact that you wouldn’t give up on what you believed to be true says a lot about your character. It’s a good thing.”

“It’s not just that.” Her voice was thick with the weight of unshed tears. She looked up at him, daring him see into her heart. “I let you down, Lance. Your mother’s home is a mess, and your leg is needlessly hurting now because of me.”

Lance shook his head before she had even finished speaking. “No, no, none of this is your fault. It was that idiot George that put this all in motion. How could you know it wasn’t related to Mom’s case? Don’t worry. I’ll restore the house to its former glory, if not make it better. Trust me.” He smiled.

Avery searched his face. “I hate this.”

He sighed. “Come here.” He extended an arm and, against her better judgment, she leaned into his embrace. She felt his arm encircle her, giving her a sense of security that she hadn’t felt all day.

He breathed deeply. “Listen… about tonight.”

“Don’t…” Avery closed her eyes. “Don’t even say it.”

“No, I have to bring it up. I don’t want to argue with you. I just…” he released a breath. “I don’t like it when you act recklessly. It puts your life in danger and—” his voice sharpened, “—and I can’t stand the thought of losing you.”

Avery slowly moved her head up to fully face him, soaking in his words without adding any of her own.

“Whatever this is…” He waved his hand up and down between them. “It’s made me impossibly head over heels for you. And after tonight, I can’t let another minute pass without telling you how I feel.”

Anticipation overshadowed all the events she had been through that evening. Did he care for her as much as she did for him? Or even... love her? Did she dare say that she loved him?

Lance gently squeezed her shoulders, and the touch made her feel so tender, so safe. He let the air settle for a moment before he made a move to get to his feet. “I’d better get you out of here. I can imagine you’re tired.”

Avery slowly nodded and got to her feet. She was tired, but even in light of Lance’s confession for her, she felt defeated. On the one hand, she thought she’d blown it by reading too much into Mariann’s case. On the other hand, she wondered if she was letting it go too quickly. If nothing else, she should try to figure out why Mariann wanted to hire her.

That, and she wasn’t ready to give up working with Lance just yet. Tonight only demonstrated that she cared more about him than she was willing to admit out loud. Whether or not he returned the sentiment—and she suspected he might—she couldn’t just walk away. Not now.
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Over the next few days, Avery’s mind was a beehive of noisy thoughts which resulted in no resolution. As she tried to busy herself with her work at the office, she couldn’t stop her mind from returning to the events of the past few days. Some of the shock had worn off from the shoot-out at Mariann’s house, but in its stead a flurry of confusion settled in.

She tried not to think too hard about Mariann’s case-that-was-not-a-case, but one thing kept nagging at her mind: Mariann was on the brink of asking her for help; she just hadn’t done it in time. If there was one thing Avery could do for her now, she could at least find out why.

In the late afternoon hours, as the sun cast a lazy glow through the blinds in her office window, she blinked and caught herself staring into nothing again. Well, it was better to take action than just sit and stare. The case was eating away at her, and she couldn’t help but let it roll around in her mind.

She reached into her lower desk drawer and withdrew the items that she had kept regarding Mariann’s case: her photos from the accident she’d printed off, her notes, and some of Mariann’s things. Knowing that the person who’d sent her death threats was unrelated to the case gave her a new sense of freedom. She didn’t have to look over her shoulder and worry about who might be watching as she glanced through the evidence.

What was it about Mariann’s wreck that continued to nag at her? Was it the deer? The Animal Control people who had taken the deer carcass had confirmed that it was a kill shot. With a shot like that, the deer wouldn’t have been able to run, but it wasn’t the wrong deer. The rack confirmed it was the same one the hunters shot. There were a million explanations for the deer, as well as the acceleration marks. The cell phone was likely completely unrelated, but she could at least look into that. She couldn’t do much with the paint transfer without a sample to compare it to, so she would work with what she had.

Avery pulled up a cell phone number search on her server, grateful that she’d had the wherewithal to take down the phone number of the phone in question. She typed the number into her search database and clicked enter. If nothing else, it at least made her feel like she was doing something. When it finally popped up with zero results, Avery groaned.

A burner phone. Of course.

Could she get lucky with the number from the text message? She pulled out her photos and read the number across the top. Confirming twice, she typed it in and waited, not holding her breath. She was right... another burner phone.

So, two burner phones. One the recipient. And a sketchy message. It has been done. Meet u 7:10. Avery ran a few scenarios through her head. First, assuming that Mariann’s death was indeed premeditated, why toss a cell phone out into the grass at the crime scene? Did this guy have a single brain cell? Was it dropped accidentally? Second, the timeline didn’t add up. The message called for a meeting at 7:10, and Mariann’s time of death was estimated around 10:30 p.m. that night. The message sounded ominous, but it didn’t mean it was related to some sinister activity.

Or was it, perhaps, a plant?

Avery chewed on that for a few minutes. She had considered the deer being planted at the scene, but what about the cell phone? What if there was a killer, and he was trying to frame someone else? Or maybe they were trying to throw people off the trail by causing a distraction somehow?

Avery tossed the notion of the cell phone aside. What could she glean from something she had no evidence was related? But, she remembered, there was something else at the scene that sparked a memory. Simmons had said the blood on the strap matched the deer. But when she found the deer, he wasn’t lying on the strap; the strap was beside him… which brought her back to her original question. Simmons mentioned the deer might have landed on it during the accident. But what if the deer was planted, and that strap was indicative that the deer was transported to the scene? All of Avery’s circular thoughts swirled back to the same question: Who would want to kill Mariann West?

Avery glanced at the time. She had finished her office work for the day, and the afternoon still had some life in it. There was one lead that she had promised Lance she would look into; she hadn’t had a chance to follow up on it because everything had broken loose that night. So, she decided to casually head to the clinic.

She stood and stretched. Besides. Heading to the clinic would give her a chance to see Lance again. She’d never turn something like that down.
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It wasn’t just oxycodone. It was hydrocodone and a concerning amount of fentanyl. The numbers were staggeringly off.

Lance knew he was going to have to report it and get the state board and possibly the DEA involved, but all he could do was stare at the paper. “I double counted everything,” Gloria informed him. “Sometimes even triple counted. Those are the numbers.”

Lance could only nod. “What does this tell you?”

“Well,” she began, sitting back and trying to catch her breath. She looked at him like he was blaming her for the discrepancy. But Lance had staged a little test for Gloria to “accidentally” let her see the number of the medications that were missing. So, she hadn’t attempted to hide the fact that the numbers were off. She’d reported them as she’d counted them. “There are only two options: either the pharmacists haven’t been paying attention to the medicines they’re filling, or someone is stealing them.”

Lance had known this in his gut from the moment he’d seen the first incorrect number, but he’d kept his lips sealed about it. “Listen. This is confidential,” he said, gazing at her sternly. “You need to keep this between us for now.”

“Will do.”

Lance packed the weight of everything he felt into one loud sigh. He dropped his head into his open palm. “Do you have any idea who could be swiping the meds?”

Gloria glanced around the office, like she expected him to have a hidden bug somewhere recording everything she said. “Well, can I confide something in you?”

He leaned forward, matching her lowered tone. “Absolutely. Whatever you say doesn’t go beyond this room.”

Gloria sighed, twisting her hands in her lap. “I don’t know if it means anything, but no one in the pharmacy likes Ray. He treats us all like we’re idiots. He’s even yelled at us a couple of times. I’m not saying this because I don’t like him,” she bit her lower lip, nervousness flashing in her eyes. “But I don’t see anyone else in the pharmacy stealing the meds.”

Lance pondered her words so strongly that his vision began to narrow, his mind focusing only on what he knew of Ray. The man had been off-putting to him from the minute he’d arrived. But lately, like a switch had been flipped, he’d started being nicer. He had an inflated ego, and Lance had come close to giving him the boot many times. But was that enough to make him a thief? A drug dealer?

He nodded to Gloria. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention. And if you think of anything else, please, feel free to come to me.”

Gloria nodded, rising to her feet. “Thanks, Doctor Blair. I’m sorry about all of this.”

Lance shook his head dismissively. “No, thank you. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

As she stood to leave, there was a knock on the door. Gloria gave a start as if she knew someone would be watching her now. Lance kept his composure as he leaned around her. “Come in.”

The door opened, and as Avery stepped through, he fought his surprise to see her. Avery glanced at Gloria for a moment before looking at him with questions in her eyes. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt…”

“We were finished,” Gloria confirmed, ducking out the door.

Avery turned to Lance with a strange look on her face. “Is everything okay?”

What could he say? He couldn’t confide this in her. It was a colossal issue, and given the potential legal ramifications of it, he didn’t know what he could or should say. He shook his head. “Just the same usual stuff around here. This place is a mess, and I’m tired of dealing with incompetent staff. Not Gloria, per se, but everyone else.”

Avery giggled, but her joy seemed to dim. “Hey, I have a question.”

“Step right up.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “You’re not the only one in the hot seat today.”

He saw the confusion register on her face before she cracked another laugh. “Oh, I see,” she said, sitting down. “I’ve been thinking. About what Chief Simmons said… about your mother’s accident.”

He watched her as she paused, unsure if he wanted to go down this road. “Yes?”

“I just…” she sighed, raising her eyes to the ceiling. “I know I need to let this go, but there’s something I just can’t get out of my head, and it’s the fact that she had written my number down to call me for some type of investigative work.”

Lance paused, her words like a thunderclap in his ears as the pieces fell into place. Investigative work. Of course. It all made sense. She was hiring Avery to poke around the clinic to find out about this opioid situation. Mariann probably didn’t want to risk her clinic being shut down with an official investigation by the state board, so she was trying to keep it hush-hush and handle it in-house. Of course, that had to be it.

Avery didn’t see the storm raging inside of him and continued on like nothing was wrong. “I was wondering—with your permission—I know, I know,” she said, holding up a hand, already acting defeated, “we talked about this… well, if you can consider yelling about it ‘talking.’”

Yeah, he had yelled at her, hadn’t he? Blast that temper and commanding, protective nature of his.

“I really need to settle it for myself,” she continued, putting a hand over her heart. “Because she was going to reach out to me for help, but it was too late. I just have questions that need answers.”

A solemn silence settled down over them for a few moments. Lance understood where she was coming from. After all, he couldn’t really seem to let it go either. Should he tell her? The words were on the tip of his tongue, but in the end, he couldn’t bring himself to tell her about the missing opioids—not yet. Knowing her, she would probably find out about them by the end of the day anyway.

“What are you asking me to do?” he asked.

She stiffened like she wanted to get the words out as fast as possible for fear of his reaction. “I said that I would look into your staff. If anyone would know, it would be the ones she spent the most time with. I can do it inconspicuously, you know.”

It would be nice to have a second pair of eyes on this problem, especially Avery’s baby blues—eyes that never seemed to miss a thing. Having her insights while he looked into it himself wouldn’t be the worst idea ever. “Sure. Do what you have to.”

She stared at him with her mouth hanging open and a look of surprise on her face. She’d obviously been ready for a fight. “Wait, that’s it?”

“Well, yes,” Lance replied. “You have to solve this thing to your own satisfaction. I get that. So do what you need to do to achieve the closure you need.”

She blinked, surprise still unwinding across her face. “Wow. I—” she stammered, leaning back in her seat, “I didn’t expect you to give in so easily.”

Lance sighed through his nose. “Avery, look. I know that we fought about this before. But I know now that the person who was trying to kill you had nothing to do with my mother’s case. But let’s just keep this between us for now. I don’t want you to get in trouble with anybody or risk losing your PI license. Just... promise me something.” He gave her that long, intense stare that quieted her every time. “If you find that you’re getting in too deep, let me know. I need complete honesty from you, and if you’re getting in over your head, get out. Understand me?”

Avery studied his face for a moment before nodding her acquiescence. “Okay. I will. I promise.”

“Good.” He slapped a hand on some papers, then gathered them up into one pile. “I need to drop these off at the front desk. Feel free to,” he waved his hand, “do whatever. There’s some hot chocolate in the break room if you’d like. Greta brought it in for the holidays. Said that we needed to be more,” he waved his hand again, “festive or something.”

Gratitude brimmed in her eyes. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be there in a minute. I called for a meeting.”
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Avery strode into the break room, immediately feeling out of place since she wasn’t a member of the staff. The two nurse practitioners were sitting at the table whispering to each other over Styrofoam cups of hot chocolate. Dani leaned against the counter, drinking the same. The sight of the hot chocolate and Greta’s suggestion to be more festive brought back memories of Mariann’s journal entry promising to go all out for the holidays this year. A pang of guilt in her heart, she felt the urgent need to tell Lance, wondering if he would honor his mother’s wishes or if it would be too hard for him.

“Hey, guys.” Avery’s personal phrase had always been “fake it till ya make it,” and it had gotten her out of so many awkward situations. “Don’t mind me. Dr. Blair sent me back here while he finishes up something up front.”

“You’re welcome to have some hot chocolate with us.” Dani beamed at her, raising her half-empty cup. Or as Dani might put it, her half-full cup. She seemed to always be the cheerily optimistic one around the clinic.

“Thank you.” Avery walked over to the counter and poured a cup for herself from the carafe. “How is everyone?”

“Ready to go home,” Randy, one of the nurse practitioners, grumbled from the table. “It’s been a crazy day.”

“Just livin’ the dream,” Frank replied indifferently.

Dani looked down at her cup, swirling the milky liquid in the bottom. “We’ve been doing all right.”

“What?” Avery grinned at her. “Has Dr. Blair been cracking down on you all?”

Dani giggled. “It’s that military bearing of his. He’s tough, and at first, we all hated him.” She cast a knowing look at the two nurse practitioners. “It’s an adjustment, but we’re starting to sort of warm up to him.”

Avery heard Randy snort, but Dani ignored him and went on. “I mean, it’s not fun when you get in trouble with him, and he can be intimidating. It’s better to stay on task when he’s in the room. But he has a good head on his shoulders, and he has done a lot of good for the clinic.” She made a soft choking sound, as if swallowing a lump in her throat. “Mariann would be proud.”

Mariann’s name brought a somber silence to the break room, and Avery seized the opportunity. “How have you all been doing with her passing?”

“It’s been hard,” Randy began, setting his cup down and leaning back. “Everyone came here to see Mariann, and now that she’s gone, I feel like the rest of us are just here to fill in for the business portion, you know? Keep it going just to administer medicine, and that’s it. It’s lost that personal touch she put on everything.”

“It’s been different,” Frank added. “I usually just come here, do my work, and go home, so it doesn’t affect me. But it hasn’t been easy. I find myself going to talk to her about something, and then remembering… oh, I have to talk to Lance now, not Mariann.”

“I miss her.” Dani bit her lip. “Mariann was kind of the ‘work mom.’ She treated all her patients and staff like family, and it’s hard to keep that going without ‘work mom’ around.”

“Mm.” Avery watched the hot chocolate trickle into her cup. “I know it’s been rough. I’m so proud of you guys for hanging in there for her. I know she would be so proud of you all.” Avery flashed them an encouraging smile. “Have you guys had much of a chance to process things since it happened? I’m sure the suddenness of it all doesn’t help either.”

She watched the reactions of the staff as the room went graveyard silent. Both nurse practitioners and Dani looked down with unreadable emotion.

Frank was the first one to look up at her and respond, breaking the silence. “You could say that, yes.”

“Thanks for wondering how we’re doing.” Randy sighed.

“Of course.” Avery grabbed her cup and leaned on the counter to face the staff, keeping her posture comfortable as if she were settling in for casual conversation. “I think people forget that doctors and lawyers and any medical staff,” she toasted her cup in their direction, “have feelings too. Whenever something like this happens, it’s as if they expect us to go on like nothing ever happened. I know I can’t be the only one to be blindsided by something unexpected and then have to plaster a smile on my face to hide what I’m really feeling from the world.”

The small ripple of laughter around the room told her she had spoken to their hearts. “Thank you!” Randy gestured a flat palm toward her. “No one ever talks about the shoulda-woulda-couldas that happen after something like this.”

Avery sipped her hot chocolate, watching Randy carefully. Did he have guilty feelings of his own? While she didn’t condemn everyone in the room, she didn’t rule anyone out as a suspect in her theory either. If Randy was talking about how he actually felt, was he dealing with guilt over something he should have done, but didn’t?

He went on to explain. “I know I gave her problems while she was here. I just wanted to be more, and I think that got on her nerves a lot; but now that she’s gone… I wish I could tell her that I just wanted to better myself, but I know it came across as arrogance.”

Curious. Avery knew his ego got on Lance’s nerves as well. Was it true what he said about wanting to better himself? “I’m sure Mariann understood. How about all of you?” She circled the room with her gaze. “What is it about Mariann’s leadership you miss the most? Is it just that she’s not Dr. Blair?” The corners of her mouth creased in laughter.

Another round of laughter broke the heaviness that Randy’s confession elicited. “She was more personable,” Frank said, his tone clipped. “Dr. Blair is not, I’m sorry to say.”

“Lance isn’t terrible.” Dani shrugged. “He’s just more down-to-earth than Dr. West was.”

“Who, Lance?” Ray came into the breakroom, followed by Gloria, Cheryl and Lola. They headed for the hot chocolate, and Ray grabbed a cup first. Avery moved out of their way as Ray set about making himself a cup. “If you’re talking about the difference between mother and son, Mariann was definitely better.”

“Hey, he’s not that bad.” Lola playfully elbowed Ray.

Ray shrugged. “You’re just saying that because you’re friendly with everyone. I don’t care how nice you’re trying to be, you have to admit. Lance has made a lot of changes.”

“But the clinic looks good,” Avery pointed out. “The changes can’t be all bad, right?”

“Yeah, it looks good.” Ray turned to look at Avery while his cup filled. “But we had a system going. At least on our side we did.”

“We have a system on our side as well.” Frank raised an eyebrow. “Are you insinuating we’re disorganized?” He kept a lighthearted tone, but indicated that he was also challenging.

“I don’t work on your side, so I wouldn’t know.” Ray shrugged, looking back at Avery. “It is what it is though.”

Avery nodded. “We were just talking about what we miss about Mariann. I, for one, miss her cheerful smile. I do regret, however, not really getting much of a chance to talk to her before… well, before the accident.” She swirled her hot chocolate before looking up again. “Just too busy, you know? I hope she was doing okay at least in the days leading up to it.”

Ray took his cup as it finished filling and chose his place at the table beside Frank. Gloria moved in next, a little more considerate of her coworkers as she pulled out three cups to disperse among them, rather than just one for herself.

“Nothing much changed,” Ray said. “She came to work every day with a cheerful smile on her face, but you could tell that she was wearing herself out.”

“Oh, she was? I hate to hear that.” Avery shook her head. She noticed Dani looking down beside her, and she glanced at her. Dani stared at her empty cup like if she broke eye contact with it, it would give away all her secrets… like she was biting back some words that wanted to slip out. Avery itched to know what the nurse was thinking. “You okay, Dani?”

Dani looked up at her and shrugged. “Well, Ray’s right. She did come to work all cheerful in the days before her accident—that never changed. But something seemed off to me in the last few days, before…”

Avery frowned. “Off how?”

Dani sighed. “I shouldn’t be talking about this. But… I walked into her office a few times, and she was very jumpy, like I startled her. I thought maybe she was doing something illegal, to be honest, because she seemed to have a guilty conscience.” She gave a small chuckle. “I’m not sure if I should admit that to a lawyer or not.”

Avery slipped her a smile, but her mind snagged the words. Jumpy. Guilty conscience. “I’m off the clock, you know.” She winked at Dani, not mentioning that she’d only clocked out for the day as an attorney, not a detective. “I hate to hear that for her. Had it been going on for very long?” She took a sip of her hot chocolate.

Dani shrugged. “Three or four days before the accident. I’m sure her being distracted didn’t help with avoiding running into that deer on the back road.”

Avery wasn’t liking the picture that was coming together. The researching of her phone number, the note. Avery, I think I might need your help. I’ve found something concerning, and I think I might be in…

She had found something concerning. And she was acting jumpy. The more Avery found out, the clearer it became that this shouldn’t be written off as an accident… not yet.

“Ha.” Ray got to his feet and stretched. “Don’t put too much stock in it, Dani. If Mariann was doing something illegal, that son of hers would have found it by now. No one can possibly live up to his big-city standards.”

The air grew thicker. Dani nodded, seeming to relax. “I guess you’re right.”

“Why are you so curious?” Frank’s lighthearted question drew Avery out of her thoughts. She felt small as all eyes suddenly turned toward her. Any further questions would have to wait for now.

Avery frequented the clinic only when she needed her migraine medicine. Everyone in town knew that she moonlighted as a private investigator. And the fact that she had been coming around more since Mariann was killed would only make the fact glaringly obvious. She’d trod too far, and now she had to cover her tracks. Especially since Randy and Frank’s eyes bored into her with suspicion.

Avery set her cup down and folded her arms. There was one way she could attempt to deflect any suspicion. Maybe she couldn’t get rid of it entirely, but maybe she could at least give a more plausible reason as to why she’d been coming around so much. “I knew Mariann from when I was a teenager. She, well, she was Lance’s mom, and there’s a little history there.” She paused, a heavy sigh escaping as the sadness settled it again. It wasn’t just the need for justice that drove her to investigate. Mariann had died, and the fact alone was a tragedy. “So, I’m sorry if my questions came across as too much. I just knew Mariann, and I’m mourning her loss just as much as every person here is.”

“Oh,” Dani whispered and retreated back to stare at her empty cup again. Frank and Ray both nodded. And Randy? Well, he was as oblivious to anything somber as ever.

“Lance?” he asked with a smirk. “So, you’re telling me the only reason that you’ve been coming around is because you miss Mariann? Or do you think her son is too cute to stay away from?”

“Randy!” Dani hissed. “That’s receptionist talk!”

Frank looked up, staring hard at Avery. She was now officially under their microscope. Was it that obvious? Was the electricity between them strong enough to cause a thunderstorm they could all see? But Avery was in a pinch and had to play it up. She shrugged. Let them gossip. “He is good-looking, yes. That’s all I will say.” She picked up her hot chocolate.

Randy grinned at her. “I knew it! Hey,” he held up his hands, “I’m not judging. But I am, however, done waiting for Dr. Blair to finish up whatever he’s doing, so I’m calling it quits early. See you all tomorrow.”

Well, that was abrupt. Avery watched him go, then turned back to the counter. Dani leaned in close to her. “So, is it true? Do you really like Dr. Blair?”

Avery felt uncomfortable talking about this with Frank and Ray sitting at the table. “This isn’t high school, Dani. Liking someone isn’t a big deal anymore.”

“Sure it is.” She grinned. “And I don’t blame you. He is pretty hot.”

“What’s hot?”

As if on cue, Lance’s voice filled the room, and Avery whipped around. Dani gave her a sly smile, making Avery’s cheeks burn as she forced a smile onto her face.

She cleared her throat. “The, uh, chocolate. You have exceptionally good hot chocolate here, Dr. Blair.”
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Avery felt like a bug under a microscope as Lance eyed her with suspicion and confusion. He must have wondered why her face was burning red. Avery mentally kicked herself for letting it show. She wasn’t a teenager anymore; she should be past the blushing stage. It was just everyone’s scrutiny coupled with almost getting caught that caused her heart to push so much blood to her face.

“Glad to hear you like it,” Lance replied, aiming an irresistible grin at her. She melted like the marshmallows in her hot chocolate.

The tension was broken when Greta slipped into the room. “Sorry I’m late. I’m not used to after-hours staff meetings.” She slipped into the seat next to Frank.

“I just got here myself. Those receptionists are as loquacious as a flock of blackbirds. And just as pleasant to listen to,” Lance quipped with a grin.

Avery stifled a laugh, but it wound up coming out of her nose in a snort. Whatever happened to acting her age? Lance strode to Avery’s side, reaching for the stack of cups beside the coffee maker. He didn’t want to make anything obvious, so he casually chatted with the others. “Where’d Randy go?”

“He left.” Frank huffed a sigh. “What do you expect? You were five minutes late.”

“Well,” Lance said with a shrug, “I’m not on Randy’s schedule, so if he doesn’t like it, that’s fine. We can talk without him. He’ll just look like the stupid one when we start implementing what we talk about here and he’s not in the know.”

He turned around and gestured to Avery. “I’m sure you’re already acquainted with Miss Hart here, my legal advisor on some personal matters for Mom.”

Ray looked like he wanted to make some snarky remark, but Avery fixed him with a glare, and he thought better of it.

“My sister is stopping by in a few moments, so I’ll make this quick.” Lance leaned against the counter. “I am seeing some improvement since I first came here. The time spent with the patients, the attitudes around the office—all of that has been better. I wanted to tell you all that I’m pleased with the work you’ve put in. Your efforts do not go unnoticed, and I appreciate you sticking around through the tough times to help Mom’s clinic since her passing.” He appeared pained to say the last part but nodded to them. “Thank you all.”

“We’re honored to keep this clinic going for Mariann’s sake,” Greta said quietly.

Dani just nodded, adding a whispered, “Yes.”

“Now, that all said,” Lance went on, “there are some changes that I’m going to be implementing. This is mostly for the pharmacy side, but it also affects us in the clinic.” He glanced down at a clipboard in his hands. “When I started the inventory, I was going to push for an audit every month, but since the system is so out of date and we haven’t done a count in a while except for the one we just did, for the time being, we’re going to do an audit biweekly.”

Avery studied Lance as he spoke. She knew he was thorough and wanted to make sure he didn’t miss anything. But going from a monthly audit to biweekly indicated that the system was more of a mess than he originally thought. And judging by the groans of the staff, they weren’t too happy about the change either.

Lance chose not to address the pharmacists’ attitudes and went on. “I know it’s a bit of a shift, but it’s necessary to keep us in line. This means that if there’s ever any discrepancy in what we have in stock, we’ll catch it faster, and we’ll be able to adjust the system immediately. This applies to my nurse practitioners too.” He looked over the top of his notes at, well, Frank. The only one who cared enough about his job to stay for the meeting. “If you’re seeing any issues with medication availability, please let me know as soon as possible. We’ve been using the same software for a while, and I’m working on getting it upgraded. We need open communication about everything, and your feedback on this is essential.”

Frank shifted in his seat, clearly tired and ready to go home, but nodded. “You got it, Doctor.”

“That’s all I have for now.” Lance pinned the clipboard to his side and looked around the room. “Let’s all head home and get some rest. We’ll see you all tomorrow.”

Before anyone could say anything, however, a knock sounded at the door, and Sidnie peered around the corner. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

“Sidnie!” Dani outstretched her arms. “Good to see you, girl!”

Sidnie smiled the brightest she had since her mother’s passing and stepped into the room. “I can wait until you guys are done, if needed.”

“We just finished.” Lance nodded to his team.

Greta stood up from her place at the table. “Thanks, guys. See you all tomorrow.”

She led the way to the door as all four of the pharmacists and Dani followed her. Frank smiled up at Sidnie and nodded to her. “Hey, kiddo. How’ve you been?”

“Hanging in there,” Sidnie replied. She spied Avery and gasped. “Avery!”

Her quick steps closed the gap between them, and Avery found herself embraced by Lance’s sister. The girls had been good friends back in high school when Avery and Lance were dating. While they hadn’t been good at staying in touch, they were still always delighted to see each other. “Good to see you. What are you doing here?”

Avery didn’t want to have to answer that question. “Oh, the list is too long to go into right now.”

Concern filled Sidnie’s eyes. “I heard about what happened at Mom’s place. Are you okay? Lance said you were there too!”

Avery noticed Frank paused as he looked up at her and Sidnie, as if this was news to him. She didn’t exactly want to go into detail. It was a small town, and if for some reason he didn’t know about it, he would soon enough. And it wouldn’t be from her. “I’m fine,” she replied to Sidnie. “I’m used to high-stress situations.”

“That doesn’t mean it wasn’t scary!” Sidnie’s eyes rounded in awe.

“It was.” Avery shrugged. “But I had good backup.” She sent Lance a smile, then gestured behind her. “Hot chocolate?”

“Sure!”

In a matter of minutes, Sidnie, Frank, Lance, and Avery sat in a circle around the table in the break room. The sunlight dimmed outside, and the temperature began to drop, but the warmth of friendly laughter rekindled a fire that had been dying since Mariann’s death. Lance had mentioned that Sidnie was taking her mother’s death harder than he was, and it showed in the way her shoulders slumped more than usual, as if she carried the weight of the world there. But it was hard to miss the way her eyes had lit up when she’d seen her brother, a clear sign that she still looked up to him. Lance had a way of making the women he cared about smile.

“Lance, I love what you’ve done with the place!” Sidnie beamed. “I thought at first when you talked about remodeling it that you were going to destroy Mom’s clinic, and I was going to be devastated. But I think you have really done it a big favor.”

“There’s still more to do,” Lance informed her. Avery couldn’t take her eyes off him as he sat there holding court with a comfortable authority. “I need to update the systems for the pharmacy and the receptionists. I have no idea how they manage to book appointments on that old system and with those phones. New phones are coming in next week. And I’m way behind on paperwork...”

“Have you finished this round of inventory?” Frank commented as he stood up and headed for the trash can, then tossed his cup into it.

Lance stiffened for a moment, something clouding his eyes. Avery made a mental note and added it to her list of things to talk to him about when they were alone. Ah. When they were alone. The thought thrilled her, warming her insides in ways the hot chocolate never could. Her skin prickled at the thought of finally talking through whatever was between them… of feeling his touch again, perhaps even his lips pressed to hers…

Her body reacted at the thought, and suddenly, she wanted nothing more than for Frank and Sidnie to go away and leave her alone with Lance. She longed for him to run his hand across her back like he had when he’d kissed her, to feel him holding her close…

She couldn’t. No, she simply could not let herself get carried away. She had more control over herself than that! She straightened, pointedly looking at Sidnie instead of her brother.

“We’re getting there,” was all that Lance offered to Frank in reply.

Avery had to distract herself, so she engaged Sidnie with a question. “So, how is the hiring process going? Have you found any good candidates?”

She couldn’t help but glance back in Lance’s direction, not quite able read the emotion on his face. He stared at a spot on the table with heavy eyes. As soon as the question was out of Avery’s mouth, she realized what it meant. Wasn’t Lance going back to his life in Seattle after Sidnie found a replacement? The attraction from a few nights ago faded into dread. She’d known all along that he would want to leave. But now that it was a reality, it hit her like a tidal wave.

Lance slowly dragged his gaze off of the table and set it upon her. A longing passed through his eyes as if the thought of leaving fractured him, before he quickly glanced over at Sidnie and cleared his throat. “Yeah, sis, I haven’t had anyone to interview.”

Sidnie sighed, letting herself fall back into her chair with defeat. “Well, I have that ad in the Juniper Springs Times and got a few inquiries, but no one fits the description of a good candidate to take Mom’s place.”

“They’re all too big-city for you?” Lance teased. “Are you just sending them away before I have a chance to interview them?”

Sidnie shrugged. “I know you’re not supposed to judge a book by its cover, but of the two or three phone calls I’ve gotten, I could tell immediately that they wouldn’t be the small-town, personable guy we’re looking for—not that they can’t do the job—they just can’t do it well, you know what I mean?”

“Hey, Dr. Blair.” Frank’s voice was staccato, and he pointed over his shoulder. “I’m out. Night.”

“Oh, hey, you, too, man.” Lance leaned back. “Thanks for all your help. See you tomorrow.”

“I’m not here tomorrow. Frank smiled tightly, then turned to head from the room. “Tomorrow’s my day off.”

“Oh,” Lance glanced at the calendar hanging on the wall. Yeah, he had seen that come across, hadn’t he? “That’s right. I don’t even know what day of the week it is anymore.”

Frank chuckled a bit. “Hey, me neither. See you later.”

“You too.”

Sidnie lightly slapped Lance’s shoulder. “Maybe I really need to get on sending some interviews your way. A little overbooked, are you?”

Lance breathed a laugh and shook his head. “I’m fine, just got a million things going on.”

Avery nodded, keeping her thoughts to herself. It wasn’t just the clinic—it was everything else.

Lance settled back before glancing down where Frank was sitting. “Aw, man, he left his wallet. Hang on, sis.”

Lance grabbed Frank’s wallet, got to his feet, and followed him down the hallway. “Hey, Whitley!”

“So, how are you really doing?” Avery wasn’t fishing for information now. She was genuinely concerned about Sidnie.

Sidnie sighed and leaned back in her chair again. “I’m okay. I miss Mom. I’m glad Lance is around, but it’s been really hard to adjust to Mom being gone.”

“Of course.” Avery nodded. “I understand that. I’m sorry for your loss. I never got a chance to tell you.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.” Sidnie sighed. “You wanna know the real reason I haven’t passed any phone calls or interviews along to Lance?”

“What’s that?” Avery rested her chin in her hand and watched Sidnie.

Sidnie hesitated as if her admission was more out of guilt. She looked up at Avery, sadness brimming in her eyes. “Do you see the way Lance is taking care of this clinic? He’s keeping Mom around, and he’s treating this place like it’s his baby. No one is going to care about it like he does! I mean,” she spread her arms out, as if demonstrating. “Look what he’s done with the place! I just don’t have the heart to replace both him and Mom.”

Avery’s gut twisted. She understood why Sidnie felt the way she did, maybe even for a slightly different reason. “I get that. I really do.”

Lance reappeared in the doorway, and the subject dropped like a rock. “Did you catch him?” Sidnie asked.

“No.” Lance flopped Frank’s wallet back on the table in front of him and sat down. “He was out before I could catch him. He’d better be careful not to get pulled over without a license, the way he peeled out of here in that sports car of his.”

“He’s always liked to show off.” Sidnie laughed.

“Well, he’ll regret it when he’s pulled over for speeding and finds he doesn’t have his ID.” Lance shook his head. “And he can’t come back for it. I’m not sticking around much longer.”

“Yeah, I better get home to the husband.” Sidnie stretched to her feet. Avery and Lance also stood, and Sidnie hugged Lance for a long moment. She must’ve needed that hug. “Love you, Lance.”

“Love you too, sis.” Lance held her for a few moments, then released her and glanced over at Avery. “It’s getting late. I don’t want to keep you either. Let’s talk tomorrow. I’ll make some time to go over some things with you.”

Avery felt the excitement of being alone with him warm her again, but this time, it was doused by sadness. The bond between them was getting stronger, but what Sidnie said was right. This wasn’t his permanent home. She nodded regardless. Maybe she could pick his brain a little and see where he was coming from. “Sure. That works for me.”
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The crackling fire in his mom’s fireplace did nothing to soothe Lance’s mind. How could he be calm knowing he would have to file a report tomorrow? The authorities would conduct an investigation, and then what? Shut down the clinic?

As he stared into the flames, a terrible thought struck him. The staff was incompetent at the clinic. Gloria, Lola, Cheryl—they had no idea what was going on. They didn’t even know that the drugs were missing. What if his mother had been the one stealing the opioids all along?

Lance shook off the thought, but like an annoying fly, it lingered. What if she had gotten herself into trouble? Sold them to someone who was too powerful for her to refuse? Had she gotten into financial trouble and started selling them to make a buck? Backing out of an arrangement like that could cause trouble for her. Maybe that’s why she wrote that note to Avery and wanted to hire her. If she went to the police with something like this, it would open a whole can of worms. Maybe she thought Avery would be a little more discreet because she was a PI and not a sworn-in police officer.

Did that explain everything?

Lance wanted to believe he was wrong—that this was way off track. He even tried to numb his mind with a glass of wine, but as he drained his glass, he became more and more frustrated. What would he uncover if he and Avery kept digging?

His cell phone rang, shattering the stillness of the air around him. He groaned and sat up. Grabbing his phone, he frowned at the display screen.

Restricted. Lance growled. Seriously, it was nearly midnight. Did these scammers never quit?

He declined the call and rubbed his forehead. After a few minutes, his phone bleated again. Before he rejected the call, he paused.

What if it was Avery? What if she was calling from a masked number and needed him? He swiped the screen to connect the call.

“Hello?”

“If you want your girlfriend to live,” a distorted, crackly voice that sounded almost robotic filled his ear, “you’ll give it up. Stop digging, or she’s dead.”

And with that, the line went dead.

Lance sat bolt upright, clutching his phone in a death grip. Even though he’d heard the caller disconnect, his heart raced and he prayed he was wrong and the line was still open. “Hello?!”

Nothing.

Lance slapped his phone down on the couch and stared at it like it was a bomb ready to explode. If you want your girlfriend to live…

Avery. Somebody knew she was investigating for him. That was the only explanation. But who would dare threaten her?

His heart hammered against his ribcage. His mind whirled as another disturbing thought seized control of his mind. Did the call mean they had Avery already?

Panic gripped him, and he fought to control it. His hand trembled as he picked up his phone. No. No, he was not going to lose her. He dialed her number and held the phone to his ear, praying she’d pick up. “Come on, come on. Pick up!”

A rustle sounded on the other end. “Hello?”

“Avery!” He straightened with relief. “Are you at home?”

“Yeah.” She sounded almost humored. “Where else would I be? The International Space Station?”

Comfortable laughter, sarcastic humor. She was okay. Lance breathed a sigh of relief. “Avery…” He didn’t want to say anything over the phone. If he said, you are being threatened, she might panic. What if his phone had been tapped? It sounded paranoid, even to him, but so be it... “I know it’s late, but I need you to come over here as soon as you can. This isn’t over yet.”

She didn’t have to say a single word to prove she understood. The silence spoke for her. “I’ll be right over.”

“Be careful,” he said through clenched teeth. He couldn’t stand the thought of anything happening to that beautiful woman with a heart of gold and a smile of pearls.

He couldn’t.
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It didn’t matter that the clock hands ticked past one in the morning. Avery leaned against the arm of Lance’s couch, papers scattered everywhere, as alert as she had been twelve hours before. She had everything in that little tote, and Lance felt a guilty relief that she hadn’t thrown everything away. Not that she would. Avery would keep digging into things regardless of what anyone else said. The woman had a sixth sense that he envied. Lance had ignored the obvious in this case for far too long. Now he was paying for it.

The air between them was strained and tense. Avery’s face had been as emotionless as a statue when he’d told her of the threat on her life he’d received. But she quickly brushed it aside as if it were a daily occurrence. “Let’s get to the bottom of this,” she said. “Then we don’t have to worry about these threats.”

They filled each other in on what they’d learned, the case becoming a puzzle stretched out in front of them. Lance couldn’t help but get the feeling that they had all the middle pieces but no border—no direction—no way to put them together.

“Okay, so what have we got?” Avery checked her notes. “Dani mentioned that your mom was acting jumpy, like she was afraid of something in the days before her death. She wanted to hire me as a PI, or at least that’s what I gathered from her notes and search history. That right there proves that she knew something was up, and whatever it was, it was big.”

He chewed on that. If Mom was acting like she had a guilty conscience, it coincided with his own personal theory that his mother had been the one stealing the opioids. He hadn’t admitted it to Avery yet, but he thought it was time.

Lance struggled with his thoughts, picturing a thousand scenarios that had led his mother to committing these crimes, each one more terrible than the last.

Avery continued to flip through her notes and pictures, her face a mask of concentration. “What I don’t get is what could possibly be so bad that she would be looking over her shoulder. What had she gotten herself into, and why would she need to hire me?”

Lance tensed. He cleared his throat, hoping to scare away the emotion that bubbled up within him. “I have a theory.” His voice was thick.

Avery glanced up, seeming to see the torment on his face. She set all the papers on her lap aside, lending him her full attention. “I’m listening.”

He drew in a slow breath, not even wanting to utter the words that sat on the tip of his tongue. “This is something that I haven’t told many people… nor do I wish for it to get out, so this remains between us. Got it?”

Avery nodded.

He pressed on through his own mental anguish. “The pharmacy was a mess, so I conducted an inventory. No one has performed a physical count in, well, I’m not sure. It’s been a while. So, I did it. And you’ll never guess what I found.”

Her expression melted into a knowing mask. “A discrepancy.”

“The staff is doing better, but that doesn’t dismiss the fact that they were incompetent. The discrepancy was pretty major, but no one would’ve noticed it because no one thinks to look twice at these things. It’s like they don’t take their job seriously enough to go the extra mile. It’s easy to let stuff fall through the cracks, and even easier to blame the missing meds on human error. Guess what the medicine missing is.”

“I…” Avery shrugged.

“Hydrocodone, Fentanyl…”

“Opioids,” she exclaimed in nothing but a breath. A million emotions filled her eyes. The alarm, the panic, the understanding. “Oh, Lance. Do you think…” She paused, her nose picking up the scent of a new trail in the case. “Do you think that this is related?”

“I am almost certain it is. And what I’ve been thinking is concerning me. You told me that Dani said my mom was acting suspicious, jumpy a few days before her accident—er—incident?”

Avery’s head moved up and down as she listened, confirming his question.

“My concern is that she was the one stealing opioids from the clinic,” Lance said slowly, painfully almost. “That she was selling them to someone and got herself into trouble. Maybe she wanted to stop, but the guys she was working with didn’t like that. I think she wanted to reach out to you for help because you’d be a friend, not a cop.”

“I follow the evidence, and I uphold the law,” Avery said, her voice holding strong conviction. “Friend or not, if she’s breaking the law...” She sat back, thinking. “She had my PI number. But what if she wanted to hire me as a lawyer?” She shook her head. “It doesn’t add up, Lance. Why would she research private investigators near Juniper Springs? She didn’t look for my name exactly; it came up under a list of private eyes near home. I think she came across my name by chance. If she was stealing opioids, why would she need to hire me as a PI?”

“What if someone got hurt… or worse?” Lance countered. Dylan’s face flashed across his mind again. “Look, I know what it’s like to lose a friend to overdose. And it angered me. If the same thing happened to someone she was selling them to, maybe the family came after her for revenge.”

“And staged an accident.” Avery sat back, a stunned look on her face. “Lance, I think you may be onto something.” Her tongue licked the inside of her mouth. “But then again... what if it wasn’t Mariann? What if she was set up? What if someone else is stealing them and was trying to frame her? Or what if…” An idea struck her, and her eyebrows raised a bit. “What if she discovered someone stealing from her?” Avery snapped her fingers, and her body lurched forward driven by the momentum of her own idea. “Listen to this note.” She pulled the note out and reread it in a stronger voice than she’d had all night.

“Avery, I think I might need your help. I’ve found something concerning, and I think I might be in.” She stopped along with the note.

Lance’s eyes went wide. “In what?”

“It doesn’t say,” she replied. “And, well, I never read you her journal entry, did I?”

Lance shook his head. “No.”

“Listen to this!”

She yanked his mother’s diary out of her bag, flipping through the pages. When the writing ceased to flow across the page, Avery’s eyes found whatever she was looking for, and her voice brought the words to life. “This is what your mother wrote: That clinic is going to be the death of me yet. In more ways than one, I guess. I have concerns, doubts about ever starting this thing. Why did I decide to run a pharmacy and a clinic out of the same building? I’m in over my head. I’m facing something. Something I can’t talk about with anyone. I don’t even want to write about it in here because I don’t want anyone to find it, but if they already think I’m onto them, then this journal entry is the least of my worries. I’ve always prided myself on my independence. But for the first time, I can’t do this by myself. I need some help. There’s just too much, well, too much. I’ll leave it there.”

Avery looked up, meeting Lance’s gaze. “Lance, this tells me that there was a problem with the pharmacy. Her note says she found something, and this was her last entry. ‘If they’re onto me…?’” She let the words speak for themselves. Then her face turned forlorn again as she realized that, despite the excitement of finding more pieces to this deadly puzzle, she was talking about his deceased mother… who must’ve known she was in some kind of trouble.

Lance thought back over the words of her entry: If they already think I’m onto them, then this journal entry is the least of my worries... I can’t do this by myself. I need some help. The vile reality was that with every fiber of his being, Lance knew Avery was right.

“She found out that someone was stealing drugs from her,” he murmured into the firelight, “and threatened to expose them… or look into it. I found out that someone is stealing, and I get a threatening phone call?” Lance shook his head. “This is definitely no coincidence. I think you’re right. Mom didn’t have an accident: she was murdered, and I think her killer is at the clinic.”

“Okay. So, who has access to the pharmacy and the opioids? Who gets into them daily that can nick a few oxycodone pills for themselves?”

“I’ve pretty much ruled out Gloria at this point.” Lance replied. “I staged a little test for her, and she passed. Other than her, there’s Cheryl, Lola, Ray—”

Ray. Lance paused at the name again. Gloria had suggested he would be the one to be stealing drugs, but there was something else—something Lance had forgotten about until just now. It happened the same night he had confided his darkest story to Avery. It had been a very emotional evening, so his mind had overlooked the incident with Ray.

He leaned forward. “Ray was at the pharmacy after hours one night. He was messing around with the counting machine.”

Avery seemed to latch onto his words. “He was?”

“He said the machine was acting up. But maybe what he meant was that he was making it act up. Maybe he was overcounting, then taking the extra pills for himself. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but he’s been nicer to me than when I first got here. He’s been more willing to help…”

“Sounds like you caught him with his hand in the cookie jar,” Avery finished for him.

“I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. But who else would it be?”

Lance cycled through all the names on the roster, pausing on another name: Lola. I’m just a technician. How easy would it have been for her to sneak some pills for herself before handing them out to the elderly patients? The woman was already addicted to nicotine. Maybe she was the one taking the pills.

Cheryl had a bad attitude when it came time for the counting, but she’d had a nasty attitude since he’d started there. While it didn’t automatically make her a suspect, it didn’t rule her out as one either. Not even Gloria. She’d passed his test, but maybe she was like the friendly, overly helpful person who was guilty all along in those murder mysteries he sometimes watched on TV. Gloria knew that Lance wasn’t someone to overlook something, so maybe to cover her tracks, she had acted worried about the discrepancy. She even shifted the blame onto Ray, an easy scapegoat since nobody liked him. Truthfully, it could be anybody, and he had no idea who the likeliest suspect was.

“I am going to get to the bottom of this,” Lance stated. “Until then, Avery, keep your head down. The killer warned me to back off from this… or your life would be in danger. Can you leave town for a few days?”
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Leave Juniper Springs? The man was obviously sleep deprived. She was hot on the trail of this case and finally had the evidence to back up what she was thinking—well, something more than broken pieces of glass and random tire tracks. She had an actual paper trail to follow now. What if she followed it and it led to stronger evidence indicating she had been right all along? Maybe something criminal she could take to Chief Simmons—some hard evidence rather than just a theory. No way was she letting Lance wrap this thing up all by himself. “What? No, I can’t leave. I’m right in the middle of some court cases at work, and this one is getting too intense. I can’t lose it!”

“Is it worth losing your life for?” Lance bellowed as he stared at her. But this time, there was no argument in his tone, only logic.

She clamped her mouth shut so hard her teeth clacked together. She wasn’t going to let this turn into an argument this time. “I’ve dealt with death threats before. This ain’t my first rodeo.”

“You know how I feel,” Lance said with a sigh. “The last time this happened—when you came to me with a threat—all I could think about was losing you. And that is a thought I can’t bear, Avery. You mean more to me than that. You’re not just some private investigator I hired. You’re…” His eyes darted from side to side, searching for the right words. “You’re the woman I’ve cared about since I was sixteen, and to lose you would be losing a chunk of myself, okay?”

A chunk of himself? Cared about since he was sixteen? His words hit her like a truck and stole her next breath. “What are you saying?” she finally managed to ask.

“I’m saying…” In that moment, the bridge between his dark, deep brown eyes sizzled. Her body prickled, and her mouth went dry. “I love you.”

His admission was a spell that rendered her motionless. Her brain screamed for her to move, but she couldn’t react. Her lungs iced over, freezing her breath in place.

Not cared for.

Not liked.

Loved.

Surely, he wasn’t serious. He must have meant something like “love like a friend” or “love like my sister.” Her hands went numb. Her legs itched to move, but her muscles wouldn’t obey. The only thing that responded was her heart—her heart that had been hidden away since the day he’d left for the military. She felt as if she’d been cocooned in lifeless goo until his admission breathed life into her very core. Only then did her heart begin to beat again, and like it never had before. For the first time, she felt truly awakened.

She was alive.

She tried to form the words to reciprocate, but Lance broke his intense gaze and looked toward the dying coals in the fire. He could rekindle them, like he had just rekindled her heart, but he chose to stare at them instead. Avery...” he seemed to be searching for words as much as she was. “I was only meant to be here for two, three weeks at most. But I’ve been considering something.”

Hope took over her entire being. “Yes?”

Lance looked back at her, nothing but pure honesty in his eyes. “I can’t go back to Seattle. Not after this. I know that I may have to go back for some time to finish certain duties there, but I don’t want to remain there. I want to be here. With you, in Juniper Springs.”

Avery’s head spun. “You want to leave your work at the hospital? But Lance…” Was he thinking in the heat of the moment? Had he really thought this through? Was he making a decision he’d regret? Being a doctor was who he was! “That was your life!”

“Yes, it has been.” Lance shook his head. “But, Avery, I’ve realized something in the time I’ve been here. Sure, I found satisfaction in my work at the hospital, but you mean more to me than that. And I don’t want to leave you again.”

Avery swallowed, trying to moisten her dry throat. Was this really happening? “Lance…”

He looked up at her, expecting her to finish her sentence, whatever sentence that might be. When she couldn’t find the words, he spoke again. “Maybe it’s stupid for me to hope that you feel the same way. I mean, what could I possibly offer you?” Whether he realized it or not, he looked down at the ankle which had been the catalyst toward his honorable discharge. “My days of being a military doctor are over. I’m damaged. So, yeah, I know it’s selfish of me to hope that you care about me like I care for you.”

“Lance,” Avery quickly cut him off. She didn’t want him to doubt her feelings a second longer. “None of that matters to me! And you’re not damaged.”

“But I am!” he protested. He gestured toward his ankle, intensity sharpening his movements. “I told you what happened.”

“But you didn’t let it break you! Lance,” Avery felt her voice break and willed it to be strong. The emotions began to pile up between them, almost too heavy for them both to handle. “I wouldn’t want you to do something you regret by leaving Seattle and coming here. But maybe I’m a little selfish, too, because I want you to! I haven’t said anything,” she dropped her gaze to her hand as it inched its way toward his, “because of, well… everything that’s happening now and has happened between us. But I never stopped loving you. That hasn’t changed.”

She watched the strength pulse in his eyes as if it was everything he could do to hold himself back. When he spoke again, his voice had quieted and trembled, just like hers. “What can I offer you?” he repeated.

Avery leaned forward, her free hand gently sliding against his face. “All I want is you. I don’t care about anything else.”

Lance closed the gap between them, and she met him halfway, kissing him like she had never done before. The walls they’d built finally broke down, and she relished the moment… the knowledge that he loved her too.

When he finally pulled back, she felt like crying. He whispered against her, “We’ll figure this out. Whatever’s next, we’ll figure it out together.”

Avery nodded and drew back, though she threaded her fingers through Lance’s. “Yes,” she whispered.

Lance also leaned back on the couch, seemingly calmer than before. “Now you know why I can’t have you go endangering yourself all over again. I can’t stand to lose you, Ave.”

“But you can’t just let something like this go either,” Avery reasoned. “We’re going to have to get the police involved over the missing opioids alone. Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”

“I’ll be in touch with them first thing tomorrow. As much as I don’t want to see the clinic under investigation, I have no choice.” He dared to look her way again. “Thank you… for helping me sort this out. And for, well, everything.”

“Of course.” She squeezed his hand.

Lance sighed and hung his head low. “What a mess. At the clinic, I mean.”

Avery nodded. “Tomorrow’s my day off at the office. There aren’t many cases there, so I can really focus on this. After you get in touch with them, I’ll swing by the station and drop off your mom’s journal entry and the note she wrote me. I’ll even print out a screenshot of her search history indicating that she was looking to hire a PI. I know it won’t be considered hard evidence, but I’ll talk to the chief about it and at least put a bug in his ear. He’ll keep an open mind while investigating those opioids, and if he finds anything related, at least he’ll be prepared.”

“Thank you.” Lance nodded. “I appreciate that. But do you think it’s enough for him to take seriously? I mean, she could have been looking for your number for any reason and that journal entry could mean anything. It just becomes more ominous when you add the clinic’s missing opioids to it.”

“My thoughts exactly. You’re right. It could be nothing,” Avery admitted. “But it’s what we have for now, and it’s a reason to take a second look. Other than that, I still have other leads I can follow.”

“Like what?” Lance asked.

“Well,” Avery reached down, grabbing her phone and unlocking it as she spoke. “I just can’t get that deer out of my head. I get the feeling that it’s somehow involved… I just don’t know how.”

“But no one plans to hit a deer,” Lance pointed out.

“No.” Avery pulled up the pictures she took of the deer and scrolled through them. “But there’s still something that I haven’t been able to put to bed. The hunter’s story isn’t quite lining up with the evidence.”

“What evidence?” Lance frowned.

“I talked to the chief early on. He had the Animal Control people take a look at that deer. When a deer suffers a kill shot, through the heart and lungs like that, it either kills them instantly, or they last a few seconds at most. There’s no way a deer can run three to four miles with a bullet in its heart and lung. You’re a doctor—you don’t need me to explain that logic.”

Lance nodded, eagerly. “It’s immediately fatal, no matter what species you are.”

“Either the hunters are lying, or they had the wrong deer. But this deer was unique in that it was a nine-point with one broken tine. That’s why they chased it down because that’s a trophy. The chances of a different deer with that specific rack are pretty slim. So we’re about ninety percent sure the deer is theirs. So, are they lying?”

“What reason would they have to lie though?” Lance probed.

“I have a theory. I can’t prove it, but I have a theory.” Avery shifted positions, crossing her legs in front of her. “Maybe they were hunting illegally on the property near the highway. Shot the deer, it ran out, and your mother hit it. Not wanting to get in trouble for causing an accident by illegal hunting, the two hunters returned to their lodge and came back the next morning, pretending they didn’t know about it. Which could explain those high-speed tire marks I saw, if they fled the scene. What it doesn’t explain is the paint transfer on Mariann’s car.”

“Tell me more about the paint transfer?” Lance rubbed his temple, a sure sign he was growing weary.

Avery flipped to the picture of the transfer and showed him. She refreshed her memory with a cursory glance at the gouges in Mariann’s bumper and headlights, lined with black paint from another car.

“Interesting,” Lance shrugged. “Could be theirs.”

Avery swiped back to the picture of the deer and studied it. Her eye went to the closeup she’d taken of the insects gathering on the mangled shoulder of the buck. Zooming in, she remembered why she’d taken that picture.

“Huh. Here’s another thing,” Avery said aloud.

“What’s that?”

She zoomed into the deer wound and turned her phone to show him. “See these blowfly eggs and maggots?”

Lance chuckled. “I love your pleasant change of topic. Yes, I see them. Those tiny white dots?”

Avery laughed. “I know. So pleasant.” She drew her phone back. “That’s another thing that seems off. I’m no entomologist, but I know that it gets quite cold at night this time of year. The cold coupled with the fact that it’s believed that blowflies don’t typically lay eggs at night… these eggs shouldn’t be here. And these maggots certainly shouldn’t be. We were there at seven that morning. In the middle of the night, during the cold, they wouldn’t have had that kind of time to hatch into maggots. Maggots hatch from eight to twelve hours after the eggs are laid.”

Lance stared at her as if she had just handed him a list of potential killers. “Are you sure?”

“I’ll brush up on my insect research, but if I’m right, I think the deer was killed several hours earlier than the hunters claim. Possibly during the day.”

“So, again,” Lance splayed a hand toward her. “Why lie about it?”

Avery sat back, glancing at the clock. She knew she needed some rest, but she was going to lie awake and think about the case anyway. Why not stay up and flesh it out? “Something’s just not adding up with this deer. I need to talk to those hunters. I’m going to see if they’re still in the lodge.”

His eyes snapped back at her. “Don’t go out there alone. You’ve already got a target on your back; you don’t need to be somewhere where there’s no cell service either.”

She didn’t want to destroy what little magic was left from their earlier moment. Yes, it was dangerous. But Lance had so much going on. With the investigation he was going to have to open up at the clinic, he would have no time to drive out there with her. And the chances that Chief Simmons would pull someone off another investigation to go with her were also minimal. Her mind was made up. She was going. She’d be fine. They were harmless hunters, and she had her gun. They wouldn’t mess with her. “Okay.”

She glanced toward the clock on the mantle and sighed, mentally counting the handful of hours of sleep she would probably get. But it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t sleep anyway. Her mind spun with a host of different emotions. Lance still loved her.

“I guess I’d better head home.”

“Avery,” Lance’s hand was back on hers, clutching it in a warm grip. His eyes pleaded with her not to leave. “Stay here tonight. It’s late, and you’re not safe out there.”

After the confessions they’d both made to one another, Avery found herself giving in without a fight. She allowed a smile to light up her face and nodded. “Thank you, Lance.” Then, to assure him like he had with her, she whispered, “I love you.”
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Armed with thunder and determination, Lance strode with purpose into the clinic early in the morning. Little did anyone know that he would be bringing down the house today as he got to the bottom of this inventory issue. Instead of heading directly to his office, he headed straight for the pharmacy.

Lola stood at the counter, unsuspecting and counting her till. Cheryl, Ray, and Gloria scurried around, putting things away and preparing for the morning. Lance headed straight for the counter, eyes boring into Ray. “I need to talk to you right now.”

A hush and a few gasps fell over the girls who were present. Worrisome eyes looked at Lance like he was demanding they all turn in their resignations. But he didn’t want that. Not yet. Right now, all he wanted were some answers.

Ray slowly set down his clipboard and followed Lance like a kid at the principal’s office. Lance didn’t pay any attention to Dani and Greta as they stopped to watch him lead Ray to Mariann’s office. When Lance arrived, he waited to speak until he’d closed the door behind Ray.

Instead of Lance speaking first, Ray began in a quiet voice—probably the most submissive tone that he’d ever heard coming from the pharmacist. “Is this about the missing drugs?”

A confession?

“It might be.” Lance gestured to him. “Why don’t you tell me about that, Ray?

His shoulders slumped, and Ray sighed. He took off his name tag and set it down on Lance’s desk. “I can’t do this anymore,” Ray admitted. “Dr. Blair, the discrepancy has been there for a long time. But I can promise you, it’s not me.”

“And why would I believe any of this?”

“You can search my car, my house, my belongings, but you won’t find anything other than a bottle of ibuprofen laying around. I don’t do any drugs, let alone mess with opioids. At first, I thought it was nothing. Everyone messes up, right?” The defeat was thick in Ray’s voice as his downcast eyes searched the carpet. “But then it kept happening. And kept happening. It got to the point that I couldn’t ignore it. So, I dropped a hint to Mariann. That’s why she was poking around in the pharmacy. A little while later, she winds up dead.”

Lance let himself breathe, trying to relax his rigid muscles. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wanted to, but I knew that whoever was doing it was being smart about it. And then when Mariann wound up dead…” he drew a shuddering breath. “I knew I was next if I said anything.”

Lance tried not to be angry. He didn’t even know if Ray was telling the truth or simply trying to pull the wool over his eyes. “I’ve got the police heading this way. Don’t leave. They’re going to want to take a statement from you. And they’ll want a statement from everyone, so whoever is doing this won’t be able to single you out. Just go back to work like everything is normal, and be ready when the police come.” He opened the door to his office and waited for Ray to go first.

Ray sighed, slipping toward the door. “I’m sorry, man. Really, I am.”

Lance nodded. “We will figure this out.”

He followed Ray back to the pharmacy, passing by Randy as he did. Randy looked up at him with wide eyes, but Lance ignored him. He wasn’t talking to the nurse practitioners today. Only the ones who worked with the drugs. He strode back into the pharmacy. “Lola.”

She glanced over her shoulder at him. One look at his glowering face and her smile melted away. “What is it, Doctor Blair?”

“I need to see you in my office.”

His authoritative voice brought a silence to the pharmacy. Cheryl and Gloria looked at each other, their faces filled with questions. Ray walked up to the counter, his drawer in his hand, and said nothing as he put the till away.

The color drained from Lola’s face. She didn’t even finish counting her till, just pushed the drawer in with a click. “O-okay?”

Lance didn’t wait for her reply. He turned on his heel and walked through the door that led to the clinic and burst through, trusting that Lola was following behind him.

The receptionists hushed, and the two nurses had joined Randy in the hall. They all stared after him as he led Lola to his office. “Greta, make sure no one bothers us.”

Greta’s mouth hung agape, but she nodded her agreement.

Lance waited for Lola to enter through the door and closed it behind him. She turned her pale face toward him, her shoulders visibly tense. “What’s going on, Dr. Blair?”

He didn’t sit and didn’t offer her a seat. “I have a grave matter to discuss with you. And it has to do with something that requires your utmost confidentiality. Is that understood?”

A hunger for gossip flashed in her eyes, but she could only nod.

“Understood?” His voice grew in strength.

“I understand,” her mouse voice squeaked.

Lance paced around to the other end of his desk, taking out the papers that contained the report numbers. “Some important medications have been coming up missing in the pharmacy.”

Horror shrouded her face, and her mouth hung loose. “What?”

“Do you know anything about that?” He glowered at her. “Because if you do and don’t say anything, I promise you that the police will tear this place apart and find who did it. They have their ways of finding out, and they’ll be here shortly.” He didn’t want to yell but kept his tone serious, wanting to convey the gravity of the situation.

“I-I-I don’t know anything about it!” she stuttered. “I get a number, I fill the bottle to the number. You…” She gasped, and her eyes rounded to the size of saucers. “You don’t think I did it? You couldn’t possibly think that!”

“I don’t know what to think.” Lance closed her in with a stare, refusing to blink. “I do know, however, that I trust no one on my staff at the moment. It’s nothing personal against anyone, but it doesn’t change the fact that someone has been stealing from the clinic.”

Her body began to tremble. “I swear I haven’t done anything. I would never steal medicine, for whatever purpose. I love our clients, and I wouldn’t do anything to hurt them.”

“Well, do you have any idea who would?” Lance challenged. “Have you seen anyone acting suspicious lately? Anyone,” he waved his hand, “oh, I don’t know—lingering too long at the shelves or the counter?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary.” Her chest began to heave in and out. Oh, great. A crier. Lance fought to rein in the thunder in his voice a bit. “Please, Dr. Blair,” Lola pleaded. “You have to believe me. I would never do anything to hurt the clinic or the clients. Maybe it’s some kind of inventory error on the original report or something. I’m sure nobody is stealing from the clinic. Why would they?”

A thousand reasons crossed his mind, but he spoke none of them out loud. She wasn’t quite as forthcoming as Ray was with the information. Sure, she said she didn’t know, but she also denied that someone was stealing too.

Lance sighed. “Lola. I’m not accusing you or any one person of stealing from the clinic. I just know someone is. As much as we’d all like to believe that that the Juniper Springs Clinic has a loyal staff who’d never hurt anyone else, the numbers on the inventory sheet say otherwise. They’re major enough that I have to get law enforcement involved. They’re going to be asking questions, Lola. Are you prepared for that?”

“Do you think I’d stoop so low as to steal from my own job?” she cried, as an answer to his question.

Lance pursed his lips and shook his head. “As I’ve said before, I don’t know what to think.”

Tears poured down her face. “I swear I didn’t do anything.”

Lance stared at her. She just stood there shaking, crying. Of course, she was shaken up. She probably thought he was going to fire her. But did her nervousness indicate guilt? Lance chose not to jump to any conclusions, but in his personal questions of the staff, no one had given him a satisfactory answer. He wouldn’t put it past them to all know about it and work together to cover it up. But then again, maybe Lola really didn’t know and her nervousness was a result of thinking that she’d be the one accused.

Lance softened. “I’m not mad at you,” he clarified. “I’m just trying to get to the bottom of what’s going on. As much as I’d like to, I can’t trust any of the pharmacy staff at the moment. That’s not a reflection on you or anyone else who works at the pharmacy. It’s simply a result of some important medicine coming up missing. It’s a serious matter, Lola. Things could get ugly around here for a little while, and I just want you to be prepared.”

Lola sniffed, nodding her head rapidly. “I’ll keep my eyes open. I’m sorry about all of this.”

“I’m sorry too,” he told her. “You can go back to work now.”

Lola nodded and started to leave the office on shaking legs.

“Will you send Cheryl back here, please?” Lance asked as he sat down at his desk.

“S-s-sure, Doctor.” Lola sniffed as she left the office.
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Avery waited patiently as Chief Simmons examined everything she’d brought to him that morning. Mariann’s journal with her entry lay propped open on his desk by a paperweight, and he took his time staring at the handwritten note written to Avery. Beside the journal, the screenshot Avery had printed of Mariann’s PI search history reflected the natural light in his office. “So, you found all of this after Lance hired you?”

Avery sat with her back straight in the chair across from him. “Yes. Lance and I put the pieces together after he told me about the missing meds from the clinic. I really think there is some kind of connection here.” She leaned forward. “Lance told me last night that he’s found a concerning amount of opioids missing from Mariann’s clinic. I have a journal entry that says she thinks someone knows she’s onto them. She was looking up private investigators in the area and found my number, she has this note written to me, and I talked to one of the nurses at the clinic who said she was jumpy a few days before her accident. All of that doesn’t sound like much, but when you add the missing opioids to the equation? Doesn’t it sound like something we might want to look into?”

Chief Simmons stroked his shadow of a mustache. “It is very possible that there is a connection.”

Avery leaned forward, genuineness flooding her voice. “So, now you understand why I couldn’t let this go? I know this whole case is based on a hunch that it wasn’t an accident.”

“You’re telling me.” Chief Simmons narrowed her a knowing stare.

“But I haven’t exactly found anything that says it was an accident either. You can’t ignore the paint transfer on her car. I don’t know, Chief. I know we can’t accuse anyone at the clinic of being a killer. But don’t you think we could keep an open mind as we investigate the missing opioids that there might be a tiny possibility that all this is related?”

“You mean, my department and I will investigate the missing opioids. Lance didn’t hire you for that, Avery. He hired you to find out if his mom’s death was actually an accident.”

“But will you at least consider the possibility?” Avery nodded to the items she’d brought with her. “If it’s nothing related, then good. We know that she wasn’t killed and we can all have closure on that. But if it is something, then she’ll have justice she might not have had otherwise.”

“I know better than to be narrow-minded.” Simmons cracked a smile at her. “Don’t worry. It’s in good hands. We’ll examine this from every angle.”

Avery let a smile spread across her face. “Thank you, Chief.”

“I know, I know.” Chief Simmons relented to her. “Go ahead and say it. You were right.”

Avery relaxed, breathing a laugh. “I’ll take a rain check on that one. For right now, Lance and I both think that if she was killed, then the killer is at the clinic. Talk to Dani, the red-haired woman. She was the one who said Mariann was acting jumpy. Oh, and another thing. I’m determined to talk to the hunters. That deer is what this whole thing has been about from the beginning, and I want to get to the bottom of it as soon as possible. Do you think they’ve left town?”

“We told them not to leave town. They were part of the investigation while it was ongoing, but since we recently decided to release the case, they may not still be here. But Avery,” he added, stabbing at her with his finger. “Do not go out there to find them. We will handle this one.”

“But, Chief, they might still be there!” Avery cried.

He sighed and wore a pained expression. “I know you’re probably not going to listen to me, so if you do go out there, take someone with you. I don’t want you putting your life in danger.” His eyes narrowed. He wasn’t nearly as intimidating as Lance could be, but he still got his point across.

Avery forced herself to nod. “I will take all of the necessary safety precautions.”

“Good. Now, we’re going to investigate that clinic. You?” He pursed his lips, staring at her long enough to make her uncomfortable. “Just don’t do anything stupid.”
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Cheryl hadn’t had anything more helpful to contribute to the conversation than Lola. Like the technician, she was either wholly unaware or played off that she was. Since Gloria already knew, Lance dismissed Cheryl and sat back in his chair to think. Conflicting thoughts held him captive, and he played with a pen in his hand as he pondered. What was he doing? Why wasn’t he letting the police ask all these questions? Maybe the police showing up and the element of surprise would have been better. Besides. He had work to do.

He set his pen aside and left the office, calmer than when he’d arrived that morning. He walked up to the front and poked his head into the reception area. “I’m going to take a couple of walk-ins if I can.”

“Can you take this one?” Sue quietly whispered and pointed to her computer screen. Lance looked over her shoulder. “Isn’t she Frank’s patient?”

“Frank’s not here today.” Sue looked up at him.

Lance frowned. “Oh, that’s right. Day off. Is he on call? Can you get in touch with him? We’re swamped today.”

“Normally he is on call, but he had to go out of town to pick up his truck today,” Sue explained. Lance frowned in confusion. “He’s buying a new truck?” Today of all days.

“No. He’s picking up his old one.”

What? What was wrong with his old truck? And why not pick it up locally? Lance grabbed an empty chair and sat down across from her, lowering his voice to avoid leaking the drama out to the waiting room. “He has to go out of town for this?”

“Yes,” Sue turned to face him as Milton answered her ringing phone behind her. “Frank’s truck was in an accident a couple of weeks back, and he said the only people who could fix it was an auto body shop an hour or two away.”

Lance froze. “An accident? What kind of accident?”

“He didn’t say.” Sue’s eyes rounded with concern. “Is everything okay, Doctor?”

“Dr. Blair.” Randy hurried into the reception area, frantic with stress. “I’m really sorry. I know you’re busy, but I could really use your help. I’m overwhelmed back here.”

“Just a minute, Randy. I’ll be right there to help you.” Lance assured him as he held up his hand. “Did you know Frank was going to be gone today?”

“He mentioned it, but I had forgotten about it.”

Lance nodded. “Thanks.” He didn’t make a move to stand, but looked up at Sue. “Do you happen to know what kind of truck he drives? Actually, better yet. What color is it?”

“Black, I think.”

Black. Lance stared at Sue for a while as he slowly nodded. He didn’t even hear Randy’s parting words as he skedaddled out of the reception area. He was too busy listening to the churning of his thoughts. Like a rose unfolding in early spring, a realization began to unfold in his head. Images of black paint transfer on mom’s car flashed across his memory. “Sue... how long ago exactly was Frank’s accident, do you know?”

“I’m sorry, Doctor,” Sue shook her head. “I don’t remember the date. It was a couple weeks ago though.”

Lance had been here for “a couple weeks.” His mother’s accident had been “a couple weeks” ago. Lance rubbed his temples, his pulse kicking up a notch. What if he was going about this all wrong? It made sense for a pharmacy technician or one of his pharmacists to be stealing medicine. It was almost too easy. They were around medicine all day long; that was their job. But that didn’t mean that the nurses or nurse practitioners weren’t around them too. It just meant that the pharmacists were easy targets. But what if they weren’t the thief? What if he had been so stuck on the pharmacy that he was missing the obvious? He’d received a threatening phone call last night. Give it up, or your girlfriend dies. Someone knew he was tracking down the missing opioids. And that same someone knew that he and Avery were more than just colleagues. The only time he and Avery had interacted with one another at the clinic after he’d discovered the missing opioids was when he’d held that meeting. It had to be someone who had been in the room when Avery had questioned them that night. As soon as that first realization settled over him, he found himself battered by even more.

Bam. The entire staff, except for Randy and the receptionists, were in the room that night.

Bam. Frank left suddenly, immediately after the meeting.

Bam. He was also in an accident, a “couple of weeks” ago.

Bam. Frank had specifically questioned him about the inventory.

Bam. Frank had also peeled out of the parking lot. Did that mean he was angry?

The more Sue talked, the more information he had. He was armed with exactly what he needed. “Sue. Are you sure?” His voice grew serious. He could not be wrong.

Her eyes grew wide, and she nodded. “Yes, doctor. Why?” Her face went pale. “Is something the matter?”

“Hold my calls; tell Randy I’ll be back to help him in a minute. I need to take care of something.” He didn’t explain further. He had to get in touch with Avery. Frank had the day off, and now Lance had no doubt in his mind who was behind all of this.

His question at the meeting after everyone had left told Lance everything he needed to know.

“Have you finished the inventory?”

It wasn’t spoken out of genuine curiosity for a coworker’s day. He wanted to know because he was the thief.

Lance strode back into his office. His door banged closed behind him, and he held his cell phone to his ear. Avery’s cheery sounding voicemail picked up, but the joy in her voice made Lance’s blood boil. Why wasn’t she answering? “Avery, hey, it’s me. I know who it is, but I think you’re in danger. Just... call me when you get this!”

He hung up, but anxiety clawed at his gut. He needed to reach her. Fast. She had the day off from her office, so she was going to spend the day digging into the case. Only there was one problem.

The guy she was hunting also had the day off.
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The light at 3:30 in the afternoon on a November day in Juniper Springs had a different glow about it. During the summer, this time of day sparkled with life and bustle, but during the autumn months, it had a cold, golden glow. The streets were emptier as people scampered home at the end of the workday, the afternoon cut short by the dwindling daylight hours.

Avery followed her GPS which took her right to the front door of the hunting lodge. She killed her engine, then leaned her head back against the seat.

She had taken safety precautions. She had told her father exactly where she was going. She dressed in the most unassuming garb she could find: her pink camouflage jacket and some sweatpants that would keep her warm if she was out late. She had every intention of standing on the front porch and not setting foot inside the house as an added safeguard. She even left her car running and had her gun at the ready, loaded and in her bag. See? Every safety precaution. She hadn’t lied to the chief.

She got out of her car, leaving her door open, and pranced up the steps. She took in a breath of the fresh, juniper-perfumed air, raised a fist, and knocked on the door. Her heart beat with anticipation, and her stomach churned. She felt like she was on the right track. Surely these guys knew something.

The door cracked, then opened, and Avery held back a sigh of relief. She never imagined that she would be so glad to see Tobacco Mouth from the accident scene.

“Oh, hey.” He grinned and opened the door. Avery peered into the house, making mental notes as she did. Tall guy in the back; they’re both here. Luggage laying around. They must be getting ready to leave. She nodded to them both. “Hey, guys. Sorry to barge in on you like this.”

“We never turn down the chance to talk to a pretty face.” His rotting grin stalled her thoughts for a second. Creepo.

She forced a professional smile onto her face. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I was the gal at the scene of that accident, asking a few questions. I’m an investigator, and I have just a few questions if you don’t mind.”

Tall Guy approached the door, casting a wary look between his partner and himself. “We thought they closed that case.”

“We are still investigating one side of it.” Avery needed it to sound like a group of people were involved, so she opted for that magic word we. “I just wanted to catch you before you left town. Would be a whole deal to have to drive back and forth, you know?” she said with a friendly roll of her eyes and shrug. “Mind if I just ask you a few questions?”

“Why, sure.” Tobacco Mouth opened the door wider. “Do you want to come in?”

“Actually, I prefer to stay outside if you don’t mind.” She aimed a steadfast grin at them. “My cell phone reception doesn’t work as well around here, and I’m waiting on a text.”

They looked at each other again, then Tobacco Mouth stepped out onto the front porch. “Little thing like you must be freezing by now.”

Avery forced a laugh. She looked at the porch, deciding whether to sit on one of the few rocking chairs or outdoor couch. She chose one of the rockers, removing all possibility of him sitting beside her. “I like the cold. Grew up around here, you know?”

“Sure.” Tobacco Mouth leaned inside the door. “Whatcha doing?”

“I’m going to make a phone call right quick.” Tall Guy dug his cell phone out, studying Avery a bit longer than she was comfortable with, then cracked an easygoing grin. “Be right out.” He shut the door, leaving Tobacco Mouth and Avery outside.
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Avery buried her hands in her flannel-lined pockets and looked around. Her eyes fell upon a rack of antlers attached to a taxidermy mount on the wall. Avery quickly counted nine points, including the broken one. “Is that the one?”

“That’s it.” Tobacco Mouth turned to look at his trophy. He stood, proudly gazing upon his prized buck. “The accident tore him up, so we couldn’t eat him or anything, but we could sure keep his rack as a prize.”

Avery’s stomach turned. A prize. This deer, that somehow was involved in taking a human life, hailed as a prized possession. Something wasn’t right about that, but she tucked away her distaste. “Our friend up there is actually why I’m here. I’m having trouble reconciling some things, and I was wondering if you could help me out so we can put this case to bed.”

Tobacco Mouth shifted from foot to foot, glancing behind him at the closed door. “Well, it’s been a while since that accident, but I’ll help where I can. Lemme ask you… why are you so interested in the death of a deer?”

“Animal nerd, I guess.” Avery brushed his comment off with a fake smile. “I know it’s been a while, but I remember from the accident scene, you said you shot it near your hunting lodge, at, oh, six o’clock or so.”

“That’s right.” Tobacco Mouth studied her and didn’t move this time.

“I’m just curious if you are certain that the deer you shot was the same deer you found on the side of the highway.”

“Absolutely certain,” Tobacco Mouth persisted. The door to the lodge opened behind him, and Tall Guy emerged, shooting Avery an overly friendly smile. “We saw him in the scope and counted his rack twice. We weren’t gonna let him go, broken tine or not.”

“Why do you ask?” Tall Guy stood beside his friend.

“Well, with two professional hunters such as yourselves,” Avery glanced between the two and forced a friendly tone, despite her uneasiness, “I was wondering if you know much about a kill shot.”

“Well, sure we do,” Tall Guy insisted. “You don’t wanna risk shootin’ it somewhere and letting it suffer. And you don’t wanna miss and have to chase it for very long.”

“But he did run pretty far,” Avery challenged. “How is that possible with a heart and lung shot?”

“I don’t know.” Tobacco Mouth spit some of his tobacco into a plastic water bottle. Avery fought to keep her lunch down. “Maybe we missed and didn’t get him in the heart.”

Well, they certainly didn’t miss. Avery kept that information to herself. “Did you follow the blood trail?”

Again, Tobacco Mouth shrugged. “It was dark. We couldn’t see nothing.”

“I also didn’t see a blood trail at the scene. Or even footprints.” Avery kept her tone in check, making it sound like she was contributing to the conversation rather than cornering them into the truth. “Why do you think that is?”

“Look, Miss,” Tall Guy said, his voice edgy. “Them movies make it look like deer huntin’ is easy and fun and games, but the reality is that these deer are unpredictable. We shot him, we lost him, we chased after him, we went up and down, into the woods and back again. When we didn’t find him, we went back home. The next morning, we got up to go get breakfast, and as we was drivin’, lo and behold, there was our deer layin’ on the side of the road. That’s all there is to it.”

Avery tilted her head. “I’m just curious. See, the deer we found at the accident scene had suffered a kill shot. This was confirmed by Animal Control when they picked it up, meaning he couldn’t run very far from where you shot him.” She aimed them a winning smile. “See, I know a little something about hunting too.”

Tobacco Mouth and Tall Guy exchanged a guilty look between them. Tall Guy’s head bowed, and Tobacco Mouth shifted his footing in the dirt. Both men’s speechlessness confirmed what Avery had thought. There was something they weren’t telling her. “Look, I’m not accusing you guys of anything,” Avery kept her tone soft. “I’m just trying to figure out how a deer with a kill shot wound up in front of an oncoming car when you shot it about four miles away.”

“Miracles happen,” was the only explanation offered, and Tall Guy said it with a shrug.

“I just want to make sure that the deer didn’t fall out of your truck, and then Dr. West hit it, causing an accident that took her life. Accidents are hard to own up to, but you have to come clean if that’s what happened.”

Tobacco Mouth’s jaw tightened. “What do you take us for? Liars?”

“She doesn’t think it was an accident.”

A new voice broke onto the scene, and Avery’s blood froze. It was a voice that was familiar to her. Her eyes widened, and she turned around just as Frank Whitley emerged from behind the lodge smirking at her.

Avery’s jaw dropped. “Whitley? What are you doing here?”

“Why, Avery,” he began, wearing a grin that unnerved her. “Fancy seeing you here.”
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Lance put his phone down reluctantly, something more than concern mounting in his chest. He had tried Avery’s cell phone countless times, but all he got was her cheery sounding voicemail.

He tapped the corner of his cell phone against his lip. He had always prided himself on being solution-oriented, so why was he at such a loss now? He had to think outside of the box. Who might know something? Her father? Or…?

The last person she had spoken with that day. Of course. Lance speed dialed the police department, who answered two rings too long for him.

“Chief Simmons.”

“Yeah, this is Dr. Lance Blair. Have you seen Avery today? I can’t get a hold of her.”

“She came by the department earlier today. Said she was doing some investigating in regard to this opioid scandal and your mother’s case. If that’s true, it’s very tragic news, I have to say.”

He wasn’t in the mood for conversations. “Have you heard from her since?”

“Unfortunately, I haven’t. Let me think. She was asking a lot of questions about those two hunters.”

The two hunters.

Of course.

Of course, she would go against his wishes and drive out there. And now she wasn’t answering her phone. Something must have happened to her.

“Thanks, Chief.”

He ended the call before Chief Simmons could ask him a question he couldn’t or didn’t want to answer. At that point, he cared nothing about the law. The only thing on his mind was Avery’s safety, and he was going to do whatever it took to make sure she was safe—even if that meant tearing that hunting lodge down to find her.

He stopped by the cubicle where Randy was typing something into the computer. “Randy, can you manage? I have an emergency and need to leave now.”

Randy looked up at him, all too slowly and nodded. “You want me to…”

“Can you?” Lance repeated.

Randy nodded eagerly. “Sure, Doctor Blair.”

Lance bolted from the building, his heart hammering in his chest. Determination drove him forward with lengthened strides. The pain in his ankle from his foot pounding on the asphalt didn’t even register since he had worse things to think about. He didn’t care what he left behind—he couldn’t afford to think about that now. Avery was all that mattered in that moment. He practically flew into the front seat of his truck, fumbling for his keys. It took him a few tries to separate the right one from the others as urgency tripped him up. With a grunt of frustration, he jammed the key into the ignition, and his truck roared to life. Without wasting another second, he stomped on the accelerator, tailpipes to the clinic and headlights to the hunting lodge.
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“You were in on this together all along, weren’t you?”

Avery dared not move. She fixed her wide eyes on Frank’s smirking face and gripped the sides of her rocking chair to keep from reacting. “That’s why there was no blood trail. No footprints at the scene! They shot it; you planted it.”

Frank’s laugh chilled her to her bones. He stared at her as if he found the entire situation amusing. “Oh, the imagination of a private investigator. Always looking for a way to be the hero, even in situations that don’t call for one. Mariann’s death was a tragic accident, Miss Hart. Why can’t you accept that?”

Avery studied his face. He wanted to lord his superiority over her and show her how smart he was. Unfortunately for Avery, her need to know drove her to think about the answer… not that it would gain her anything. She just had to know. Why? And how?

“I’m not stupid, Whitley,” Avery bit out. “I know what happened.”

“Do you?” He raised an eyebrow. “Well, then, tell me just exactly how you think I’m responsible for Mariann’s death.”

Avery found herself tying pieces together as she talked out loud. “You wanted it to look like an accident. You ran her off the road, then planted the deer to make it look like she hit it.”

“Yes, but you’re forgetting one very important thing.” Frank slipped his hands into his pants pocket and began to pace the length of the porch. “That deer was both shot and mangled. It was obviously hit by a car. Do you have any other,” he waved his hand in the air, “exciting theories? Or, better yet, any evidence to back this up?”

“A lot!” Avery cried, determined.

“Enlighten me.” Frank’s lip twitched into a grin, knowing he had the upper hand.

Tobacco Mouth and Tall Guy closed in on either side of her chair, ready to grab her if she bolted. Avery was brewing a plan, biding her time. She just had to wait for the right moment, so while waiting, she did as Frank said. Enlightened him.

“For one, the deer carcass doesn’t line up with the timeline of events.” Another idea came to her: a time stamp that better aligned with when she thought the deer might’ve gotten killed. A cell phone message sent at 4:45 that day, just before it got dark. It has been done. What if it was from the hunters after all? She chose to run with that theory. “A cell phone, left at the scene!”

Frank’s face darkened. “A cell phone?” He straightened, aiming the darkest glare Avery had ever seen toward the hunters. “You left your cell phone at the scene?”

Avery stiffened. So it was their cell phone!

“It was an accident! It must have fallen out while we picked up the deer….” Tobacco Mouth’s face flushed red, and he turned open mouthed at Avery. He realized his mistake of just blurting out the obvious.

Avery didn’t even bother trying to hide her satisfaction. She grinned up at Frank who stood, shaking his head in bewilderment. “Oh. So, that’s how you did it. You tied the deer to your grille, and used it as a battering ram to run into Mariann’s car. You hit her with the deer, then planted it.” She smirked over at Tobacco Mouth. “Nice. Good one. No wonder you were so panicked when I asked about it! But how in the world did you come up with the name Cod?”

Tall guy piped up behind Tobacco Mouth. “Because. Cod is ‘Doc’ spelled backwards.”

Avery could have slapped herself. Frank, too, let his shoulders sag. “Idiots,” he mumbled. “Lucky for you, though, we’ll be out of town before anyone realizes it was us.” He turned back to glower at Avery. “I can’t have you telling anyone, now, can I?”

“No?” Avery raised an eyebrow. She’d told her father and Chief Simmons that she was coming up here. Hopefully one of them would think to look for her if she was gone too long. But until then, she had to fend for herself. She inched her hand closer to her handbag.

“That’s right.” Frank smirked. “What, did you think I would just let you go? No, sweetheart, I’ve got a special surprise for you.”

Avery’s jaw tightened, her fingers itching to get to her bag, but she couldn’t move with him staring her down.

“You were always bright, Hart. Everyone in town knows it. But this time, you made a mistake. I knew you were onto me when you started asking all those questions.” He mocked her tone as he repeated them. “‘Did she act jumpy?’ ‘What was it like in the days leading up to her death?’ Do you really think I’d be stupid enough to think you were asking those kind of questions because you cared about us?”

“I’m a very caring person.”

Avery swallowed down her fear. She had a plan. She’d gotten herself out of sticky situations before, although she was hard pressed to think any were worse than her current situation.

“So,” she said through gritted teeth as she put on a brave face, “where does this leave us?”

“An excellent question, Miss Hart.”

Avery figured he was going to say that. In one swift motion, she sprang to her feet, pulling her gun from her bag and pointed it at Frank’s face.

He just smirked.

Avery felt two cold barrels pressing into each of her temples. She swallowed hard as Tobacco Mouth and Tall Guy chuckled darkly.

“You might want to drop that.” Frank said, nodding toward her gun.

Avery stared long and hard at him. He was a despicable, odious human being. She silently vowed to find a way to outsmart him. He was a step ahead of her, but she would fix that. She opened her hand, letting her weapon hit the wooden porch with a clatter.

Frank smirked. “Wise choice.”

Tobacco Mouth and Tall Guy moved in, grabbing Avery by her elbows, and forced her arms down to her sides.

Frank stared at her, malevolence gleaming in his eyes.

“You won’t get away with any of this,” Avery spat. “Lance knows everything. He’s going to track you here and find me. Everyone knows where I am!”

“Oh, I don’t think so, dear.”

Avery’s heart sped into overdrive as something was pressed over her mouth. She tried to scream in rage and frustration, but the cloth muffled her voice. She felt something damp on the cloth, then smelled something strong. Avery tried hard to keep from inhaling, but she couldn’t keep herself from drawing a breath. And as she did, she drew in something noxious. Almost immediately, her vision blurred, and her body went limp. She felt herself being lowered to the ground, and the last thing she saw was Frank’s ominous smile.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m real good at making things look like accidents.”
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Lance’s truck skidded to a stop, kicking up dirt and gravel in front of a hunting lodge. This had to be the one. Two old hunters sat in rocking chairs on the porch, smoking and chewing tobacco. Above their heads hung a deer’s antler display.

Lance sprang from his truck and approached the porch. “Hey, guys?”

“What can we do for ya, sir?” The larger one struggled to his feet, his voice tinged with a southern drawl.

Lance pulled a picture from his pocket—a photo of Avery he’d taken from his mother’s things. “Have you seen this woman running around these parts? Her name is Avery Hart?”

The two glanced at each other, then leaned forward to study the photograph. The larger one spat a disgusting glob of tobacco and saliva onto the ground. “Nope. Can’t say we’ve seen nuthin’ so pretty as her runnin’ around these parts.”

Lance snatched the photograph back, not wanting to give Avery over to anyone who wouldn’t appreciate the gem she was. “Do you know a Frank Whitley?”

The taller one frowned. “A who?”

“Frank Whitley.” Lance bit back his frustrated insults. “Drives a black truck, blondish hair, not skinny, not large?”

“We aren’t from around here,” the two hunters agreed. “We were only here for a few weeks, but we’re fixin’ to move on out. Sorry we can’t be of much help to ya.”

“Did you happen to shoot any deer recently that were involved in a vehicle accident?”

He hoped a random question like that would provoke a reaction. Instead, he got a frown. “Can’t say that we have. We don’t hunt near the main road. Too dangerous for man and beast.”

Lance pursed his lips in frustration. “Listen, if you see anything suspicious, or see this woman, please alert the Juniper Springs police.”

“Why?” The tobacco addict spat again. Lance’s stomach churned, and he tried not to look at it. “She missing? She a bank robber?”

Lance shot them a glare of his own. “That’s none of your concern.”

He turned on his heel and headed back to his truck. His gaze on the ground as his mind spun, he paused. The sun glinted off something shiny lying in the grass. He squatted and picked up the shiny object, and when he saw what was in his hand, his stomach lurched. It was an earring.

He had seen this earring before. The tear shaped ring inlaid with diamonds had been dangling from Avery’s beautiful ear the last time he saw her. Pinched between his fingers, Lance stood up and examined it closely.

She’d been here. But she wasn’t here now. There was no blood on it, so maybe it had fallen out. Or she had planted it, knowing he would find her. Lance hated being ten steps behind her. He might be too late.

Lance turned back to the hunters who were busy talking about their favorite football teams and weren’t paying attention to him. “Hey, fellas, does this look better on you or the woman I’m looking for?”

The two bit off their conversation and turned to him. “What’s that now?” the taller one asked.

Lance gave them a passive aggressive shrug, the last of his calm before he exploded. “Oh, I was just wondering if either of you like this particular style of earring—which happens to belong to the woman I’m looking for.”

They fell silent, stricken expressions on both their faces.

Lance thundered forward, glowering at them both. He charged up onto the steps and leaned over the older man’s chair. Slamming his palm into the back of the chair, he pointed his free finger in his face, his eyes blazing. “I know she was here,” he bellowed. “And I know that you’ve seen her. So, why don’t you just cut the crap and tell me where she is?”

Their eyes widened. “We told you—”

Lance slammed his palm against the back of the chair with all his force, and the older man flinched. “That’s not what I asked! You don’t want me to ask again! I’m not afraid to twist some limbs until they snap if that’s what it takes! So, unless you want me to tear this place apart, starting with you, then you’d better tell me where she is! And so help me if I find that she’s been messed with—you’ll regret every moment you kept quiet!” His voice dropped into a dark growl.

“L-l-look, mister, we may have seen the likes of your woman out here—”

“—and we don’t know anything,” the tobacco addict added, raising his hands. “But I may have seen them head back toward Juniper Springs.”

“Them?” Lance repeated, creasing his neck. “You mean Frank Whitley, don’t you?”

Their pursed lips, and panicked eyes told him everything he needed to know. He shoved his hand once more against the back of the big guy’s chair and sprinted toward his truck. “Bastards!”

He slammed his door behind him and peeled out of the driveway. Where would he go? Where would Frank take her? Back into town?

He rang Avery’s phone one more time. It immediately went to voicemail, sending a charge of fear that it might be too late surging through his veins.
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It felt like her head was being crushed between two boulders.

Avery opened her eyes, but the stabbing pain in her head forced them shut again. She tried to draw a deep breath but couldn’t. She lay on her stomach, head turned to the side and her cheek pressed to the ground.

Her chest burned, and a groan came from deep within her as she lifted her head. She grimaced, wracked with pain. It felt like she had an axe digging into her skull. Everything was blurry, and as she tried to remember what had brought her there, she could only recall snippets… only fragments of what happened floated through her mind.

A case.

She had been working on something big. Mountains... hunters…

Frank Whitley.

This must be the effects of fentanyl poisoning. She suddenly recalled that Lance had mentioned fentanyl was one of the drugs that had been missing from the clinic, and she thought maybe that’s what he’d dosed her with. As if that was the key that unlocked her mind, memories came flooding back to her.

The hunting lodge.

Guns pointed at me.

Frank.

Was she still at the hunting lodge? Or had he taken her somewhere else? How long had she been out? Why hadn’t he killed her yet?

Accident.

The word reverberated in her mind, echoing in her thoughts. The rush of memories was overwhelming, and she tried to shut off the flow. She needed to focus on one thing at a time. She needed to figure out where she was and how to get out. She realized she wasn’t bound, which surprised her, but she was thankful all the same. Still, for some reason she couldn’t move. As she came back to her senses, she felt a heavy weight on top of her which was making it hard to breathe and impossible to move.

Making every effort to move, she lifted her head and craned her neck around to the side. Straining her neck, she managed to look over her shoulder and gasped at what she saw. A large wooden bookshelf lay across her body, pinning her to the ground.

“Wakey-wakey.”

Avery jolted at Frank’s sudden voice. Her eyes hurt, so she squinted as she looked up at his figure. He was leaning casually against a doorframe. Darkness came over her face. “You.”

“Me,” he said with a shrug. “How ya feeling?”

Avery forced her arm beneath her and tried to lift the bookcase off her back but couldn’t find the leverage, nor did she have the strength. Still weakened by whatever he’d dosed her with, she couldn’t get out from under it. She was trapped.

“Where am I, you freak?” she demanded, unsure if her words were as slurred as they sounded in her ears.

He smirked again. “Don’t you recognize it, dear?”

Knowing he would taunt her and refuse her questions, she looked around. An office chair, tipped over sideways, lying near the desk that had been pushed against the bookshelf to pin the corner down.

Papers scattered everywhere, all over the room. The place looked familiar, like she’d spent some time here recently—except, of course, for her being trapped.

Frank looked down at the lighter he was holding. He flicked the flame on and off, his eyes glittering with madness. “It’s a shame, isn’t it?”

Avery grunted, continuing to try to worm herself out from underneath the bookshelf. She didn’t want to be his amusement, so she didn’t bother giving him an answer.

“Smoking is such a nasty habit, isn’t it?”

Smoking? Avery stopped moving and looked up at him. Satisfied that he finally had her attention, he went on.

“When they inspect this charred, burned-out clinic, do you know what they’ll find? They might not find anything. But if they do, if anything survives, they might find this lighter. Possibly a cigarette. If they find it amid the rubble, they’ll assume Lola had returned to the scene to steal more drugs. You heard about that, right?”

She heard. She also knew it hadn’t been Lola but this snake standing in front of her.

He casually looked down at the lighter again. “Of course, being the nasty addict that she is, she lit up… not knowing there was a gas leak. Old building, you know? She also didn’t know there were open oxygen tanks right by the door. Lance must have turned the sprinkler system off so they could work on it, then forgot to turn it back on. Maybe if she wasn’t so addicted to nicotine, those tanks wouldn’t have fed the fire so rapidly. And those pills I slipped into her purse will be the final nail in her coffin, if they find this and investigate her.”

Avery felt ice in her blood.

“So, she ran, not knowing that you were here, doing what you do best.” He glared at her. “Sticking your nose in business where it doesn’t belong. And when the fire started, in a panic, your foot tangled with that office chair, you landed on the floor, and in your struggle, you pulled a bookshelf on top of yourself.” He tsked and shook his head. “Clumsy girl.”

Avery gritted her teeth and grunted, struggling beneath the bookcase as tears stung her eyes. She hadn’t felt this helpless since she was an infant!

“Too bad the flames got to you before the fire department could.” Frank shrugged. “I’m sorry for Dr. Blair’s loss, Avery. He really cares about you, you know. I’ve seen the way he looked at you. Looked... because it’ll be past tense in a couple of minutes.”

“You can’t do this to me!” Avery screeched.

“Ohhhh, but I can,” he cooed, winking at her. “Besides, this was just an accident, Avery. If they do happen to figure out what really happened here, though, I’ll be in a different state. Consider this my letter of resignation.”

He turned and disappeared from the doorway. Avery slapped her free palm down on the floor. She struggled beneath the bookcase, but it was no use. She heard something clatter to the floor somewhere beyond the room she was in and held her breath.

Seconds passed and then chaos reigned as several things happened all at once.

Then a deafening explosion tore through the clinic.

A wave of heat washed over her.

The window in the office shattered, pelting her with shards of glass.

The hallway glowed with the wall of fire that raced down the corridor, reaching the doorway to the office she was pinned in. Panic bloomed in her chest, and she thrashed against the bookcase. She had to get out—she had to!

Smoke filled the doorway, blocking everything but the growing wall of flames from view. Her skin was growing hot, as was the floor she was pinned to. Tears of frustration ran down her face, and she coughed as smoke began to fill her lungs. Flames crackled, eating away at the clinic that Lance had tried so hard to restore… burning away the memory, the legacy, of Mariann West.

Avery reached with her free arm, trying to grab hold of something she could use to pull herself out from under the bookcase. She found nothing. She tried to push herself up again, but the bookshelf must’ve weighed at least a hundred pounds. No cell phone. After hours, no one was in earshot.

Lance.

He had to be out looking for her. But she knew the odds of him finding her before she was consumed by the flames were slim. Still, the thought of Lance ate away at her soul and brought a fresh wave of despair. As the smoke grew thicker and her doom seemed all but certain, she could think of only one thing.

She loved him.

She’d admitted it to him just last night. She loved him. His returned presence in her life was welcomed, and she craved him. She longed to kiss him, to feel his warm arms encircle her, press her head against his manly chest as his voice resonated into her ears...

Would she never see him again? Would he ever know that she would trade everything to be with him?

No. She was being ripped away from him, her chances to tell him everything in her heart going up in literal flames. Her life was down to minutes. There was no way she could push this bookshelf off. Knowing she would die alone, never getting the chance to fight for a future with Lance, ripped an anguished scream from her mouth. The emptiness she felt from Lance’s absence brought tears to her eyes.

No! I am going to fight this! I am going to survive!

She screamed out the shrillest, loudest call for help that she had ever yelled in her life.
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Lance had taken the twists and turns in the road, riding it like a roller coaster until he reached the city limits. He was driving wildly but somehow managed to keep his truck on the road and under control. He drove as fast as he dared with only one thought and one goal in mind: save Avery.

His mind raced as fast as his truck. Where would Frank take her? If they went back to town, would he hide her in some obscure location? Had he touched her? Lance gritted his teeth. If he so much as hurt one hair on her beautiful head…

He recognized the build of a truck coming at him from the opposite direction, heading out of town as he was barreling in. A black truck with a grille guard on it. Could it be?

“Dumb luck,” he muttered.

But he was happy to take any stroke of luck he could get. He was sure it was Frank in the truck coming toward him. And as the truck drew closer, he saw Frank behind the wheel, a smarmy smirk on his face. But Frank was alone. Avery didn’t appear to be in the truck next to him. Fear surged through him at the thought of what her absence could mean.

No, Lance refused to use any words like disposed or dumped. Avery was alive. Frank had probably just left her somewhere, and Lance was going to find her. With a controlled jerk of his steering wheel, he swerved into Frank’s lane, gritting his teeth and preparing himself for a collision.

Frank blasted his horn as he swerved, losing control of his truck and landing right in the ditch. Lance screeched to a stop then shot from the front seat and stormed toward the truck. He took a quick glance in the bed, assuring himself that Avery wasn’t back there. He heard the wail of sirens in the distance but ignored them. The cops couldn’t help him right now. Or Frank.

Frank clambered out of the front seat, dazed and disoriented. “What in the world, man…”

Lance lunged at Frank, grabbing his collar, and slammed him against the side of his truck as hard as he could.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Frank held up his hands. “Take it easy, Doc!”

“Where is she?” Lance barked through gritted teeth. He slammed Frank into the side of the truck again, harder this time. “What have you done with Avery?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

Lance drew back, then drove a fist into Frank’s jaw. The man’s head snapped back and blood spilled from the corner of his mouth. He looked at Lance, stunned. “Don’t play games with me,” Lance roared. “Tell me where she is!”

A mocking sneer crossed Frank’s face. “Oh, I get it. You care for the lady.”

“Tell me where she is!” Lance slammed him against the side of his truck again, his eyes brazen with rage. “I swear to God, Whitley, if you’ve hurt her, I’ll kill you!”

Instead of reacting to his threat, Frank just laughed and shook his head. “You people. All you see is the small picture. You know, if you and your mother hadn’t stuck your nose into business that wasn’t yours, none of this would be necessary. And your little girlfriend wouldn’t be in the danger she’s in. So, in a way, what happens to her is your fault.”

Danger? Of course, she was in danger. Frank wouldn’t just dump her. Adrenaline and fear exploded inside him. He had to get to Avery. Frank was a cold-blooded killer and would let her die a slow, agonizing death if it helped him get away.

“What are you going to do?” Frank gave him an unexpected shove, throwing Lance off balance. As Lance regained his footing, Frank raised his fists like some kind of boxer—actually—more like a kid who was taking boxing classes. Frank threw a wild punch that Lance easily ducked. It was meant to take Lance’s head off, but it threw Frank off balance and he stumbled.

Lance quickly darted in and grabbed Frank by the shoulders. Hooking his leg around the back of Frank’s knee, Lance drove him to the ground. He hit the pavement with a hard “oof” as the breath was driven from his lungs.

Lance climbed on top of the man and drove his fists into Frank’s face, each punch landing with a hard, wet thud. Frank tried to fight back, throwing his arms up, his punches weak and ineffective. He did manage to get a good, hard punch in, but Lance was so enraged that he hardly felt the bruise forming on his cheekbone. Blood spilled from Frank’s nose and mouth as Lance continued to pummel him. Dazed and bloody, the man finally slumped back, his body limp.

Lance grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him hard, bouncing the back of his head off the ground beneath him. “Where. Is. She? What have you done with her?!”

“She’s t-t-t-oast by n-n-now,” Frank groaned.

Lance refused to believe it. ‘By now’ made him think he’d left her in some sort of trap. He drove his fist into Frank’s face one last time, and the man went completely limp—out cold.

Lance sat up, his breath bursting from his mouth in hard, ragged gasps. His heart was beating hard—not so much from the exertion, but from burning, hot rage that flowed through him. He looked in the back of Frank’s truck and found ties that looked to be stained red with blood. Avery’s? He couldn’t even think about it.

He grabbed the straps and took hold of Frank’s wrists, slapping and pinning them together as he dragged the man’s limp body to the truck. Using the ties, he attached them to the steering wheel and to Frank’s wrists. The man wasn’t going anywhere, and he would be uncomfortable as hell hanging from the steering wheel like that. His prisoner secured, he pulled his cell phone out and made a quick call.

“Chief Simmons,” the man answered.

“I have Whitley; he’s out on the road headed out of town. He’s unconscious, so he won’t be going anywhere. He’s got Avery, but I don’t know where he left her.”

A muffled beep interrupted his thoughts. Another call coming in? Avery? Chief Simmons’s voice was muffled as he spoke to somebody in the background.

“Hold on, my sister’s calling.”

He swiped her answer button. “Hello?”

“Lance!” Her voice, even more shrill than the day she had informed him about Mom’s death, confirmed his worse fears. “The clinic is on fire!”

“What?”

“It’s burning, Lance! The clinic is burning!”

She’s toast by now.

Frank’s words echoed in his head, sending a wave of nausea rolling through his belly. He cast one look down at the unconscious man and realized that he would indeed go so far as to trap Avery inside that burning building while simultaneously destroying all evidence of his crimes. The pain that gripped his heart felt worse than anything he’d ever felt in his life. He just had to get to her.

“I’m on my way. Stay put!”

He switched the call back over to Chief Simmons and sprinted toward his truck. He glided into his seat without even taking a second step and jerked the vehicle into gear. “That was my sister. The clinic’s on fire!”

“We just got a call about that.” Simmons was way too calm about the situation, but Lance detected a twinge of fear in his voice. “I thought you heard me, but you had already switched over to talk to your sister. Where are you?”

“Heading into town,” Lance replied.

“Stay where you are. I’m sending—”

“Chief, Avery is in the clinic—I’m sure of it. We gotta get her out of that building now!”

“Dr. Blair, don’t do something—”

Lance cut the call short. Stupid? I’m way beyond that now. As he rocketed down the road, he spotted a pillar of smoke rising into the sky. The orange glow of the flames could be seen reflecting off the clouds above. And the girl that he loved more than life itself was trapped inside that burning box.

Lance stomped on the accelerator, and his truck roared. He barely managed to stay on the road as he rounded the curves, pushing his truck as fast as it would go. His tires squealed on the pavement, threatening to send him into a ditch. But he wasn’t going to let up. He wouldn’t stop. Not until he’d gotten to Avery and saved her.
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Lance slammed on his brakes, his truck stopping with a sharp squeal. He had swerved across three spaces at once and jumped out of his truck without even cutting the engine. There were only two thoughts pounding through his head. The first? Avery. Her name kept repeating itself in his head. The second was that sick feeling that overwhelms when a tragedy strikes. But even that paled in comparison to the surge of gut-wrenching dread knowing Avery was trapped in that building.

Lance ran full sprint across the street, unable to rip his eyes away from the catastrophe unfolding before him. The flames were eating everything, even helping themselves to the trees that stood outside the clinic, crisping them into nothing. Several police cars lined the street, blocking the clinic and that side of the street off from civilians, but that didn’t stop a crowd from gathering to gawk at the fire. A fire quint was parked out front, readying their equipment to battle the flames, as a heavy rescue engine pulled to the side.

People had come out of the surrounding businesses to watch the calamity unfold. Hairdressers, the entire flower shop staff, bartenders… everyone stood with their eyes fixated on the building. Gasps, shouts, and cries went up from the onlookers as the fire roared like an angry beast. The flames glowed a bright orange that somehow reminded Lance of Jack-O-Lanterns at Halloween: orange with an evil, taunting glare. A thick cloud of black smoke curled toward the heavens, escaping the scene after feeding the flames that had feasted upon his mother’s clinic. Flames and smoke curled out the sides of the building as broken glass littered the ground under the blown-out windows.

Lance’s rage was no less than the inferno that wrapped the clinic in its deadly heat. As soon as he reached the edge of the clinic, he felt a wall of heat, like someone had opened a giant oven door, slapping him in the face.

“Lance!”

He snapped around, seeing Sidnie rush toward him. She threw her body against him and heaved her sobs into his chest. But as much as Lance loved her, he pulled her away and tilted her face up to him. “Sidnie, have they sent in a rescue crew yet?”

“No,” she said hysterically. “They got here about three minutes ago, and the captain or whatever has been talking to them. They don’t need a rescue team; the clinic was closed. There was no one there.” Horror struck her face. “Right?”

Lance tossed a glance over his shoulder seeing some of the firefighters gathering around a man who was probably the fire captain. They weren’t moving fast enough—nowhere near fast enough.

“Lance?” Sidnie’s voice was hard. “No one was here, right?”

“That snake.” Lance gripped Sidnie’s shoulders. “Avery’s in there.” He turned her loose and shot toward the building.

“Lance, where are you going?” Sidnie shrieked after him. “Lance?!”

Her voice cracked, but Lance could already hear it fading into the distance. He didn’t slow his pace—he threw all care for himself and concern for the crime scene to the wind. He wasn’t waiting. The rescue team would have to do a 360 of the building before determining where to go in, and that would take too long. Frank was calculating and cruel. By the time the rescue team finished their 360, reported back, and went inside, Avery could be dead. He, however, didn’t care about the safe way to enter a burning building. It wasn’t safe for Avery, and that was his only objective.

Broken glass crunched under his feet as he raced up to one of the windows, his heartbeat thudding in his ears. The broken windows gave him an in, leading into the waiting room, and he’d take it. He ran up to the first window, but a ball of fire spitting out the window made him duck and race to the next window. He needed in. Now.

Before another explosion could lurch flames out the opening, he grabbed the sides of the windowpane and hoisted himself through. The last thing he heard was another blood-curdling shriek from Sidnie calling his name, then screaming for one of the firemen’s help.

It was like he jumped into an oven. A thick wave of heat surrounded him the moment he landed in the wreckage that used to be an examination room. Hot melted plastic stuck to the surface of an exam table, but no Avery. The smoke already started to scrape at the back of his throat, and he gagged it up. “Avery!” he bellowed, raising his voice over the roar of the flames, and charged out of the room.

“Avery! Avery, are you in here?” He yelled, coughed, then yelled again. He burst into the hall; it was lined with flames on either side, melting the carpet and clouding the air with a thick boil of smoke. He plunged into the unknown, unable to see where he was going. He didn’t drop to his knees. Crawling would take too much time. He did, however, pull his sleeve down over his hand to protect it as he opened the door to each exam room he came across.

“Avery?”

She wasn’t there. He slammed the door and moved on to the next one. “Avery!”

Where was she? Maybe she was unconscious and he had to physically look in each room. As he burst into the next exam room, a chunk of falling ceiling nearly collided with him. He hobbled around it, peering around the other end of the table, his love’s name roaring from his lips. Where was she?

He wasted no time, sprinting back out into the carbon-monoxide-infested hall and shouted her name so loud that he could have brought down the roof. “Avery!”

“Lance!”

Her voice was muffled, but it was there! Lance hopped over a smoldering patch of trim and bolted toward the back where he’d heard her voice. “Avery, talk to me!”

“Lance, I’m in here!” Her voice was clearer now and seemed to be coming from the open door to his mother’s office. He coughed, his chest grinding into a painful choke as he did, but he ignored it as he sprinted toward Avery’s voice.

“Lance!” Avery shrieked, the relief in her voice palpable. There she was! Thank God, she was alive and breathing and hadn’t succumbed to any burns from what he could tell. She lay trapped under a massive, heavy bookshelf.

“Are you hurt?” he yelled as he sprinted toward her. The inferno roared, drowning out his voice.

Avery coughed. “I can’t breathe. My arm is trapped under the bookshelf, and I can’t move!” Another raspy cough rattled its way out of her chest. This wasn’t good. Smoke inhalation plus the heat that was cooking her body was a bad combination.

He had never heard her panic like this before. Even when they were together with bullets raining down all around them, she’d been calm. After her car accident, she’d been composed. But this time, she was delirious with panic. He had to act fast. He threw himself down in front of her, quickly assessing the situation and figuring a way to get her out.

His skin grew warm as the flames licked at the walls and blackened the doorway. Smoke curled around the ceiling and filled the room around them. “I’m going to get you out of here. I just have to move this bookshelf.”

He squatted down beside the side of the bookshelf. His heart pounded a staccato rhythm in his ears, and adrenaline pumped through his body. His face felt hot, and his body felt like it would implode from the heat. Gritting his teeth, he coiled his body and slipped his hand underneath the bookcase and heaved. Lifting with his legs, he let out a loud growl and slowly lifted the bookcase off her. It hit the ground on the other side of her body with a loud clatter. A rush of triumph coursed through him when he realized she was free.

Moving slowly and stiffly, Avery rolled onto her back and sat up, coughing. The way her chest heaved as she coughed and fought for air sent ripples of worry through Lance’s heart. She had been in the fire too long. Already, he felt the smoke grating the back of his throat, filling his lungs with soot and poison. He could only imagine how she was feeling given how long she’d been exposed to the flames.

“Avery.” He knelt in front of her and took her hand in his. Her grateful eyes turned toward him. Her face was black and dripping wet; her hair had turned brown from the sweat that stuck it to her forehead. Trails of tears cut through the smoke that coated her face. The sight of her crying pierced his heart. “I’ve got to get you out of here. We can go through the window.”

Avery nodded her understanding. The danger was not only near; it was right at the door. Suddenly, a large chunk of charred wood fell from the ceiling, landing about four feet away from Avery with a thunderous crash that sent a shower of sparks and glowing embers around the room. Lance glanced up at the ceiling, feeling his chest tighten. Thick smoke rolled in waves above them as red and orange flames licked the length of the ceiling.

“Where are my sprinkler systems?” he yelled. He had worked so hard to make sure the clinic was in top shape, so why weren’t they coming on? Another chunk crumbled from the ceiling, landing in a hard crash near the door. From the hallway, the flames flared into a brighter orange glow before dimming again.

“Come on. Under the smoke, under the smoke.” He took her hand and began to crawl on his hands and knees toward the window, wincing at the debris that dug into his knees. Feeling Avery’s hesitation beside him, he released her hand and wrapped that arm around her shoulders, pulling her close to him. He would use himself as a human shield if something else fell from the ceiling. “Let’s go. We have to go.”

Another crash, behind them. Lance turned to see where it was in case he needed to roll her out of the way and noticed the trim collapsing from the doorway. In the hallways, the glow of the flames pulsed then dimmed again as hissing sounds leaked up the hallway followed by a strange pop. Leaving through the window was their only option so they didn’t have to go through whatever was feeding the fire like a flamethrower in the hallway.

Avery kept pace with him, but the moment they reached the window, burning timber crashed down from the ceiling above them. “Get down!” He threw himself over her to protect her from any debris from the falling chunks. He held himself over her but managed to look up to see the result of the falling ceiling. Flames rose up in front of them, cutting them off from the window… cutting them off from their escape route.
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The breath fled from Avery’s lungs.

Even though her mouth was open and she tried to draw a deep breath, she felt as though she were sipping air through a straw. Her headache was beyond unmanageable now, and her chest hurt with a pain worse than she’d ever felt. She felt like she was boiling from the inside out, and her arms and legs were like limp noodles. At the moment when she needed it most, her strength was in some far away, distant land; she needed to lean on Lance for each step—or rather crawl—of the way.

Avery found herself lying on her side again facing that blasted bookshelf that had held her captive. Ribbons of smoke curled toward them, stretching through the gap and reaching for both her and Lance like it was intentionally seeking them out. The smoke glowed an angry orange and red color. The ceiling creaked and groaned ominously, and Avery knew it was going to give, raining flaming debris down on them.

“Lance!” she called out. “Help me!”

“I’ve got you!”

And then another sound—one Avery couldn’t identify. A moment later, a terrifying clatter and a monstrous roar rushed up the hall.

Heading right for them.

It all happened in a split second. Just as that roar reached a peak, something burst through the wall spraying debris across the office, covering them in chunks of wood and plaster. Lance’s grip on her tightened as he rolled her out of the way as the object streaked by them like a missile, leaving a trail of flames in its wake. She collapsed just out of the way, and Lance fell beside her, covering half of her body with his and anchoring his arm over her head.

The oxygen tank hit the wall, crashing through it like it had been made of tissue paper, then disappeared from view as it landed somewhere outside. Thick, black smoke billowed toward the new hole in the wall. That rush of air fed the flames, and in the blink of an eye, the entire room’s perimeter was engulfed in roaring fire. Her skin was hot and felt like it was blistering as the fire eagerly devoured everything in its path.

Lance let out a groan next to her. But it wasn’t a groan of pain.

“Nooooo… oooo…”

“Lance? Are you hurt—” More debris crashed down, filling the office with more smoke and heat. She slipped her head out from under his arm and looked over at him. “Lance!”

He turned his head to look at her, staring right into her eyes, but it was like he was looking through her with a tortured and tormented expression on his face.

“What’s wrong?” Avery quickly checked him, searching for any obvious wounds. “Are you hurt? We have to get out of here.”

“My leg…” His voice sounded far away, like he wasn’t in the room with her anymore.

He reached down and stroked his right leg—the leg he’d injured in the helicopter crash. In that moment, Avery knew their situation had gone from bad to worse.

Lance wasn’t with her. He was back in that helicopter.
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Flames.

Searing pain.

Dylan’s face appearing over the walls of flame. Something was different though. Dylan was shaking him and calling out his name. “Lance! Lance! We have to get out of here!”

Dylan’s voice was raspy and sounded higher than he remembered.

“Lance you can’t do this to me now! We are going to die!”

Dylan’s voice was shrill, and he shook him again. But that was it. He had to save Dylan. He had to save himself. If he didn’t do something now, they would both die.

Lance reached out, grabbing Dylan’s arm and threw it over his shoulder. He carried his buddy toward the door of the helicopter, looking for blue sky, but all he could see was the roiling black smoke. Panic took hold of him but then—there—a patch of blue. He guided Dylan toward it, knowing he’d found the door to the helicopter.

“No, not that way!” Dylan yelled. But Lance knew best. He was going to get them to safety. His leg hurt so bad, but he was going to get them both to safety. He would find that blue sky.
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“Lance, not that way!” Avery yanked her arm free. She thought she’d had him back when he took her arm and looped it over his shoulders. But his face still blank and faraway, he’d started dragging her toward the flame-wreathed doorway instead. Rather than toward safety, he was dragging her toward their doom. Grabbing his arm, Avery tried to pull him away from the hungry flames that were threatening to consume them.

“This way, Lance!” Her raspy voice was too quiet to get his attention.

He flinched like she’d hurt him, and she drew her hand back. He groaned again, a haunting sound that tore at Avery’s heart.

What could she do? Think, think! What did she know about PTSD and his situation to get him out of that helicopter and back into the present with her?

“Lance.” She had to strain every muscle in her voice to keep it calm, to keep from shouting his name. Shouting wouldn’t bring him back. Her mind flashed back to the story he’d told her, and an idea sparked. She took hold of his shoulders, forcing him to look at her.

Another chunk of ceiling fell. There was hardly anything left of it now. The flames took over the entire roof, and it was only a matter of time before the roof to his mother’s office caved in.

“Lance.” Avery pushed the urgency from her tone and took on a commanding voice. It was all she knew how to do.

Another burning timber fell, this one way too close for comfort. She flinched, but righted herself and looked straight into his eyes.

“Come back to the world, brother. Come back to the world.”
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Come back to the world, brother. Come back to the world.

Something cracked inside Lance. The illusion holding him to the past splintered. Flames. He focused on them. The heat—it still seared his skin. But the voice.

It wasn’t Dylan’s.

It was someone else’s. It was softer, steadier. Real.

Smoke, heat, the smell of burning—it was all there, and it didn’t make sense. A tremor ran thought him, a cough racked him. For a moment, somehow, he was in two places at once: crawling through the burning debris of a helicopter and kneeling in a burning building… somewhere… and that voice.

“Come back to the world, Lance.”

The voice sliced through the haze. He blinked hard, eyes darting through the chaos. Smoke, flames, Dylan’s voice. No, not Dylan’s voice. It was Avery’s voice. What was she doing here?

“Come back to the world.”

His mind slammed back into the present with dizzying focus. His breath hitched, sucking in soot and smoke deep into his lungs. His body was still locked in the adrenaline-fueled terror of war, but his brain fought to regain control. “Avery?”

Tears streaked through the soot on her face as a wall of knee-high flames lit up the backdrop behind her. “Come back to me, Lance.”

He forced his eyes open wide, suddenly realizing he wasn’t in the helicopter. And that explosion—it wasn’t the RPG that took down the helicopter. It was probably one of those oxygen tanks sitting near the front door of…

The Clinic!

Another breath, another beat of silence. Then, it all hit him like a freight train. He’d lost control! He had almost killed her!

“Avery!”

“Lance,” her voice broke, and tears spilled out of her eyes down black cheeks.

Shame crawled up his throat like bile, but he couldn’t afford to waste another moment. He forced himself to move, to act. To be here, in the now. It wasn’t too late. It couldn’t be.

He scanned the room. The window was blocked by a strip of flames about shoulder high, and another flareup of flames in the hall confirmed his fears. Those stupid oxygen tanks. He should’ve moved them. The fire in the hall had gotten worse.

His thoughts dragged like they were stuck in mud, but one thing was clear: he had to get Avery out… even if it took his life to get her there.

“I’m sorry, Ave,” he rasped. She coughed in response. She’d been here too long.

There. There was the bookshelf she’d been pinned under. The top corner had succumbed to the flames, but the rest hadn’t been victimized by the fire yet.

Think. Move. Act.

“Avery… pull your arms in your shirt and cover your face with it.”

“What are you doing?” Avery struggled with her shirt, coughed again, but she did what he said.

“Getting you out of here.” With all the strength he had left, he wrenched the bookshelf upright. His arms trembled under the weight. His brain barely kept up with movements as he scraped the bookshelf closer to the flames blocking them in. He worked the shelf as vertical as he could, then gave it a shove, weakness flooding his arms as soon as they were free.

The bookshelf toppled over onto the flames, sending a rush of air that scattered them sideways. Enough. It had to be enough.

He reached for Avery with trembling arms. His nightmare threatened to pull him back in, but he forced himself to focus only on her. He had to get her out. Avery’s head was fully burrowed into her collar, and he reached for her, clutching her against him. He swooped down, cradling her legs as he lifted her up into his arms. With another cough, he sucked in a breath as long as he could and held it. Head down, he plunged toward the window, hopping onto the bookshelf. Flames licked the side. Heat warmed his feet as fire licked the underside of the bookshelf. He knew it was stupid. An MDF bookshelf wouldn’t smother the flames, only delay them. He could lose his footing, crash through the back right into the flames. But he didn’t care. He’d suffered third degree burns before. He could do it again.

He leaped off the bookshelf just as he heard the material crunch beneath him. Heat singed up both of his pant legs as smaller flames caught on the hem of his pants. But they were past the bookshelf. He released his breath and a series of coughs racked his lungs.

He set Avery down by the windowsill, his voice louder, racked with the panic that came from feeling the fire licking at his heels again. “Climb out!”

Avery’s head popped above the collar of her shirt, her flesh somewhat preserved from the intense heat by her shirt. She worked to get her arms free as she stepped through the window.

“Watch the glass. Watch the glass.” The flames crawled up the side of his pant leg, and a burning sensation seared his left heel, then slightly above it.

Avery straddled the windowsill and ducked outside of it. Balancing on one foot, she hopped until both legs were out the window.

She was out. She was free—she was fine!

Lance didn’t care about the broken glass. He cared more about the hot pain wrapping around both his ankles. He shot himself out the window, bits of glass grinding into his palms as he leaned out, then over the windowsill.

Fading daylight. Sure, it wasn’t a blue sky, but it may as well have been.

Lance dropped to his knees and rolled. The colors blurred together as he turned himself over, extinguishing the flames that singed his pant legs. When he felt the new burns stop, he ceased rolling and sat up. “Avery... are you…” He coughed and found that she was also on her hands and knees, her chest heaving up another cough.

A crackling sound filled the air, and Lance looked up one last time to see the roof crumble in one big wave, like someone shaking out a blanket. The inside of the clinic received the rest of the caved in roof, and Lance breathed a sigh of relief, followed by another cough. The pain in his ankles throbbed, but he had only one thought on his mind.

Avery.

He crawled to her, unable to stand, and reached for her tenderly. “Baby?”

She got to her knees and flung her arms around him as he did the same. She coughed violently against his chest, and he felt what little strength he had in him drain out. Now that she was safe, the adrenaline was no longer keeping him going, and his newly acquired burns started to bring him back to that helicopter again. But at least she was safe. His nightmare could take over now that he wasn’t fighting for her life.

He fell to the side with Avery in his arms, and his vision blurred. A woman’s scream split the air, but it wasn’t Avery’s. Footsteps on grass brought a group of people rushing upon them.

“Dr. Blair! Dr. Blair, are you okay?”

“Ma’am?” another voice spoke gently near Avery’s coughing form. “Ma’am, are you injured?”

Voices crowded his mind, but Lance let himself fade. Avery was safe. That was all that mattered.
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“We need a medic, now!”

Avery wanted to keep holding onto Lance, but she couldn’t even breathe. Her chest hurt worse than before, and her vision was starting to falter. She found herself surrounded by firemen but unable to talk to any of them. Avery reached her arm out and stroked Lance’s hair. His chest heaved in and out with deep, shuddering breaths, but at least he was breathing. Even though she felt like she was dying, had a raging headache, and felt her lungs burning, Avery couldn’t be prouder of him. He’d saved her life. He’d come back from the dark place he’d retreated to.

Avery coughed. And once she started, she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t breathe! She heaved and coughed again. Oh, it hurt! Her chest was on fire, and her lungs burned continuously.

“Two stretchers over here! NOW!”

“We need oxygen!”

“Dr. Blair is in shock…”

Voices around her buzzed, but she could make little sense of them. She heard her name and something about smoke inhalation symptoms, but all she could see was Lance before she closed her eyes.

In a flurry of motion, she felt herself being lifted onto a gurney and had a plastic mask placed over her mouth. As the tank beside her hissed, sending a flow of oxygen through the mask, she was finally able to draw in a breath she so desperately needed. Her entire body ached, and her head felt like it was splitting open… but she could breathe, and Lance was safe. That was all that mattered.

The EMTs strapped her to the gurney, being as gentle as they could, but she winced as pain flashed through her body. As she was being wheeled to the ambulance, she looked over at Lance one more time to find him looking back at her. Then he disappeared into the other ambulance, and the world disappeared behind a curtain of darkness that descended over her.
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Lance couldn’t have felt more vulnerable if he’d been naked in a room filled with nurses.

After getting Avery out of the building, he could remember nothing—not one single detail of being rescued. Everything was a fog. Something about the roof caving in teased his memory, but the details weren’t clear. He hadn’t heard anything about Avery’s condition since he woke up in the hospital, and it was driving him nuts. They said he had some minor burns on his ankles, but he’d gotten out in time so he should be okay. He also had some smoke inhalation, and he wasn’t in the fire as long as Avery was, so he couldn’t imagine what she was going through. Was she all right? In critical condition? She was alive, that much he knew, but would she be okay?

He leaned back against his pillows and sipped some water through the straw of his Styrofoam cup, struggling to put all the pieces together in his mind. A gentle knock sounded at his door, pulling him out of his head. He cleared his throat. “Come in.” He hated how raspy and weak his voice was.

The door cracked open, and Sidnie’s face appeared. “Hey, big brother!” She slipped in, closing the door behind her. Swinging her hair out of her face, she sat down in the chair next to him with a sigh. She studied his hands for a few moments, seeming to be pondering what she was going to say. “You gave us quite a scare.”

“So I’ve heard.” He put his drink down on the table and settled back, trying to force himself to relax. Not only was he haunted by the thought of having a mental breakdown while trying to save the woman he loved, but he also could not get her out of his mind. He hadn’t heard a single word since he came here. She was alive… but if she was in critical condition, he wouldn’t know. And it bothered him. “Have you heard anything about Avery?”

“She suffered some pretty nasty smoke inhalation.” Sidnie looked so defeated. “They say she has possible carbon monoxide poisoning too. They’ve got her on oxygen and say she should probably be okay in time.” A humorless laugh escaped her throat. “Funny how they’re treating her with the very thing that caused her smoke inhalation in the first place.”

“Life can be ironic,” Lance agreed. “Is she awake as far as you can tell?”

“That I don’t know.” Sidnie shook her head. “I’ve been communicating with the chief; he’s here checking on her condition. He can only tell me so much.”

“Yeah,” Lance said bitterly. A small cough eroded away at his throat, and he sipped some more water.

Sidnie shifted positions and leaned closer to him, her eyes wide with curiosity. “Can I ask you a question?”

He already knew what it would be, and he gave her a soft smile. “Sure.”

“Are you two... seeing each other again?” Seeing each other. Those words were beautiful music to his ears. He would give anything to say he was seeing Avery Hart again. “We aren’t dating. But I’d do anything for her, Sid. I love that woman with everything in me. She will always be my first and only love. I just hate that it took all this for me to realize it.”

Sidnie nodded. “Yeah, I hate that it did too. But then, you’ve always been pretty slow to realize the obvious.” Another humorless laugh broke the solemnity of the moment.

“Hey, now,” Lance laughed, lightly, not wanting to throw himself into another coughing spell. “Don’t go there, sis. I’ve had a rough day.”

Sidnie glanced down at her hands. “Yeah. Me too.”

It bothered Lance that he didn’t know more about Avery’s condition. But another matter pressed him too. “I don’t remember much since we got out of the clinic,” he admitted. “What happened?” He braced himself for the heavy answer he knew Sidnie was about to give.

She sighed long and hard before answering in a monotone. “They said you went into shock and were suffering from lasting effects of a PTSD episode. I think Avery was able to tell them that much.”

Lance closed his eyes. “Yeah.” That did happen. He remembered that much. He didn’t remember the episode itself, just Avery’s voice breaking through the fog of his insanity. He glanced over at Sidnie, trying to hide how he really felt about it from her. She looked up at him. The pity in her eyes made him shift uncomfortably. Pity was the last thing he ever wanted, least of all from those he loved. “I didn’t know it was that bad. I feel like I’m responsible because I put you in charge of the clinic.”

Lance shook his head. “Sidnie, none of this was your fault. Speaking of?” He gritted his teeth and steeled a gaze at her. “Did they catch the guy? Frank Whitley?”

Sidnie nodded. “They took Frank and Lola into custody. Guess there was something suspicious to do with Lola too? But yeah, they found Frank tied to his truck on State Route 219.” She chuckled. “He was pretty beat up too.”

“You don’t say? What a shame,” Lance said sarcastically. “He hurt the woman I love most in this world and destroyed our mother’s clinic. Is there anything left of it?”

“Just some charred boards.” Sidnie’s eyes misted. “I can’t believe it’s gone! That was Mom’s clinic, Lance.”

“I know, sis.” Lance felt the weight of losing the thing his mother dedicated her life to settling on his shoulders like bricks. “It was just turning around for the better too.” All that work. And yet, none of it compared to the great loss of the clinic itself… his mother’s legacy had gone down in flames.

Another knock interrupted them. This time it was Chief Simmons striding through the door. He stood beside the bed, arms crossed over his chest as he looked down at Lance with a disapproving frown on his lips. “I’m pretty sure I told you not to do anything stupid.”

Lance chuckled. “I didn’t remember hearing that part.”

“Clearly.” He stepped forward into the room. “You know, you could have gotten the both of you killed.”

“If I would have waited for the fire department, it would have been too late.” Lance shrugged as if it was no big deal. “We’re both here, aren’t we?”

“That’s not the point.” Simmons kept his poker face. “We found Frank. And judging by the way he looked when we did, I’m guessing that bandage on your face and the wounds on your knuckles ain’t from the fire, huh?”

Lance didn’t deny it. He knew those blows would cost him, but they’d been so worth it.

“Whitley isn’t telling us the full story, but the way you look tells me it was probably a case of self-defense.” Simmons winked at him, the two men sharing a nod of mutual understanding between them.

“So, where do we go from here, Chief?” Sidnie stood, making eye contact with him.

“Whitley’s going away for a long time. The paint sample from his truck matches the paint transfer we found on your mother’s car. He confessed to stealing the drugs from the clinic and planting them in Lola’s purse to frame her, so we released Lola an hour or so ago.

“So, I terrified her for nothing.” Lance chuckled. “I need to give that girl some PTO or something.”

“Well, everyone’s getting time off for the moment.” Sidnie’s face fell. “I don’t know what to do about the clinic. I mean, it’s… gone.” She was shaken but seemed determined to stand strong. Lance admired that.

A heaviness settled over all three of them. After a moment, though, Lance reached out and took Sidnie’s hand. “Hey, sis. Look at me.”

Sidnie’s tear-filled eyes fluttered up to meet his.

“We’ll figure this out. Just give it a day or two for the dust to settle.”

She allowed a small smile. “Thanks.” She rose, slipping her purse strap over her shoulder. “I’m going to go get some coffee… stayed up half the night worrying about you.”

Lance managed a chuckle. “Sorry to inconvenience you.”

As soon as Sidnie had departed, Simmons looked at Lance again. “Well, glad to see you’re on the mend. I stopped in to see Avery, but she fell back asleep.”

The very mention of her name filled Lance with a longing to have her near him again. He wanted nothing more than to hold her close and tell her how sorry he was for everything.

Simmons stared at him for a moment. “When she wakes up,” he turned to leave, but gave Lance a stern look, “you’d better take care of her. Ya hear?” The stern look melted into something akin to a knowing smile. “She’s a special girl. Not just to me… to everyone.”

Lance understood what he meant. After everything that happened, it only settled his decision firmly in his mind. “Yes, sir.”

A few moments later, Sidnie walked back into the room with a cup of coffee in her hands. “Hey, sis.” Lance didn’t wait for her to sit down. “Can you hand me my cell phone? It’s charging over there.”

“Sure.” Her brow furrowed in confusion, but she did as he asked. “Who are you going to call?”

“Seattle General Hospital.” Lance answered as he opened his phone. “I need to talk to them about a few things.” Actually, just one thing. That he was moving on.
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“I don’t care if it’s for five minutes or five seconds. I just need to see her.”

Lance’s nurse glanced at his doctor who considered him for a long moment. Perhaps the professional common ground he shared with the man won him some points. “We can let you see her,” he said. “I’ll come back in a moment and take you to Ms. Hart’s room.”

A moment turned into an eternity, but when Lance finally hobbled through Avery’s door, he was stricken by the sight before him. Young, beautiful, vibrant Avery tucked beneath the bedcovers looking so small and fragile it broke Lance’s heart. Her hair a tangled mess, a red tint to her skin, and an oxygen mask on her face, she looked frail and like she’d been overcome by her exhaustion. As if sensing him standing there, she turned her head and stared at him through eyes that were bloodshot and watery.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” she managed weakly.

“Do you mind if I come in?”

Avery took another breath into her mask and nodded. “No, I don’t mind. I mean… please.”

She nodded to the chair beside her. Lance’s voice was hoarse and raspy, but hers sounded ten times worse.

Lance sat beside her and steepled his fingers, staring at her for a few moments, and let the waves of emotion he felt for her wash over him. He smiled at Avery, feeling his heart swell. Even lying in a hospital bed with tubes sticking out of her, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She would always be his diamond, his beautiful gem that he would treasure forever.

Avery looked at him crossly as she removed her mask. “What in the world did you think you were doing?”

“Avery, don’t remove your mask.”

She ignored him. “You never go into a burning building without proper protection!” She coughed, and Lance couldn’t help but smile. She was like a chihuahua, ferociously barking, but was honestly more adorable than intimidating. He gently took her hand and placed the mask back over her nose. “You could have gotten killed! Burned to death—who knows what?! Were you crazy or just stupid?”

“Huh,” Lance looked around the room as if searching for an insect. “There’s that little fly buzzing around again.” He held a finger near his ear, making buzzing sounds.

Avery slammed her hand down on the bed. “I mean it, Lance!”

Lance leaned forward. “You can be angry at me all you want, but I’d do it again. It saved your life, you know.” Sadness filled him, and the more he gazed at her, the more his heart ached with the thought of losing her. He almost had lost her, and it would have thrust him into a very dark place in his life… a dark place there would have been no escape from. Avery was the light in his life, and without her, he didn’t see a purpose in going on. “I couldn’t let that happen. I would rather die than live without you.”

Out of everything the two of them had ever said to each other, that was probably the sweetest. In fact, more than the sweetest—the most loving, the most endearing. Avery couldn’t even think of the right word.

“I’m sorry, Avery. I freaked out when I was in that room with you, and even though I don’t remember it, I know enough to understand that I put both of our lives in danger. But you were the one to bring me out of it. And I wanted to thank you for that.”

Avery couldn’t get her mask off fast enough. “You don’t need to apologize. You came out of it; you were able to control it… and you saved my life.”

“I will never be the same man that you knew back in high school,” he mused. “What happened changed me, and I’m always going to carry the burden of what happened to me and to Dylan. Some days will be worse than others, and I can’t promise that what happened the other day won’t happen again. But I can promise you one thing.” When he looked into her eyes, the intensity she saw there was more than she could bear. She was sure her heart stopped. “I won’t ever leave you again. I can’t do that to you. To us.”

To us?

Never going to leave me?

Those words were the most beautiful things she’d ever heard. But, he wasn’t leaving? “Wait. Are you saying…”

“I’m saying whether you want me or not, I’m yours.” Lance spread out his hands and straightened to a full sitting position in the chair. “I’m broken, but I’m crazy about you, and I know for a fact that no man will ever love you as much as I love you.”

The more he spoke, the more her heart intertwined with his. She took a breath to steady herself, trying to figure out how to respond, but her words wouldn’t come. What was she supposed to say to that?

She let down her guard. When Simmons had come to see her, she’d put on a strong face, pretending like none of this affected her. But with Lance? She didn’t need that strong face. He made her feel safe to be herself, so she leaned into that safety. “When I thought I was going to die, there was only one person that I wanted there with me. One person that I wanted to spend my last moments with.” She forced herself to look up. “You, Lance. No one but you. It’s always been you. Even though we couldn’t be together because we were chasing different dreams, I feel like our dreams always lead us back to each other. Like destiny, you know? Like we were made to be together. I love you. You are the piece I’ve been missing my whole life.”

Exhausted but happy she’d finally gotten it all out, she slumped back against her pillows and replaced her mask, breathing deeply. But Lance rose to his feet with a sudden urgency and removed the mask, staring into her eyes. With his face so close to hers, she could barely breathe… and not because of her damaged lungs. If she could give over every inch of herself, heart and soul, to the man whose handsome face hovered above hers, she would let herself dissolve into him until there was nothing left.

Lance bent down and let his lips touch hers with a tenderness that made her heart swell, making it almost too full to contain. She gave herself over to his kiss, and everything bad that had happened to them melted away. None of that mattered anymore. She closed her eyes and savored the feeling of his mouth exploring hers. She reached up, slipping her arms around the back of his neck and pulled him closer. And that was it. That was all it took. For everything that had ever gone wrong in their lives, the chaos that surrounded the case that had brought them together again, and the times that they had nearly lost their lives… all was made right in that one perfect, shining moment.

For in that moment, she was completely and totally his.
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A flock of birds filled the warm springtime air with their beautiful music. The mountains that served as the majestic backdrop for Juniper Springs were alive and vibrantly green beneath the golden sunlight. Scattered throughout the pathways and between the buildings of the quaint little town, flowers burst into both color and fragrance, perfuming the air with a delightful aroma that brought joy to even the saddest heart.

On a day such as that, it was difficult to be sad. But for Lance, it wasn’t just the hint of spring in the air that filled him with joy. It was the company he kept. Avery sat beside him in the cozy little cafe in town, smiling as she watched the world go by.

She sipped her iced coffee through a straw and let her gaze wander out the window to her beloved town. The light that danced in her blue eyes unlocked a deep contentment within Lance that reinforced his belief that he’d made the right decision when he’d left Seattle behind and settled down in Juniper Springs. It was there he’d found genuine healing from the past and a love that helped him cultivate his best life.

The bell above the door chimed, and he watched Avery’s gaze flicker to the front. “There’s your sister.”

Lance followed his girlfriend’s eyes to Sidnie who bypassed the host at the front and strode up to their table. She hadn’t quite been the same since their mother’s death and all the chaos that had happened around the holidays last year, but he was glad to see she was slowly starting to get that pep back in her step.

“Here you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you guys,” she said as she aimed a smile at Lance that was brighter than it had been in months. “Just wanted to tell you that we are good to go for the groundbreaking ceremony for the new clinic this weekend. We’re expecting a huge turnout.”

“A huge turnout of people gathering to applaud a guy sticking a shovel in the ground. Sounds fun.” Lance chuckled and shook his head. “They’re going to rearrange their whole lives for five minutes. I hope they at least find it satisfactory.”

“It’s not the shovel or the speech,” Avery said, reaching for his hand under the table. Lance loved how comfortably her hand fit into his. No hesitation, no regrets, just love and affection spilling over like it should have always been. “It’s the fact that you gave up everything to move to Juniper Springs and rebuild the clinic that has been our backbone for years. They’re coming to celebrate that.”

Lance paused, relishing how well everything had worked out. “Well, you know,” he shot a teasing glance in Avery’s direction. “I guess finding out that Mom had willed her house to me, of all people, was the sign that I needed.”

She smacked him, playfully. “Oh, sure, we both know that’s the reason you stuck around!”

“I think there was maybe something else too?” Lance tilted his head, feigning deep thought. “Hmm. Oh, yeah,” he aimed Avery a knowing smile which she returned brightly. “I found the love of my life and just couldn’t leave!”

She smiled and laid her head against his shoulder. “That’s better.”

“Well, I’m so glad you decided to stay.” Sidnie touched his shoulder for a brief moment. “It’s been good to have you around instead of gallivanting off into the wide, wide world. A smaller world is so much better.”

“As long as it’s filled with the people you love,” he added. He stroked Avery’s hand with his thumb and let the adoration he felt for her flow from his eyes as he felt her own flowing into him.

“All right, I’m going to get out of here before you get all mushy-gushy. I don’t need to see that.” Sidnie rolled her eyes. “You guys take care. I’ll see you at the ceremony.”

“See you, Sid.”

“See ya!”
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As soon as Sidnie left the cafe, Avery released a laugh she had been holding. “You’d think we were still back in high school, the way we ignore everything else but each other.”

“I would give anything to start over and have all that time back.” Lance shrugged. “But I will admit… I am ready for that building to be open. Operating a mobile clinic with no pharmacy has been a nightmare.”

“But you’re so good at it… along with everything else,” Avery replied playfully, her eyes shining with delight.

She held his gaze for a moment before feeling something pressing down on her. It was time—time to release the secret she’d been holding on to. She felt bad for keeping it from him, but she’d wanted to wait until he was ready.

“By the way, Lance,” Avery began, reaching into her purse. Her fingers fumbled around until she found the leather backing of the little inanimate companion that had spoken more to her about the case than all the suspects combined. She withdrew Mariann’s journal and placed it on the table. “I want you to have something. Or rather, I think your mom did.”

Lance ran the tips of his fingers over the leather cover as he studied the book, seeming to be processing how he felt about it.

“It was never the right time to give it to you. After the funeral things seemed too raw, but I think now is the time for you to have this.”

Lance gazed at the book like it was a sacred relic. And maybe it was. He looked up at her. “May I?”

Avery nodded. “It’s yours.”

He picked up the small book and thumbed through the pages with reverence. “These were my mother’s thoughts.”

Should she point it out to him or let him find it himself? Avery drew in a breath, weighing her options, then finally decided to go with the former. She felt like he needed to know… like he needed the balm for his soul that she hoped it would provide. “Lance, there’s an entry toward the end. It was in July of last year.” My, how things could change in just eight months. “I really think you should read it. It might help you get some closure.”
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Lance couldn’t control his curiosity as he turned the pages of his mother’s diary to the entry Avery had suggested. At the sight of his name at the top of the page, the entire world melted away. What had she written about him? His emotions swelled in his throat, forcing him to swallow down the lump that formed. And when he read the final lines, he was certain he heard his heart string snap.

I’m starting a scrapbook of the family. Lance, his father, and Sidnie. I miss him. I wish I could tell him how much I love him, but that awkwardness? I don’t think he’ll ever get over it. Lance, if you ever read this, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I’m sorry that I made things awkward, and I love you more than you’ll ever know.

Tears stung his eyes, but not wanting to become emotional, he turned his gaze to the window. He hadn’t shed tears for his mother in a while. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d shed a tear. He wasn’t about to now, but he let himself feel the emotion for a moment. If only she’d been brave enough to write these words in a letter addressed to him rather than hidden away in a book that he might have never seen if not for her death. But in the end, he was grateful that he’d wound up with it. The confession, although emotional and raw, served as some kind of healing balm to his heart. Even though he would always regret not saying goodbye, and not mending fences with her before her death, Lance was grateful to know that she cared.

“Thank you, Avery.”

She offered him an encouraging smile. “Of course.”

Lance tucked her neatly into his arms. He rested his chin on her head and stared out the window at the beautiful town beyond the glass. In that moment, despite all the heartbreak, he felt a sense of joy. He was with the woman he loved in a town he had fallen in love with again, and as his mother’s words from the pages of her diary echoed in his soul, he smiled, the joy he felt all the more vibrant.

“… I love you more than you’ll ever know.”

He loved her too.
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Dear Reader,

Have you ever had a place live in your mind long before it existed on the page? That was Juniper Springs for me. I’d be baking or crocheting late at night, and suddenly I’d picture this quiet little town tucked between tall trees and winding roads. A place with mysteries, second chances, and the kind of love that doesn’t fade, even with time and distance. That’s how The Girl in Juniper Springs began. Avery and Lance’s story has been quietly unfolding in the background of my mind for a while now, and finally getting to share it with you feels like inviting a friend into a story I’ve been keeping warm on the back burner. I hope you felt the heartbeat of this small town, the weight of the past, and the spark of something new. Most of all, I hope you’re already packing your bags to stay a while longer in Juniper Springs.

If you do decide to stick around, there’s someone new I’d love for you to meet. Carrie Sweet has just arrived in Juniper Springs, hoping to outrun a broken heart and start fresh with a new job as a journalist. But things don’t exactly go according to plan. A suspiciously charming stranger, a roadside rescue, and one very unsettling stalker later… well, let’s just say Carrie’s fresh start quickly turns into something far more tangled. Avery Hart will be back too, stepping in to help Carrie unravel the danger hiding in plain sight. The New Girl is the second book in the Juniper Spring series, and it’s a whirlwind romance with lots of twists and life-altering surprises. And depending on when you’re reading this, it might already be out and ready for you!

Now that you’ve made it to the end, I’d truly love to know what stuck with you. Maybe it was a moment that surprised you, a character you couldn’t stop thinking about, or just the feeling you had when you stepped into Juniper Springs for the first time. However it hit you, your thoughts mean the world to me. Leaving a review or sharing the book with a friend is one of the best ways to help others discover this series. And if you’d like to keep the conversation going, come join me in my reader group, Coffee and Cases with A.J. Rivers. It’s where all the best book talk happens, along with a healthy dose of cozy chaos and caffeine.

If I could thank you with a warm, homemade cinnamon roll, I absolutely would. Your support helps breathe life into these stories, and I’m so grateful you’ve come along for the journey!

Yours,

A.J. Rivers

P.S. If for some reason you didn’t like this book or found typos or other errors, please let me know personally. I do my best to read and respond to every email at mailto:aj@riversthrillers.com

P.P.S. If you would like to stay up-to-date with me and my latest releases I invite you to visit my Linktree page at www.linktr.ee/a.j.rivers to subscribe to my newsletter and receive a free copy of my book, Edge of the Woods. You can also follow me on my social media accounts for behind-the-scenes glimpses and sneak peeks of my upcoming projects, or even sign up for text notifications. I can't wait to connect with you!

OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]

[image: ]

Emma Griffin FBI Mysteries

Season One

Book One—The Girl in Cabin 13*

Book Two—The Girl Who Vanished*

Book Three—The Girl in the Manor*

Book Four—The Girl Next Door*

Book Five—The Girl and the Deadly Express*

Book Six—The Girl and the Hunt*

Book Seven—The Girl and the Deadly End*

Season Two

Book Eight—The Girl in Dangerous Waters*

Book Nine—The Girl and Secret Society*

Book Ten—The Girl and the Field of Bones*

Book Eleven—The Girl and the Black Christmas*

Book Twelve—The Girl and the Cursed Lake*

Book Thirteen—The Girl and The Unlucky 13*

Book Fourteen—The Girl and the Dragon’s Island*

Season Three

Book Fifteen—The Girl in the Woods*

Book Sixteen —The Girl and the Midnight Murder*

Book Seventeen— The Girl and the Silent Night*

Book Eighteen — The Girl and the Last Sleepover*

Book Nineteen — The Girl and the 7 Deadly Sins*

Book Twenty — The Girl in Apartment 9*

Book Twenty-One — The Girl and the Twisted End*

Emma Griffin FBI Mysteries Retro - Limited Series

(Read as standalone or before Emma Griffin book 22)

Book One—The Girl in the Mist*

Book Two—The Girl on Hallow's Eve*

Book Three—The Girl and the Christmas Past*

Book Four— The Girl and the Winter Bones*

Book Five—The Girl on the Retreat*

Season Four

Book Twenty-Two — The Girl and the Deadly Secrets*

Book Twenty-Three — The Girl on the Road*

Book Twenty-Four — The Girl and the Unexpected Gifts*

Book Twenty-Five — The Girl and the Secret Passage*

Book Twenty-Six — The Girl and the Bride*

Book Twenty-Seven — The Girl in Her Cabin*

Book Twenty-Eight — The Girl Who Remembers*

Season Five

Book Twenty-Nine — The Girl in the Dark*

Book Thirty — The Girl and the Lies*

Book Thirty-One — The Girl and the Inmate*

Book Thirty-Two — The Girl and the Garden of Bones*

Book Thirty-Three — The Girl on the Run

Book Thirty-Four — The Girl and the Last Scene

Ava James FBI Mysteries

Book One—The Woman at the Masked Gala*

Book Two—Ava James and the Forgotten Bones*

Book Three —The Couple Next Door*

Book Four — The Cabin on Willow Lake*

Book Five — The Lake House*

Book Six — The Ghost of Christmas*

Book Seven — The Rescue*

Book Eight — Murder in the Moonlight*

Book Nine — Behind the Mask*

Book Ten — The Invitation*

Book Eleven — The Girl in Hawaii*

Book Twelve — The Woman in the Window*

Book Thirteen — The Good Doctor*

Book Fourteen — The Housewife Killer*

Book Fifteen — The Librarian*

Book Sixteen — The Art of Murder*

Book Seventeen — Secrets in the Acadia

Book Eighteen — The Forgotten Girls

Dean Steele FBI Mysteries

Book One— The Woman in the Woods*

Book Two —The Last Survivors

Book Three — No Escape

Book Four — The Garden of Secrets

Book Five — The Killer Among Us

Book Six — The Convict

Book Seven — The Last Promise

Book Eight — Death at Midnight

Book Nine — The Woman in the Attic

Book Ten — Playing with Fire

Book Eleven — Murder in Twilight Cove

Book Twelve — Under the Mask

Book Thirteen — Hidden Intentions

Book Fourteen — The Great Betrayal

A Detective Riley Quinn Pine Brooke Mystery

Book One —The Girls in Pine Brooke

Book Two — Murder in the Pines

Book Three — Strangers in the Pines

Book Four — Shadows in the Pines

Book Five — Letters in the Pines

A Juniper Springs Mystery

Book One —The Girl in Juniper Springs

Book Two —The New Girl

Book Two —The Search

[image: ]

[image: ]

Bella Walker FBI Mystery Series

Book One— The Girl in Paradise*

Book Two— Murder on the Sea*

Book Three— The Last Aloha*

Other Standalone Novels

Gone Woman

* Also available in audio

OceanofPDF.com

OEBPS/image_rsrc3A9.jpg
CHAPTER TWELVE





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AC.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc39Z.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AV.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3B7.jpg
A.J. RIVERS & THOMAS YORK





cover.jpeg
TH






OEBPS/image_rsrc3AK.jpg
CHAPTER TWENTY

-TWO





OEBPS/image_rsrc39Y.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AW.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AB.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AX.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3A1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AJ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3A6.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AY.jpg
CHAPTER

THIRTY-THREE





OEBPS/image_rsrc3A7.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AA.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3A0.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc3A8.jpg
CHAPTER ELEVEN





OEBPS/image_rsrc3B2.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3A4.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AH.jpg
CHAPTER TWENTY





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AR.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3B3.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AP.jpg
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE





OEBPS/image_rsrc3B1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc39V.jpg
THE
GIRL IN
JUNIPER
SPRINGS

A.J. RIVERS





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AF.jpg
CHAPTER

EIGHTEEN





OEBPS/image_rsrc3A5.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AG.jpg
CHAPTER

NINETEEN





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AS.jpg
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN





OEBPS/image_rsrc3B4.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3B0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AT.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3B5.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc39W.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3A2.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AE.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AN.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AU.jpg
HAPTER TWEN





OEBPS/image_rsrc3B6.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3A3.jpg
CHAPTER SIX





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AD.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc39X.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3AM.jpg





