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      Diamonds sparkled magically beneath the old-fashioned lights, turning me all gooey and happy. “Oh, Nick,” I murmured. “This is absolutely beautiful.”

      Nick Basanelli leaned over my shoulder and looked at the ring resting in the black velvet box. “Are you sure, Anna? Do you think she’ll like it?”

      My sister would be insane not to love it. “Of course, she’ll love it.”

      “It was my grandmother’s,” he said. “I did show the engagement ring to Tessa on New Year’s, but I hadn’t purchased the wedding bands yet.”

      It truly was gorgeous. It was a split halo, the center stone at least three carats and cushion-cut, with diamonds around the main stone that cascaded down in two bands. In addition, Nick had purchased two more bands—one for each side.

      “I mean, it’s just stunning,” I said, unable to take my eyes off the diamond.

      “I agree,” Duke Walls said from the other side of his jewelry store’s counter. Duke’s had been a permanent fixture in Timber City for as long as I could remember, and my new law firm was right next door.

      I just couldn’t believe that Tessa and Nick were getting married. If she said yes—which, of course, she would. They’d dated for a fairly short time, which would probably concern most people, but knowing both Nick and Tessa, I was fully on board. They made a great couple.

      “How are you going to ask her?” I turned to stare at him.

      He straightened his shoulders. “I’m meeting her in an hour for a candlelit dinner. Don’t want to wait on this.”

      I clapped my hands together once. “You could wait for Valentine’s Day.”

      “Nope. Taking care of it now. It’s the perfect idea.”

      “Yes, perfect,” Duke agreed.

      In his sixties at least, Duke was as wide as he was tall and had the most cheerful smile I’d ever seen.

      “Do you want help with planning what to say?” I held my breath as hope crashed through me.

      Nick rolled his tawny brown eyes. “I’ll take suggestions.”

      Seriously good-looking, Nick Basanelli stood over six feet tall with thick black hair and Italian features. He was also broad and brilliant. I could not have found a better mate for my sister, who was free-spirited yet oddly responsible. I’d always liked the contradictions in Tessa and loved that Nick did, as well.

      “After dinner, maybe you could create a scene with red roses and the snow down by the lake. I can put it together while you two eat.”

      Nick turned and looked at the blizzard swirling madly outside the glass doors. “Are you kidding? It’s early February. It’s freezing.”

      True. Yet there was something romantic about Lilac Lake, which fronted most of Timber City, and I knew my sister loved the water. “We don’t have to be married to anything right now,” I said, enjoying the pun.

      Nick rolled his eyes. “I’ll ask her after dessert. Inside where it’s warm.” His phone buzzed, and he looked down to read a text while I returned to staring at the absolutely incredible rings. I even liked that they were rose gold, which you just didn’t see very often. I was no expert, but the main diamond appeared colorless and clean and was probably an excellent cut. My sister would love it.

      Nick frowned and shoved his phone into his back pocket. We’d met up near Duke’s closing time to pick up the rings. He’d wanted my approval, which, considering he was going to be my brother-in-law, I thought was very sweet.

      Today, Nick wore a white button-down shirt and dark slacks, in contrast to the suit he normally wore in court as our prosecuting attorney. I didn’t have court today either, so I was just wearing black slacks with a pink sweater in tribute to February. Valentine’s Day was only two weeks away.

      I looked around the wide jewelry store, taking in all the glass counters with their stunning baubles. Maybe I should find Aiden something in there. He was a tough guy to buy for, and I nailed it at Christmas time, but it had taken some serious effort. We’d dated for less than a year. I bit my lip.

      “What are you getting Devlin for Valentine’s Day?” Nick asked, as if reading my mind.

      I shook my head. “I have no clue.” I concentrated on him. “Isn’t Valentine’s Day more of a woman’s holiday?” Yeah, I wanted an easy out.

      “Nope. Get on board, Albertini. I don’t know. Buy him something for his truck or motorcycle.”

      Like what? His motorcycle was in storage for the winter, and his truck seemed fine. “Maybe he could use a new gun.” As an ATF agent, he probably had more guns than I knew about.

      Nick looked up at the ceiling. “The holiday is easy for women. Buy a sexy pink outfit, put a bow on top of your head, and there you go.”

      Practical. Very good advice. I slapped his arm. “You’re going to make a great brother.”

      Did he pale at that? I thought he did. Amusement filtered through me. “If you marry Tessa, you’ll become a brother to Donna and me.” I was the youngest.

      He gulped. “I can handle Donna, but you get shot at a lot.”

      I frowned. “Not anymore.”

      He looked toward the door, his gaze intense.

      I secured my purse farther up on my shoulder. “Do you have to go back to the office before you meet Tessa for dinner? I recognized the expression you just wore.”

      He sighed. “Yeah, I have a desk full of cases, and Friday night is usually pretty quiet at the office. I have a couple of phone calls to make before I meet your sister.”

      I had worked for Nick for a while until he fired me, which, frankly, I’d probably deserved. I’d never really been one to hold a grudge, and since I’d opened my own practice with my partner, Clark, everything had turned out fine. “Is everything good?” Nick and I didn’t have any cases against each other right now, so he had no reason to hide anything.

      Nick shook his head. “Did you read the newspaper article about the two bodies found last weekend?”

      Definitely. Two deaths were big news in our neck of the woods. The paper had reported limited facts about the entire situation, and it was extremely rare for the rumor mill not to have filled in the details yet. The police department was never this locked down. “Yes,” I said. “Have the bodies been identified?”

      Nick’s frown darkened. “I don’t know. I’m getting the runaround from the police, which is rare and surprising—considering I’ll prosecute whoever murdered them.”

      “It was murder for sure?” I asked, curious.

      “That’s as much as I know,” he said.

      “Wow, it’s kind of bizarre.” The bodies had been found in the basement of the old Marsh place on the far east side of Lilac Lake. It had been a functioning mansion years ago and then fell into disrepair. In fact, I remembered partying out there quite a bit in high school. We used to have large keggers in what we considered a haunted house.

      Of course, now that all the property around the lake was in such high demand, some folks from California had purchased it to tear it down and build something more modern. When they excavated, they’d found two bodies in a blocked-off cement room in the basement. Rumors flew around town regarding who it could be, but so far, the police had been inexplicably quiet.

      “Maybe they can’t identify the victims,” I said.

      “Probably not.” Nick reached for the ring box. “I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough. It’s not like my docket isn’t full.”

      No kidding. It’d already been a busy beginning to the year. I took a deep breath. The smell of lemon oil and cookie-scented candle filled the air and just made me happy. Okay, maybe all the gorgeous jewelry around me did. I was a girl who loved her sparkles.

      A jingle of the bell above the door trilled, and Nick and I both ignored it as Duke handed over a credit card receipt for Nick to sign. I angled closer to him, trying to see how much the bands had cost, but the print was too small to read. Darn it. It was none of my business, but curiosity had always been my downfall.

      Well, I had several downfalls, but that was one of them. I moved even closer just as something flew by my head to hit the wall. I jumped back, my gaze catching on an arrow stuck into an older picture of the lake next to Duke’s ear. An actual freaking golden arrow.

      Nick swiveled around as I did, and then my mind went blank. Three men stood in front of us, all dressed like...various Cupids.

      “What the fuck?” Nick snapped, smoothly sliding the ring box into his pocket.

      My jaw dropped open. Three men were dressed as close to Cupid as possible in such a cold climate. The first guy, the one with the now empty bow, was extremely tall and appeared muscular in a tight black shirt, black jeans, and black boots with thin, gold-colored laces. He wore a golden mask covering his angular face and had even dyed his curly hair gold. Maybe it was a wig. A gold and black quiver hung over his shoulder, the strap also a bronzy gold. Even his hands were covered in black gloves with burnished gold cuffs.

      The other two men were much shorter, and one held an arrow already nocked in his bow. They were dressed similarly, except both wore white shirts and had the cuffs of their pants rolled up slightly over their boots. They were also both very wide with big bellies and couldn’t be much taller than me.

      “Now,” the fit guy muttered to the other two. He reached for another arrow and nocked it in his bow. “I don’t want to hurt anybody,” he growled, his voice low and sounding a little tinny, like he was wearing some sort of voice synthesizer behind the golden mask.

      Nick angled himself in front of me. “Are you supposed to be a fucking Cupid?”

      “We all are,” the fattest guy spat as he ran toward the nearest display case and smashed it with what looked like a steel-tipped arrow. Glass flew in every direction as he started gathering up jewelry to shove into a black bag.

      “This is a bad idea,” Nick said evenly, stepping even more in front of me to block me from the arrow.

      The guy in the black shirt turned slightly and aimed at Nick’s chest. “Don’t be a hero.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” Nick murmured.

      Yeah, he was. I knew Nick Basanelli, and he wouldn’t stand for this. I put my hand on his lower back. There was no need for him to get shot with an arrow.

      Duke started sidling toward the back, and the short guy not smashing jewelry cases pointed his arrow at him. “I will shoot you,” he said, his voice also tinny. His hair was long and white with gold tips. Most certainly a wig.

      The other guy kept smashing cases and shoving jewelry into the bag. Nick’s back tightened visibly, and then he lunged. The guy in black loosed the arrow, and even though Nick moved to the side, the point pierced his chest. He grabbed the golden shaft and went down.

      Blood spurted everywhere.

      “Nick,” I gasped, falling to my knees. “Holy crap.” I pressed on the area around the arrow, which was embedded in his now bloody torso. Was it close to his heart? I couldn’t tell. He looked up, fury glittering in his eyes.

      “Let’s go,” the shooter yelled, and as suddenly as they’d appeared, they all ran out the door and into the storm.

      I pushed harder and looked up at Duke. “Call 911.”

      “Already on it,” Duke said.

      I pressed harder against the wound as Nick reached for the arrow. “No, no, no. Don’t take it out,” I said. “You have to leave it in for the doctors. If you remove the arrow, you could bleed out.”

      He sighed and tried to pull the arrow out by grasping the metal shaft.

      “Damn it, Nick.” I grabbed his good arm, shoved it to the floor, and put both my knees on it.

      “Jesus, Albertini,” he snarled. “Get the fuck off me.”

      I’d never heard Nick Basanelli swear this much in my life. “No, you can’t pull it out. I know that. I saw it on TV. You have to let the doctors remove the arrow in case the tip hit an artery.”

      The projectile looked deadly, with its black feathers seemingly made of metal spikes, and the nock and shaft steel or something close to it.

      “Please, Nick, just hold on.” I heard sirens in the distance. “Are you with me?”

      “I can’t believe I just got shot by Cupid,” he muttered and then passed out.
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      The hospital smelled like antiseptic and latex gloves, and the combined scents made me squeamish like usual. I sat in an orange guest chair with Nick in a hospital bed, a bandage covering his shoulder and an angry expression darkening his face.

      “Grab me my pants, would you?” he asked.

      “You are so cranky.” I shook my head. The hospital staff had removed his clothes and put a hospital gown on him, and he’d protested the entire time. I only knew that because I’d heard him through the curtain as they removed the arrow and stitched him up.

      The good news was that it hadn’t hit anything important. The bad news was that Nick was truly and completely pissed off. He had to put off his marriage proposal and didn’t like the uncertainty.

      I heard running footsteps and wasn’t surprised when my sister barreled into the room, her hair a wild mess and her eyes wide.

      She reached the bed in two seconds, her snow boots sliding across the sparkling tiles. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, his face instantly transforming from grumpy to sweet. “Honestly, the arrow barely did any damage.”

      “Because you were lucky,” I piped up.

      He ignored me. “Tessa, I’m okay.”

      She looked at me for confirmation.

      I nodded at my older sister. “He’s fine,” I said. “Take a deep breath.”

      With her strawberry-blond hair and green eyes, Tessa took after the Irish O’Shea side of our family. She looked a lot like our mother. She took several deep breaths and then perched on the bed. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine.” He pulled the covers away and swung his legs over the side.

      “No, no, no. Stay here,” she said, patting him into place.

      “Tessa, I’m just waiting for the discharge papers. And my clothes,” he said pointedly to me.

      I reached for the bag of his clothing on the counter. The nurse had cut off his shirt, but his pants remained intact. And Nick, being Nick, had slid the engagement ring and wedding bands into his pocket before turning to face the armed Cupids. “Everything’s in there.” I handed over the bag.

      “Good.” Relief crossed his face.

      Heavier footsteps sounded in the hallway, and Detective Grant Pierce walked in, taking in the scene. “Did you really get shot by a Cupid?” he asked unceremoniously.

      Nick sighed and reached for his pants before sliding more to the edge of the bed, his muscular legs bare. “Yes.”

      I averted my eyes. I mean, the guy might be hot, but he was about to be my brother-in-law. Probably.

      “You were there, I take it?” Detective Pierce asked, looking at me with no surprise on his face.

      I held up both hands. “This wasn’t my fault...not this time, anyway.”

      He shook his head. “I find that hard to believe.”

      Not very nice words, yet I kind of understood. “Hey, I haven’t gotten shot at, blown up, or attacked since before Christmas.”

      “It’s only the beginning of February,” Pierce said slowly.

      I had to admit, he was a pretty good detective. He was about six foot two with sandy-blond hair and piercing green eyes. And he’d gotten me out of trouble more than once. He had to be in his late thirties or early forties, but his eyes showed that he’d seen too much in this life. He’d once asked me out, and I had no doubt he thanked the gods every day that we hadn’t made it to that picnic.

      He reached for a notebook in the back pocket of his jeans, his green sweater stretching over his broad chest. Apparently, the detective had been off duty when he was called in. “All right. Run me through what happened.”

      Nick did, and I corroborated, asking if Duke was okay.

      “He’s fine. I’ve already taken his statement,” Pierce said.

      “Were there any witnesses on the street?” I asked.

      “No, the blizzard’s too bad. Most people had already taken off.” Since it was early February, darkness fell around three in the afternoon. It wasn’t a surprise that not many people had been out in the swirling snow.

      Sometimes, we had decent weather in February that turned wintry again afterward. But we had yet to see any sunshine this year. Well, there was sunshine sometimes, but it still snowed.

      “How much jewelry did they steal?” I asked.

      “Duke is still taking inventory,” Pierce said. “They hit the diamond, opal, and emerald cases as if they knew what they wanted.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t believe it. I wouldn’t have thought arrows would be a way to rob a jewelry store. I mean, it’s still armed robbery, so using an arrow instead of a gun doesn’t help their case any.”

      “They were making some sort of statement,” Nick muttered. “Hence, the Cupid getups.”

      “Pretty modern-day Cupids.” I thought back. The masks were modern, and they wore jeans instead of togas. But yeah, the whole Cupid vibe was there. “Have there been any similar crimes in the outlying areas?”

      Pierce shook his head. “Not that I’ve found, but I’ll keep looking.”

      Nick finished buttoning his pants and tore off the offending hospital gown. “I don’t suppose there are some scrubs around here I could borrow?”

      “I’ll find some,” Tessa said, patting his arm. “Be right back.” With a nod at me, she squeaked out of the room in her black snow boots that matched her puffer jacket.

      Nick pushed a hand through his hair before reaching into his pocket. “The rings are good.”

      “That was smart,” I said.

      “I’m not letting these go,” he said. “I’ll need to plan another proposal, though.” He turned toward Pierce. “Do you have anything on these guys?”

      Pierce paused. “Rings?”

      I grinned. “You should see them.”

      Nick pulled out the box and flipped open the top.

      Pierce whistled. “Nicely done. I take it you hid the box the second the Cupids arrived?”

      Nick nodded.

      Thank goodness. Even wounded, Nick would’ve gone after them if they’d taken the rings.

      Pierce glanced back down at his notebook. “You didn’t see them escape?”

      Nick slipped the box back into his pocket. “I was on the ground at that point.”

      “So was I,” I said. “They just ran outside. I didn’t even hear a vehicle.”

      Pierce straightened. “Thus far, we have no witnesses.”

      “Any CCTV in the area?” Nick asked. “I know there must be a couple around the jewelry store.”

      Pierce nodded. “There were two cameras in the store, and we have the videos, but those costumes effectively hide their identities.”

      “Great,” I muttered. Why rob with a bow and arrow? The robbers had been making a statement, but what was the point? I couldn’t quite grasp it.

      Nick looked at Pierce. “Hey, I’m trying to get information on the two bodies found around Lilac Lake last weekend, and your precinct is stalling me. What’s up?”

      “I don’t have anything to report on that right now,” Pierce said evenly.

      I cocked my head. That was weird. Detective Pierce usually worked very closely with the prosecuting attorney’s office. Perhaps his reluctance was because I didn’t work in law enforcement any longer. “I can go help Tessa if you two want to talk.”

      “No, we’re good,” Pierce said. “I want you to run me through the description of the perpetrators again, step by step. I want you to think of anything, from the inflection of their voices to their movements, to them being left or right-handed. Everything. Both of you. I need a lot more than we have.”

      Nick frowned. “What’s going on, Grant?”

      “At the moment, nothing. I need to concentrate on this case. You’re a witness, not a prosecutor, Basanelli.” Pierce tapped his pen on his notebook. “Give me descriptions of the three men again and start at the very beginning.”
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      After leaving the hospital, even at top speed, my wipers failed to effectively remove the snow from my windshield as February acted like December. I shivered in my Jeep Cherokee and turned up the heat as I pulled into the driveway of Aiden’s cabin. I’d moved in with him after my place had nearly burned down around Christmastime. We had salvaged my piano, and most importantly, my family pictures. It wasn’t as disastrous as it could have been.

      I parked next to his already snow-covered truck and jumped out of my vehicle, ducking my head and fighting the powerful wind as snow bombarded me. I reached the front door and opened it, quickly hustling inside. The smell of fragrant stew instantly made my stomach rumble. Shaking off snow on the rubber mat, I hung my coat on a nearby hook and then kicked off my boots.

      Aiden’s cabin was much larger than mine had been, with his three bedrooms, three bathrooms, a great room, and a pretty nice breakfast nook next to a kitchen he had just finished updating.

      The place lacked a garage or deck, but I believed those were on Aiden’s to-do list once the weather cleared. At the rate we were going, I couldn’t even imagine spring, but in Idaho, the weather could change in an instant.

      I looked into the great room with its massive stone fireplace and turned right toward the kitchen, where Aiden stood dishing up two bowls of stew.

      He turned, smiling. “We need a garage.”

      I liked that he’d used the word we. “Definitely need a garage,” I said, my wet hair curling—probably wildly—around my face. I didn’t care. I was starving.

      He loped forward and placed the bowls on the maple kitchen table we’d acquired the week before. We’d found it in my Aunt Yara’s antique store, and she’d given us a heck of a deal. “You’re later than I expected.” He turned back for a bottle of cabernet.

      “Long story,” I admitted, sitting down and taking him in.

      Aiden Devlin was something to look at with his six-and-a-half-foot height, jet-black hair, and shockingly blue eyes. He looked every inch the wild, rebellious Irishman he was. We’d known each other as kids, and he’d saved me from a kidnapper back then. We’d only reconnected recently, but our romance had been fast and explosive.

      Tonight, his eyes were mellow, and his movements graceful. Even in ripped jeans and a black T-shirt faded to mostly gray, he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen. Sure, I could be a little biased, but most women sighed when he walked by in a bar. A couple had thrown their panties at him before.

      “How was your day?” I reached for a spoon and dug into the stew.

      “Rather uneventful,” he admitted, pouring us some wine. “We’re still getting the office up and running, but we finally have enough paper to make everybody happy. It’s amazing what a shortage of copy paper can do to normally calm ATF agents.”

      I grinned. Aiden’s ATF team was one of the best, and they were a specialized unit. In fact, they were the first team allowed to work in a remote area and not in one of the big cities. Of course, it was an experiment. I wasn’t sure what would happen if it didn’t work out, especially if he had to move. I imagined he’d ask me to go with him, and I was very much afraid I would, but that would mean leaving my entire family.

      The idea made my chest hurt.

      “Stop worrying about it.” He nudged my wineglass toward me.

      Sometimes, I liked that he could almost read my mind. Other times, that gift irritated the heck out of me. I sipped the wine, contemplating which kind of time this was. I didn’t know. The cabernet exploded on my tongue, and I took another deep drink.

      Aiden had excellent taste in wine and didn’t mind spending money on the good stuff. I liked that about him. I liked most things about him, to be truthful.

      “What about your day?” he asked. “Did you get shot?” He was only half-joking.

      I took another bite of the stew. “I didn’t, but Nick Basanelli got hit with an arrow.”

      Both of Aiden’s dark eyebrows rose. “Excuse me?”

      I told him about the robbery. When I finished, he sat back and stared at me. “Cupids?”

      “Yeah.” I finished my glass of wine and reached for the bottle. “It was the oddest thing I’ve ever seen. Well, probably not, but it was close.”

      Aiden frowned. “The plan holds merit. I mean, you’re more concentrated on the fact that they’re dressed as Cupids than really trying to memorize what they looked like. Plus, it is Valentine’s season, so I guess there’s some genius to it. Who’s on the case?”

      “Grant Pierce,” I said. “He didn’t look too happy and tried to blame me, but honestly, I had nothing to do with this one.”

      Aiden chuckled and finished his stew. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt, Angel.”

      “Nick stepped right in front of me. He would’ve taken any arrow headed our way,” I said. “He was much faster than I was.”

      “Nick’s a good guy. Tell me about the ring.”

      I did so in great detail.

      “You like rose gold?”

      I tapped my finger on my lip. “I do. I think it’s perfect for Tessa. Though I might be more of a white-gold type of gal.” Not that I was fishing. Not at all.

      “Are you fishing?” he asked.

      I finished my meal. “No, but it’s nice to be prepared.” I didn’t think either of us was ready to make that kind of commitment, but I did see it in our future. Probably. Maybe? I mean, we’d only dated for a while and not for a very long while.

      “Stop worrying about it.” He poured himself another glass of wine.

      “Stop reading my mind.”

      “I wasn’t. I was reading your face.” His grin was too charming to get him punched. At least, today.

      I finished my second glass of wine, happily full. “Thanks for cooking.”

      “Anytime. You had the frozen stew in the freezer. All I did was dump it into the Crock-Pot.”

      “Still, I like the homeyness.” I glanced toward the now finished great room with its polished wood floors and wonderful fireplace. We’d placed my piano on the other side of the breakfast nook and finished the laundry room just the week before. Now, it was time to tackle the three bedrooms. “Are we working tonight on the cabin? I wouldn’t mind pulling apart a few beams or walls.”

      He stood, took our bowls to the sink, and then returned, deftly plucking me from my chair.

      I yelped and grabbed his shoulders, instantly warming.

      “After,” he murmured, his mouth already on mine.
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      Saturday morning dawned with a bright, beautiful sun sparkling across the calm and lovely snow. Even though the sun failed to warm the area, it was still a beautiful drive through the mountain pass to my hometown of Silverville.

      Or maybe my mood was just excellent after a full night of Aiden Devlin in our bed. Yep. That could be it.

      The drive took about fifty minutes with the ice on the roads, but it was nice to leave the somewhat bigger Timber City behind and arrive in the mountainous town.

      After winding down the river road for a while, I soon pulled onto a long driveway leading to a two-story log home. Pink and white lights hung from every eave. That was the one thing about my Aunt Yara. She loved decorating for every holiday. It was a good thing my Uncle Buddy had always been an easygoing type of guy.

      I exited the vehicle and walked up the steps, noting the myriad ceramic hearts and Cupids lining the side of the porch. How adorable. I knocked.

      Aunt Yara opened the door. “Come in. It’s freezing out there.”

      “Yes, but at least it stopped snowing.” I stepped inside and removed all my outerwear before hugging my aunt.

      Yara had the deepest brown eyes I’d ever seen, light brown hair, and a cute, pert nose. She was even more petite than I was, and it sometimes shocked me that she’d birthed my six large and boisterous male cousins. It was a good thing she had an incredible sense of humor.

      As I leaned back, a ball of fur barreled into me, and I bent down to pet Bowser, one of the cutest dogs ever created. He was a mutt of indeterminable lineage. “Hey, boy.” I gave him a hug. He licked my face, seeming to have settled right in to the Albertini family along with Violet.

      “Come in,” Yara said, taking my hand and pulling me to the kitchen. “Would you like some tea?”

      “I’d love some,” I said. “Where’s Violet?”

      “She’s finishing her homework.” Yara frowned—a rare look for her.

      My muscles stiffened. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know. She seems off to me.” Violet had lived with my Aunt Yara and Uncle Buddy since around Christmastime, and I was here to discuss the planned adoption. They’d reached out to me just a couple of weeks ago, and I had already filed the paperwork. In fact, the hearing was Monday, and I wanted to make sure Violet understood all the proceedings.

      “She’s probably nervous,” I said. “This is a big deal for her.”

      The sixteen-year-old had been all alone in the world. We’d become friends during one of my cases, and I’d wanted to help her, so I’d brought her home to Yara and Buddy. They had instantly taken her in. With their six boys grown and out of the house, they’d been delighted to adopt her. “Has she said anything?”

      Yara poured two fragrant cups of strawberry-scented herbal tea. “No. She’s doing that teenage thing and saying everything’s fine.” Yara rolled her pretty eyes. “I’m used to that after raising six boys, but…I don’t know. Girls seem to do it better.”

      I chuckled. “I still roll my eyes.”

      “I know. I’ve seen it. How’s the table working out?” Yara asked.

      “It’s perfect, and I love the old-fashioned chairs you found.” I patted her hand. “Don’t worry about Violet. I’m sure she’s just nervous.”

      Yara sipped her tea. “Maybe you could speak with her. I’ve tried, and Buddy has tried, but she just isn’t talking much, which isn’t like her. I think something’s up.”

      I had no doubt she was just nervous about being adopted. She’d been raised by a great-aunt. When she died, Violet had lived alone until I found her and brought her here. “I’ll talk to her now.” I took a big gulp of the tea and set the cup on the saucer. I knew better than to try to take it with me. Unfortunately, Aunt Yara was well aware of my penchant for spilling things and would’ve stopped me. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Thanks, honey. I’ll get some cookies out.” Yara stood.

      I paused. “Where’s Uncle Buddy?”

      “He’s at the Elks Lodge. He should be home in an hour or so.”

      “Oh, good.” I turned, headed down a wide hallway to the second bedroom on the right, and knocked.

      “Come in,” Violet called.

      I opened the door and walked inside, instantly hit by the color pink with some shades of purple. It was the most girlish room I had ever seen, and I had a feeling Violet had indulged my aunt in the decorating, considering Yara had lived with boys for so many years.

      “It’s very pink in here,” I noted.

      Violet looked up from a new white desk in the corner where she was obviously doing homework. “Yeah, no kidding. Though I do like pink, so it worked out.”

      I saw a physics textbook next to her. “Not taking the easy classes, are you?”

      “I like physics,” she said, turning to face me. “The possibilities of it are romantic.”

      Romantic? That wasn’t how I’d looked at physics when I was in school. How intriguing. Who knew? Maybe Violet would be a famous physicist someday. I had never understood string theory. Maybe I’d get her to explain it to me. “I wanted to talk to you about the hearing on Monday.” I sat on her bed, covered by a pink and white duvet.

      “Oh.” She put her hands in her lap and faced me, her cheeks paling slightly and her eyes widening. They matched her name—a so-blue hue they appeared violet. With her long, dark hair, she was a very pretty girl.

      “What’s wrong, Violet?”

      Her gaze flicked away before returning to me. “Nothing. Courtrooms are scary places.”

      “Are you afraid something will go wrong?” I asked softly.

      She shrugged, looking down at her dark-denim-encased legs. “I don’t know. The system’s never been my favorite, you know? I like how things are and that everybody’s leaving us alone.”

      “You don’t have to be adopted if you don’t want,” I said instantly. “This is just as much... In fact, no. This is your decision. Nobody else’s. There’s also no hurry.”

      She snorted. “I’m already sixteen.”

      “Yeah, and you can get adopted when you’re fifty.”

      A trembling smile lifted her pink lips. “Seriously? When I’m that old?”

      “If you want,” I said, grinning. “Is there any reason you don’t want to be adopted? And remember, I’m your lawyer. You can tell me anything, and I can’t tell anybody.”

      “No, I love Yara and Buddy,” she said instantly. “The idea of having a mom and dad, well, it’s a wish I never really thought I could have, you know? I didn’t even dare to dream it.”

      My heart hurt for her. “Is it that you’re about to have six brothers? Six older and rather tough brothers?” Even I grimaced at the idea of her bringing a date home. Not that the guys lived with their parents, but they were around every chance they got.

      She snorted. “No. I think even if I left and went somewhere else, I’d still have six brothers, you know? They’ve already adopted me.”

      “I believe that’s a good thing,” I said, my eyebrows rising.

      She finally laughed. “Yeah, it’s a good thing. Also, three of them are getting married someday soon, so I might get to help with the wedding plans.” She finally brightened, showing me the girl I’d met around Christmastime.

      “That does sound like fun,” I agreed. “If nothing else, you’ll have to keep Yara centered. I have a feeling she’ll go a little crazy, though I think the bride’s mother is supposed to do that.”

      Violet plucked at a string on her jeans. “I have no idea, but I am excited. I do want to be adopted. But I knew a kid a while back, and he had to wait six months after living with his foster parents. That’s a long time for something to go wrong.”

      I sat back. “We’re doing a private adoption, not one through the state, so there’s no six-month requirement.” I’d explained this to her once, but she had been flirting with a boy in the booth at the diner, so perhaps she hadn’t fully grasped everything. “I filed the documents showing the death of your parents as well as your great-aunt, and the adoption agency has already conducted two home visits with Yara and Buddy.” In addition, my aunt and uncle had submitted all relevant documents and easily passed their background checks.

      “But don’t private adoptions cost a lot of money? We could go through the state,” she whispered. “I don’t want to cost Yara and Buddy.”

      “I’m free, and the agency is very reasonable,” I assured her. “Plus, they owe me a favor, so we got a huge discount.” Actually, I’d agreed to provide services for them for free for a while, which was fine with me. I would’ve helped, anyway. “In Idaho, even in a private adoption, anybody over the age of twelve has to testify as to their wishes, which is why we’re having a hearing.”

      Everything had gone smoothly and much faster than usual, but since Violet lacked any relatives anywhere, and Yara and Buddy were already on record as foster parents with excellent backgrounds, we should be able to do this quickly. “I can stretch it out more for you if you’d like,” I offered. “Or you can continue to be a foster kid here. They’ll love you just as much.”

      She sucked in a shaky breath. “I’d love to be an Albertini. But what if something goes really wrong?”

      Ah, the girl was afraid to dream. “Like what?” Instead of reassuring her, I wanted to know where this was coming from.

      “I don’t know,” Violet said. “Sometimes, things that are too good to be true don’t happen, you know?”

      I used to think that way, and then Aiden Devlin reappeared in my life. “It’s good you’re looking at all the outcomes.” Which was one issue I’d wanted to warn her about. “Even though we’re doing everything legally, it is very fast. There’s a chance a judge will want to give you more time to make sure this is what you want.” She’d lived with them for less than two months. “But there’s also a chance the judge will sign the papers.” I had no idea how the hearing would go—it was up to the judge. “If the judge requires more time, we’ll just take more time. Okay? It’ll all turn out perfectly.”

      “Most things don’t,” Violet said softly. “Some people just aren’t lucky. Trust me.”

      I understood that. “I think we make our own luck. Sometimes we don’t, and life kicks us in the teeth,” I admitted. “But when we have a chance for happiness, I think we have to jump at it.”

      “Like you and Aiden?” she asked unerringly.

      I grinned. “Yeah, like me and Aiden.”

      “He seems to have stuck in there through some weird stuff. You remember when that finger showed up in the box at your office?”

      “How could I forget?” It was a case that had gone south, but everything had eventually worked out. “Everybody who should be in jail is in jail, and you’re in a good place. I would never push you to do anything you don’t want to do. I know Yara and Buddy love you already and very much want to adopt you. But Violet, this is your decision.”

      She took a deep breath and faced me directly. “I want to be a part of this family. I really do.”

      “Wonderful,” I said, “it looks like we’re going to court on Monday.”

      She paled again but kept eye contact with me. “All right, court it is.”
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      I called Aiden after I left and passed through town, heading in the other direction along the river. It was already getting dark, so I flipped on my lights.

      “Hey, where are you?” he asked.

      Chunks of ice from what had to be a large truck were scattered across the road. “I just left Yara and Buddy’s. I’m going to see my folks before I drive back over the pass,” I said. “Did you get anything done today?”

      “I think so. We set up the armory at the office. We should get several new cases on Monday, so we’re ready to go.” Aiden had purchased a building on Lilac Lake that he now rented back to the ATF. It was big enough for his entire crew of five, with a basement I believed he was turning into some sort of gym. The agency had signed a six-month lease, so I’d have him in town for at least that long, but then…I wasn’t sure. “How’d it go with Violet?” he asked.

      “Pretty good. She seems more worried than anything else.”

      “I know how she feels,” Aiden said. “When I left Ireland to come live with my grandparents, I wasn’t sure they’d want me. I didn’t think they’d want to keep me. She’s probably having feelings like that.”

      I perked up. “Maybe you could talk to her.”

      “Sure, I’d be happy to. Anytime,” he said. My heart warmed. He might look like a badass and shoot people once in a while, but he really was a sweetheart.

      Plus, he was gifted. Last night had been incredible. We hadn’t made it to working on any of the bedrooms. When Aiden concentrated on something, he did it fully, and he had me in his sights—and hands—last night. My body flushed.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked, a chuckle in his voice.

      How did he know?

      “Stop reading my mind. And you can’t be reading my face because I can’t see you.”

      “Huh. Good point.”

      It sometimes scared me how well he knew me. Just then, a deer bounded across the road. I squealed and hit my brakes, sliding wildly.

      “Aingeal?” he asked, his voice roughening.

      I hissed out in panic and tried to correct, but the Jeep slid across the road and went off the bank, smashing into a tree. The airbags deployed all around me, and dust filtered across my face. Then silence.

      “Anna.”

      “I’m okay,” I said, my ears ringing. Dust covered me. I coughed and pushed the airbag away.

      “What happened?”

      My body tightened from the adrenaline flooding my system. “I swerved to miss a deer. I’m not hurt.” The forest stretched out before me, and the descent off the bank hadn’t been very far. I tried the engine. It didn’t work. “Crap.”

      “Let me call somebody. How far are you from your folks’ house?”

      I looked out at the darkened day. “A few miles,” I said. “I can call them.”

      “Stay in the car.”

      I smelled gasoline. “I don’t know. I smell gas.”

      “Get out of the car.” He reversed course immediately.

      I grabbed my purse and outerwear and stepped out, sinking into the snow up to my waist. My ankles instantly froze. This sucked. I put on my coat and zipped it up, slinging my purse across my body, and then put Aiden on speaker since he wasn’t coming through the Bluetooth any longer.

      “Do you have gloves?” he asked.

      I pulled them out of my pockets and immediately put them on. “Of course.”

      “You have a roadside kit in the back with a blanket, hat, food, flashlight, and anything else you might need.”

      That would’ve been a great idea. “No, I don’t.”

      “Yeah, you do,” he retorted. “I put it in there the other day when the last snowstorm hit.”

      My heart just about exploded. How thoughtful was he? “You’re the best.” I turned and slogged through the snow to open the back hatch, reaching in for the hat. “I don’t think I need the blanket.”

      “Take it.” The command in his voice wasn’t new.

      Rolling my eyes, I grabbed the blanket, tossed it over my shoulder, and shut the hatch, turning to look up the slight hill. “All right. Hold on for a second. I’m going to try to make it up this embankment without falling into the snow and disappearing.” It was thick, deep, and powdery. The ascent wouldn’t be easy.

      “I’ll call your folks to come and get you.”

      Just then, a truck slowed to a stop, and a man jumped out. I could barely make him out, but as he neared, I relaxed. “Nick is here,” I said to Aiden.

      “What the hell?” Nick leaned over the bank as another truck slowed, and an almost Nick look-alike stood next to him.

      “Hey, Ricky,” I called out to Nick’s younger brother. “Both Nick and Ricky are here, Aiden.”

      “Good.” Relief filled Aiden’s voice.

      Nick dropped to his haunches. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I swerved to avoid a deer.” I started kicking my way through the powder to climb up and shoved my phone into my pocket so I didn’t lose it in the snow.

      Ricky took a step down. “I can come carry you up.”

      Truth be told, he looked more muscular in his lighter jacket than he had the last time I’d talked with him.

      “I’m good.” Though the snow was freaking heavy.

      “Do you need me to come get you?” Nick asked, dressed in boots and a thick black jacket.

      “No, just hold tight.” I made my way up the embankment and reached for their hands when I came nearer so they could pull me up and over that last ledge. I was careful to reach for Nick’s left arm and not his right since he’d just been shot with an arrow.

      “Are you okay?” He looked me over.

      I took the phone out of my pocket. “Yes. Hey, Aiden, I’m safe on the street with Nick and Rick, and we’re going to my parents. Do you mind dropping me off?” I looked at Nick.

      “That’s where I’m headed anyway,” he said.

      Ricky snorted. “Yeah, you are.” He leaned over and looked at me. “Man, you have pretty eyes.”

      Nick shoved him. “Just because you’ve been working out doesn’t make you irresistible. Knock it off.”

      My legs shook from the biting cold.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” Aiden asked through the speaker.

      I tried to brush some of the snow off my freezing legs. “Yeah, just cold. I didn’t hit my head or anything. Stupid deer.”

      “Good. Rick, back off,” Aiden said, not sounding amused.

      Ricky winked at me. He definitely had the Basanelli charm.

      “Let’s get you inside the truck. You’re soaking wet.” Nick pulled me toward his vehicle. I jumped in and instantly started to warm up, thanks to the blasting heater.

      My entire body shivered from the cold, and I spread the blanket over my legs. “Aiden, I’ll call you back after we get to my folks’.”

      “All right. Be careful, Angel.” He ended the call.

      Ricky showed up at my window. “I’ll take care of your rig. Get it back to my garage and fix it up.” He’d recently quit being an accountant to open his own mechanic shop. I’d heard it had been a bit of a struggle.

      “Thanks.” I shivered and rolled up my window as he walked away.

      Nick stepped into the truck and turned the heat up even more. “Ricky will have the Jeep fixed in no time.”

      “I’m glad you guys came along.” I removed my wet gloves and put my freezing hands closer to the heater. They tingled and hurt, and I bit back a groan.

      “No problem.” Nick pulled back onto the road. “Sorry about Rick being an ass. His girlfriend dumped him a couple of months ago when he quit his accountant job. He started working out, and now he thinks he’s a badass.”

      My shivers subsided. “He does look good.” Nick had two younger twin brothers. The other twin was named Dominick and worked as a cop in Silverville. I leaned my head back on the seat and took several deep breaths as the adrenaline ebbed in my body. “Why are you over the pass, anyway?”

      Nick glanced at me and then looked back at the road. “I wanted to have a talk with your dad.”

      It took a moment for the words to penetrate my brain. Nick Basanelli was asking for Tessa’s hand in marriage? “Seriously?”

      “Shut up,” Nick said.

      “You shut up,” I retorted. “What if he says no?”

      Nick ground his back teeth loud enough I could hear it. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
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      Nick looked like he was headed to the guillotine as we walked down my folks’ plowed sidewalk, and I opened the front door.

      “Shouldn’t we knock?” He grasped my shoulder.

      “Stop being a dork.” I stomped inside and kicked off all my wet gear. “Mom,” I yelled.

      My mom hustled out of her office and stopped cold. “Hi, honey. Why are you soaking wet? What happened?”

      I sneezed into my elbow. “I drove off the road. I need to go change.”

      “You drove off the road?” She hurried toward me and cupped my face. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I tried to hold back another sneeze. “Nick rescued me.”

      “Oh, Nick.” She released me and instantly grabbed him for a hug. She was about half his size, but the woman could squeeze.

      He patted her back awkwardly. “I didn’t exactly save her.”

      I looked at him. I had just given him a huge step up for what he needed to do.

      He nodded. “I’m glad she’s okay.”

      “I’ll be right back.” I turned and walked on my wet socks through the house to my childhood bedroom so I could rummage through a drawer and find yoga pants, dry socks, and a sweatshirt. I found a hair tie and pulled back my now wet and curling brown hair.

      While my sister Donna looked like the Italian side of our family with her dark hair and eyes, and Tessa looked like the Irish half with her reddish-blond hair and green eyes, I didn’t look like anybody. My hair was a plain brown, and my eyes were a greenish gray. It had always been the family joke that we should look at the mailman.

      I did, however, have my mom’s nose, so I was fairly confident I was really hers. Now warm, I headed toward the kitchen, where my mom was already pouring thick mugs of hot chocolate.

      “That smells delicious,” I said.

      She turned and stared at me. She looked a lot like Tessa with her blondish-red hair and green eyes. I’d always considered her the young Irish actress type, but sometimes she was all business, and nobody messed with her. Especially our dad. “Are you sure you don’t need to see a doctor?”

      “No, I’m fine. Nick said he’d have Ricky pull my car out, and we’ll see. I’ll go over the pass with Nick tonight.”

      Mom sat at our family table, and I followed suit. “I’m sure Nick will be happy to give you ride home,” she said.

      “Nick looked like he was about to swallow his tongue.” I laughed.

      Her eyes sparkled. “He’s in talking to your dad right now.”

      “Isn’t that sweet?” I took a deep drink of the heavy cocoa. “I hope she says yes.”

      My mom chuckled. “I know your sister. She’ll say yes.”

      “Are you worried that it’s too fast?” I wrapped both of my still-chilled hands around the mug.

      My mom lifted a shoulder. “It was that way with your dad and me, and it was that way with you and Aiden. I think the people in our family fall fast and hard and know when it feels right.”

      “Yeah, I think so.” I believed in love at first sight, too. “Do you think they’ll have a June wedding?”

      She frowned. “I don’t know. I can see both of them wanting to have a longer engagement because they think they should—which is just silly. I have a feeling I’m not going to get grandbabies until they get married.”

      “Probably not,” I said, chuckling. “Maybe August would be a good time for a wedding.”

      She looked out at the darkened night beyond the sliding glass door. “August would be gorgeous. Maybe something in the backyard here along the river.”

      “Oh,” I said dreamily. “That would be perfect.”

      She sipped her hot chocolate. “What are you doing on this side of the pass?”

      “I was meeting with Yara and Violet about the adoption hearing on Monday.”

      “Good,” my mom said. “We’re going to have a surprise party here that night. I’ve been meaning to tell you. Sorry, I’ve been busy.”

      My shivers finally subsided. “A surprise party?”

      “Yeah, for Violet. We have Violet Albertini signs made up to welcome her to the family.”

      “Mom, that’s sweet,” I said. “There’s a chance the adoption might be extended a bit, but a party is always good. I would’ve helped.”

      She waved a hand. “You’ve been so busy with court and Aiden and everything. I took care of it. Donna’s bringing the decorations over.”

      Donna really was the organized one, and she rarely got shot at, so sometimes I thought my mom believed her to be a bit more responsible. Donna planned a great party. As a realtor, she knew how to fix up a space.

      I took a drink and let the chocolate decadence warm me even more. “I’ll see if Aiden’s free. If he is, we’ll definitely come. Let me bring something.”

      My mom pursed her lips. “You don’t have any huckleberry pies still made, do you?”

      “No, but I’d be happy to make a couple,” I said quickly. I could do that tomorrow since it was Sunday. I was caught up with all my cases and really didn’t have anything crazy going on. “I’d be happy to help.”

      “You’re a sweetheart.” My mom patted my hand.

      I glanced toward my dad’s study. “Shouldn’t you be in there? I mean, the whole old-fashioned thing of asking the bride’s dad for permission seems both sweet and silly.”

      “I was invited.” She smiled.

      “You were? By Nick?”

      “I think he wanted me in there.” She laughed. “I said no. Told him he was on his own.” She winked. “Your father likes Nick a lot, especially since he’s Italian.”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      My mom was full Irish and my dad full Italian. Their parents angled for us to marry either Italian or Irish, depending. I was making my mother and Nana O’Shea very happy that I was dating an Irishman, whereas Tessa pleased Dad and my Nonna Albertini by dating Nick Basanelli.

      “Poor Donna. She could be the tiebreaker,” I said.

      My mom laughed outright. “I don’t know what we’re going to do about poor Donna. She might have to marry somebody who’s not Italian or Irish.”

      I gasped in mock shock. “The very thought.”

      Nick and my dad walked out of the den, my dad smiling, and Nick looking like he’d taken several punches to the gut.

      Dad threw an arm over Nick’s shoulders. To Nick’s credit, he didn’t wince, even though my dad had most likely jarred his injury. “Guess what? Nick’s going to propose to Tessa.”

      “Oh.” My mom stood and hurried to Nick, hugging him again. “That’s just lovely.” She leaned back, took his hand, and led him to the table. “Would you like some hot chocolate?”

      “We had scotch,” Dad said, his voice booming. “Like all good Italians do.”

      Actually, Italians drank wine and port, but I wasn’t going to argue.

      Nick’s phone buzzed. “Excuse me.” He pulled it from his pocket and read the face, stilling.

      “What?” I asked.

      He looked up, his brows drawing down. “The Cupids donated most of the jewelry from the robbery at Duke’s to the Timber City Animal Shelter.” Another buzz came through, and he looked down again. “Detective Pierce has a subject in custody and wants us to come in to view a lineup.”

      “Now?” I looked longingly at the pot of hot chocolate on the stove. “It’s Saturday night, for goodness’ sake.”

      “Yeah. Now.”
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      Aiden waited for me inside the police station, leaning against a pillar while scrolling through his phone. He wore a lightweight black jacket over faded jeans that led down his long legs to black boots. He looked up when I walked inside, his piercing blue eyes instantly focusing on me.

      Yeah. Everything inside me softened into goo. I’d texted him that I had to attend a lineup and would have Nick bring me home afterward. Apparently, Aiden wasn’t waiting for that.

      Pushing away from the pillar, he crossed the waiting area, his gaze raking me from head to toe.

      “I’m fine,” I said, rather breathlessly.

      “Hey, Devlin,” Nick greeted. “I’ll find Detective Pierce so we can get this over with, Anna.” He turned and strode up the stairs to the detective area.

      The police station was quiet at this time of night, with only two guys working on computers behind the reception counter and no buzz anywhere. Even so, the entire world narrowed to the Irish hottie nearing me. He shoved his phone into his back pocket and reached out to cup my face, his palms warm and rough. “Did the airbag hurt you?”

      “No. It probably saved me.” Still breathless. Yep.

      He ducked his head to study my eyes as his talented fingers gingerly probed my cheeks and then ran through my hair to feel my scalp before moving down to my neck and then my shoulders.

      “Really. I’m fine.” No other sensation in the world could feel like this.

      “Hmm.” He ran his hands down my arms and briefly clasped my wrists before releasing me, his fingers running over my Claddagh ring as he did—the one he’d given me for Christmas with the heart pointing to my wrist, showing that I was taken. “Any news on the Jeep?”

      I swallowed. “Ricky called and said he was able to get the SUV to his garage, but that’s all I know.” I’d just had the darn thing fixed a month ago.

      “You can drive my truck. The team has been called to LA for a few days.” He ran a calloused thumb along my jawline, the touch gentle. “Just to finish reporting on our last case and discuss operations going forward with our new home base. Nothing dangerous.”

      This time, anyway. I did like how he reassured me that he’d be safe for now. We’d gotten together hot and fast in situations that included gunfire, explosions, and heavily hair-sprayed potato guns. Did we know how to live in calm times together? Calm for us, anyway? “I just have hearings this week and nothing all that stress-inducing.”

      “You’re a witness in an armed robbery.”

      “Yeah, about that,” I started. “Nick mentioned that the Cupids donated a bunch of the stolen jewelry to the animal shelter.”

      Aiden cocked his head. “That’s odd, right? I wonder who their suspect is?” He turned as Nick and Detective Pierce strode down the stairs, Nick wearing a frown and Pierce filtering through a stack of files while easily navigating the steps.

      Impressive. I always needed to watch where I was going. Reading and walking, especially down stairs, would probably kill me.

      Pierce looked up, his blond hair ruffled. “Thanks for coming in. I’ll take Nick first and then you. Shouldn’t ruin your Saturday night much.” He pivoted and turned away from the reception desk. “The lineup room is down this hallway, and we’re all ready to go.” He jerked his head in that direction, and both he and Nick headed that way.

      “Interesting,” I mused, watching them go. “I’ve never been down that hall.” I customarily spent my time at the police station either in Pierce’s office or one of the interrogation rooms on the second floor. Sometimes I watched an interrogation from the small room beyond the one-way glass, which was always kind of fun.

      “I have.” Aiden grinned.

      Yeah. He’d spent some time undercover as a criminal and had no doubt lined up. “It’ll be my first lineup.” Would it be like on television? I tried to remember what the three Cupids had looked like, but with their masks, it’d be difficult to really identify them. What had they said?

      “You’ll do fine.” He drew me to one of the rather comfortable damask guest chairs to sit. “I finished installing the updates on the cabin’s security system earlier today. We can go over all of it tomorrow before I leave.”

      I snorted. “We lack a garage, a deck, and two working bedrooms, but we have a top-of-the-line security system.” At least we had a great primary bedroom and a kitchen. “I’m safe now, Aiden. Jareth Davey is dead.” Davey had kidnapped me as a child and then harassed me for years, but nobody could catch him. He’d finally made his move before Christmas. We’d grappled, with me ending up on top of him, punching down, and him reaching around me with the gun at my back. He’d fired, shooting through my shoulder and hitting himself in the heart. My stalker had died instantly.

      Karma was a real force.

      “I know he’s dead.” Aiden plunked an arm over my shoulders and settled back. “But we both have somewhat dangerous cases sometimes, and security is crucial.”

      I leaned into him, wishing there was a sofa in the place so we didn’t have to sit in different chairs. “My cases are no longer dangerous. Honest. Nothing is even close right now.”

      “Huh.” For a sound of disagreement, it was still content.

      We sat that way for a while until Nick and Pierce returned, no expression on their faces.

      I stood along with Aiden. “Did you identify him?”

      Pierce held up a hand. “No talking about it.”

      Nick zipped up his coat. “I’ll grab coffees while you two conduct another lineup, and then we can meet and discuss everything.” He eyed Aiden. “You sticking around?”

      “Yeah. I’ll take a latte, no flavor,” Aiden said.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Chai tea with almond milk and extra chai.”

      Pierce gestured for me to follow him. “I’ll take the special, but no whipped cream. Make that oat milk, would you?”

      “Jesus.” Nick shoved his hands into his pockets and strode toward the door.

      Aiden squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll be here. Just do your best.”

      Taking a deep breath, I turned to follow Pierce. How hard could this be?
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      We passed several offices until we reached a green metal door at the end of the hall. Drips of snow had melted across the worn tiles, and I was careful not to slip. Pierce held the door open for me, and I stepped inside the observation room. It was similar to the ones upstairs but wider.

      Clearing my throat, I looked around. “I’ve never done this before.”

      “It’s no problem.” Pierce hit a button so the blinds lifted on the one-way mirror.

      I stood closer, curious, and peered inside the other room. “I’m glad they can’t see us.”

      “No worries,” he said easily, putting his files on a table that held several half-empty coffee cups. “I’ll have the suspects come in, and then I’ll ask you some questions. Take your time. There’s no hurry to answer. I just need you to concentrate.”

      “I understand.” My body chilled.

      Pierce pressed a button on a mounted speaker box. “All right, send them in.”

      I stiffened and watched as five men walked into the lineup room from a side doorway. According to the large background painted on the wall behind them, they all stood to about five foot four, my height. In addition, as a group, they appeared to be in their mid-sixties with grayish-white hair and very rounded bodies. Apparently Pierce thought he had caught the most obese of the three Cupids—the one who had smashed the jewelry cases and bagged the loot.

      I gulped. “All right, so they’re all about the right height and size of the Cupid who physically took the jewels.” Although the other overweight guy had probably only been an inch taller than these men.

      Pierce pressed the button again. “Number one, please step forward.”

      The first guy did as he was asked. From this distance, I could see that his eyes were brown. I tried to think back to the eye color of the guy in the robbery. His face had been hidden well by the mask, and his body looked like this guy’s.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “All right, step back,” Pierce said into the speakerphone. “Number two, step forward.”

      I recognized number two. He worked at the butcher shop in the center of town. What was his name? Mr. Crawley. Yeah, that was it. I didn’t know his first name, and I’d talked to him a few times. “I know him from the butcher shop but can’t connect him to the robbery.”

      “Step back, number two,” Pierce spoke into the speakerphone. “Number three, step forward.”

      The detective continued through all five, and I could not positively identify any of them as the man from the robbery. Then Pierce had them all say the words: we all are, much like the robber had. Their voices were lower and grittier.

      I shook my head. “The robbers had some sort of voice distorters beneath their masks. They sounded tinny. None of these guys sound remotely close.”

      Pierce nodded. “Can you identify any of these men from the robbery that occurred at Duke’s jewelry store on Friday?”

      I studied each man and tried to remember the way they’d moved or even stood during the robbery. The guy on the far left kept stepping forward and rubbing his head, and he was sweating profusely. “That guy looks like he’s about to have a heart attack.”

      “Answer the question, Albertini,” Pierce returned.

      I looked again. The sweating man was the right size, and his face had flushed to an unhealthy beet-red color. His hand shook, and his gaze darted around. But even so, I could not identify him for sure.

      “I’m sorry, Grant. I just can’t,” I said.

      “That’s all right.” He leaned into the microphone again. “Take them out. That’s all we need for tonight.” He pushed a button, and the blinds slowly covered the one-way glass.

      I grimaced. “Was Basanelli able to identify your suspect?”

      “Nope,” Pierce muttered. “Neither was Duke Walls from the jewelry store.” He grabbed his file folders. “Come on, let’s go up to the office and talk about it.”

      My shoulders hunched. I followed behind him, feeling like I’d failed, but Nick hadn’t pointed out the guy either. If Pierce had the right person, our failure to identify him wouldn’t help in trial, that was for sure. But the case was in its early stages.

      “How did you find them so fast? The robbery just occurred yesterday,” I asked.

      “Wait till we’re in the conference room,” he said wearily, trudging up the stairs. I followed him after looking around the waiting room for Aiden. He’d disappeared.

      I walked the familiar ground upstairs past Pierce’s office to a conference room set away from the interrogation rooms. This space had wide windows looking out onto the street, where I saw snow falling again. February was turning out to be a rough one. As we stepped inside, I noted both Aiden and Nick already at the table, sipping happily on warm drinks.

      Nick pointed to a cup next to Aiden. “That’s yours.”

      “Thanks.” I walked around as Aiden pulled out my chair for me, the muscles in his arm rippling nicely. I took my seat and reached for the tea to sip. It was delicious. They’d put in plenty of extra chai.

      Pierce slapped his file folders down next to Nick and pulled out a chair, reaching for his drink. “Devlin, why are you here?” he asked, sounding bored.

      Aiden shrugged. “Didn’t see any reason to stay downstairs. The ATF isn’t involved in this, and you’re not going to tell any big secrets, are you?”

      “No,” Pierce said.

      I looked at him, noting lines cascading from his eyes that weren’t usually there. “Are you all right?”

      “Overworked,” he retorted. “Several people are out with some virus, and I just need some sleep.” He definitely looked like he needed rest.

      “Sorry I couldn’t help,” I said.

      Pierce took several deep pulls from his coffee. “Not your fault. When suspects wear masks, disguises, and camouflage their voices, it’s difficult to identify them.”

      “Who was the guy on the far left who was freaking out so much?” I took another drink of my sweet coffee.

      Pierce shook his head. “Guy’s name is Lenny Kristoff, and he was the suspect I wanted you to identify.”

      “I figured,” Nick noted. “The guy looked like he was about to stroke out. Why’d you bring him in?”

      “CCTV from last week. Even though the robbers somehow cut the feed yesterday, we went back through older recordings, and that guy cased the joint several times. He walked back and forth outside multiple times on Wednesday and Thursday. Made it inside once, looked around nervously, and then left.”

      “Sounds almost too good to be true,” Aiden said.

      Nick shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve got a bunch of idiots acting like Cupid. What’s the deal with them giving the loot to the animal shelter?”

      “They kept a quarter of the haul for themselves, though. And that’s the other thing,” Pierce said, tapping a finger on his file folders. “Lenny used to work for the animal shelter. They laid him off about six months ago, and he’s been trying to fundraise for them by using GoFundMe and other online activities. He also got in trouble for sticking flyers into people’s mailboxes, which we all know is a federal offense.”

      “That’s it?” I asked. “That’s all you have on the guy?”

      “For now,” Pierce said. “I was hoping one of you could identify him. That would’ve helped a lot. But we had to cut him loose.”

      Aiden pushed back from the table. “If that’s all you have, we’re heading home. It’s getting late.”

      “It’s only eleven,” Pierce replied. “I want to go through the entire robbery again, step by step, but start maybe an hour before with what you were both doing and tell me what you saw when you arrived at the jewelry store. I know you’ve answered these questions already, but sometimes...” His voice trailed off.

      Nick nodded. “I understand. Sometimes, new memories surface or something we didn’t realize was important becomes evident. I get the process. I’m free.” He glanced at me. “We can run through it one more time.”

      “All right.” At least I had a chai latte in my hand. We went through each moment of that day, both before and after the robbery, with Aiden chiming in with pretty impressive questions. Obviously Pierce thought so as well because he didn’t complain once.

      Finally, after midnight, I glanced at my phone. “I’m done. I need sleep.”

      “Agreed.” Aiden pulled out my chair, and we both stood. My eyes felt gritty, and man, I was tired.

      Pierce’s phone buzzed, and he lifted it to read the face. “Holy crap.”

      “What?” I drew on my jacket.

      Pierce shook his head. “The Clumsy Penguin was just robbed by three Cupids.”

      I blinked. The Clumsy Penguin was a pretty cool dive bar on Lilac Lake. At this time of night, it had probably been hopping—well, for the dead of winter on Lilac Lake, which meant maybe ten patrons.

      “Was anybody hurt?” Aiden asked.

      Pierce shook his head. “Doesn’t look like it, though reports are just coming in.”

      I considered the situation. “You don’t think Lenny left here, suited up, and robbed the Clumsy Penguin, do you?”

      Everyone was silent.

      Aiden coughed. “I don’t know. In that situation, I would have.”
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      I kicked off my boots and removed my coat as Aiden built up the flames in the stone fireplace. What a night. Even though the guy had worn a mask, I’d thought I would be able to identify one of the robbers. What had I missed?

      Aiden turned. “Come here.” That tone. Deep and dark with just a hint of an Irish brogue.

      My body woke right up. Padding on my socks, I moved toward him, enjoying the sight of the fire behind his muscled form. “What’s up?”

      “You.” He reached for the bottom of my sweater, gently lifted it over my head, then turned so the firelight washed over my torso. “Just checking for bruises.”

      I looked down to see my light pink bra. “No bruises.”

      “Hmm.” He released the front hook with one finger and drew both straps down my arms. “Sometimes an airbag or seat belt can cause harm.” He leaned closer and kissed above my left breast. “See?”

      I focused my gaze, and there was a light purple mark from the seat belt. “Oh. I didn’t notice.” Nothing hurt.

      He turned me, kissing from my waist up my back. “No bruises here.” His heated breath brushed the back of my ear, making me shiver.

      Still behind me, he reached around and pulled my yoga pants down to the floor so I could step out of them. Featherlight, he ran his hands up the backs of my thighs and then turned me again, dropping to his knees. “You were lucky, Aingeal.”

      “I know,” I breathed, heat filtering through my veins like a very fine wine. “Wasn’t my first slide on ice, Aiden.” Anybody who’d grown up driving in Idaho knew how to slide and correct, and I’d aimed off the road when necessary at a fairly shallow point.

      He kissed my navel, drawing my pink panties down. “I can’t lose you, Anna Fiona Albertini.”

      My stomach quivered. “You’re not going to.” Unable to help myself, I dug both hands into his thick hair, fully nude, while he remained dressed.

      “I’m sorry I have to leave tomorrow.” He kissed my clit and nearly dropped me to my knees. Aiden was often passionate and wild, and I greatly enjoyed that about him. But this gentle side? Where he all but worshipped me? It was almost too much. Like when you held your breath for too long and weren’t sure you’d get your lungs refilled.

      I tried to stand, crying out through a fast orgasm.

      In a heartbeat, he stood and lifted me, striding toward the bedroom. I kissed him, dragging his shirt up and over his head, forcing him to release my mouth for a second. Only a heartbeat. Then his firm lips were back on mine, kissing me into oblivion.

      He laid me on the bed and flicked on the soft-white bedside table lamp before unbuckling his belt and shucking his jeans. Then, he was on me.

      I ran my hands down his muscular arms, marveling at the sharp cuts. Caressing his tattoo, I leaned up and kissed his whiskered jaw. The ink on his right biceps showed his life so far. From the alleyways of Dublin to Idaho, the Marines, and now the ATF. I loved the design and my heart warmed that I knew his entire life story.

      He kissed my neck and took his time with my breasts, nipping and humming. Two of his fingers found me, making sure I was ready. I arched against him. Then he was right there, slowly pushing inside. Joining us in a way that made my heart stutter.

      When he was finally embedded and pulsing inside me, I could only stare. His eyes glowed a myriad of wild blues and had an intensity at odds with his gentleness. “Valentine’s Day is coming. Don’t make plans.”

      I dug my nails into his hips. “I won’t.” Except for helping Nick propose to Tessa, but I could work around that. Aiden was more important. “It’s our first Valentine’s Day together.”

      He kissed me, going deep and starting to move.

      Fire lashed through me, striking my nerves and seizing my lungs. I held on, trying to hold his gaze but needing to close my eyes to just feel.

      Pleasure, thick and full, wound through me, striking every erogenous zone and landing in my heart. Sometimes, the depth of my feelings for him scared me, but right now, I could only ride them to a climax that stole my breath.

      His head dropped to my neck, and he nipped me, shuddering with his own climax.

      Still inside me, he lifted up and kissed me.

      Neither of us was great with the romantic words, but our actions in times like these said it all—for now, anyway. The words were in the air, winding around us, but neither of us said them. We never had.

      That time was probably coming, but just saying them didn’t seem like enough. Almost like it was too trite in some way.

      He brushed my hair away from my eyes. “Promise me you’ll stay safe while I’m away.”

      I lifted my legs to wrap around him, holding tight. “I promise. You say the same.”

      “I promise.” He nipped my nose. “I’ll get home to you as soon as I can.”

      For now, those were the words I needed. The others would come in due time. It just had to be the right moment and place.

      How hard could that be to find?
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      Monday morning arrived with a light and almost magical snowfall compared to the blizzardy conditions we’d experienced all weekend. Aiden had left early yesterday morning, and I had baked pies, trying not to miss him. But I expected a busy Monday, so as I walked into my office, I wasn’t surprised to see our receptionist already holding a stack of messages.

      “Morning,” he said.

      “Hey, Oliver.” I drew off my coat and reached for the stack. “Happy Monday.”

      He sighed. “Just more work for the overworked, right? You and me and everyone. So we can pay taxes to the man.” Oliver Duck was eighteen years old with ruffly red hair and earnest brown eyes, and he’d been cranky about taxes since December. Today, he wore a gray button-down shirt that stretched against his muscular chest. He’d discovered a new gym and trainer at the beginning of the year and had dedicated himself fully to becoming ripped—as he put it.

      “I thought you had a makeup test scheduled for today,” I said.

      “I moved it to tomorrow.” He’d recently started studying at the local community college to become a paralegal, and Clark and I were helping to pay for his education, which wasn’t easy considering I hadn’t bought new shoes in two years. It was a good thing my older sister Donna was a clothes horse who shared her goods.

      Rifling through the stack of messages, I didn’t see anything crucial. “That was nice of you since we need you on Mondays, but school comes first. Okay?”

      “Of course,” he agreed, then leaned forward. “Your grandmother is in your office.”

      I stiffened. What? “Oh.” Turning, I rushed down the hallway, noting that Clark’s office was vacant. That was odd. He usually arrived before I did. I passed his space, the filing room, the restrooms, the large conference room, and then two more offices before reaching the rear of our establishment and turning into my office.

      The spacious area had windows facing both the alleyway and a treed area next to Duke’s jewelry store. Right now, they showed the softly falling snow.

      I hurried inside and then paused. I had expected my Nonna Albertini since she often dropped by my office, yet it was Nana O’Shea who sat in one of the guest chairs. “Nana,” I said, hanging my coat on a coatrack near the door and then kicking off my boots. “It’s so good to see you.” She normally stuck closer to Silverville because she didn’t like heading over the pass.

      She stood, nearly my height, and smiled. “It’s good to see you, too.” She looked a lot like Tessa and our mom, like an older version of Maureen O’Hara. She believed in all things magical and whimsical. Sometimes, so did I.

      After hugging me, she sat back down, her big white purse on her lap. I knew from experience that the bag contained everything from smudging sticks to cough drops.

      The door to the men’s room opened with a creak. Ah, that’s where Clark had been. I made a mental note to oil the hinges; they shouldn’t be creaking. Footsteps sounded, and then my door opened. “Sorry about that,” a cheerful voice said as a man walked inside.

      It took me a second to recognize him. “Lenny Kristoff?” I asked, backing away. Wait a minute, what was going on? I held up a hand. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” He took the seat next to my nana.

      Everything inside me stilled. Okay, this would not be good.

      Taking a deep breath, I crossed around my desk and sat in my newish leather chair before reaching down for the pair of pumps I’d placed under my desk. “Nana, this is probably inappropriate.”

      “I understand.” She’d pulled her light, blondish-gray hair up on the top of her head and looked sprightly in a pretty green dress with dark brown snow boots. “But Lenny is a friend, and he needs your help.”

      “I really do,” Lenny said. “Honest. I didn’t rob anybody. I would never do that. I was even too nervous to go into the jewelry store to buy a ring. I don’t have a lot of money, so I thought maybe they had credit, but then I got too nervous because…what if my girl isn’t really my girl? What if I get the friend-talk again?”

      I held up a hand. “Lenny, I’m sorry you wasted your time, but I can’t help you. I’m a witness in the robbery.”

      “Yes, but he didn’t rob anybody, dear,” Nana said, her eyes wide. “So you can represent him.”

      There were few people on this planet I wanted to disappoint less than Nana O’Shea. My stomach instantly cramped, and I had to force myself to sound cheerful as I said, “Nana, it’s a conflict of interest. The court won’t let me represent Lenny. The prosecuting attorney’s office won’t let me represent Lenny. In fact, the bar association won’t let me represent him.” I looked at the man, who was now sweating again, his face turning red. “I really am sorry, but I can give you a list of some very good attorneys.”

      Nana straightened in her seat, looking pixie-like. “Then we’ll just ask Clark. We asked you because you’re my granddaughter.”

      My temples started to ache. “Nana, Clark is my law partner. If I can’t represent Lenny, neither can Clark.”

      “But I didn’t do anything wrong,” Lenny protested, smoothing his gray comb-over back into place, his faded blue eyes hangdog. “Honest. The police want to talk to me about a robbery last night. After I left the police station, I went right home.” He lifted one broad shoulder. “And ate a Hungry-Man dinner.”

      Oh, man. This sounded so sad. I wanted to put my face in my hands, but instead, I tried to look professional. “Did anybody see you?” I asked, knowing I shouldn’t get involved.

      “No.” He sounded glum. “I’ve been dating Camille Rulegson. She lives over at the Sunnyside Retirement Community. But it was so late when I got home, I didn’t call her.”

      I reached for a pen to twist in my fingers. “She’s the person you want to buy a ring for?”

      He nodded. “Just a promise ring. I’m not ready to settle down, and neither is she. But I still wanted to give her jewelry for Valentine’s Day. Can you help me? I honestly would never rob anybody. I’ve been trying to raise funds for the animal shelter.”

      “I know,” I said. “Why did you get laid off?”

      “Lack of money,” he said smoothly. “So, I’ve been trying all these different fundraisers. Some of them worked, but I wouldn’t have robbed Duke’s to give them the money. I mean, wouldn’t they just have to give the jewelry back?”

      Yet another odd aspect to the entire situation. “Probably,” I allowed. “I mean, I guess they could’ve been dishonest and tried to sell it somewhere, maybe pawn it in a different state. But it’s my understanding that they called the police immediately.”

      “Of course, they did. The owners are good people,” Lenny breathed. “Now, what do we do?”

      “We find you another lawyer,” I said. “I have a couple of friends who might help.”

      Nana clutched her fluffy, snow-white purse to her flat belly. Her eyeshadow was a mystical green, and her lips were a sparkling pink. She looked like a magical fairy. “But we want your help. You’re the best,” she said.

      “I appreciate that, Nana. But I have to follow the law. Otherwise, I won’t get to be a lawyer any longer.”

      “But I didn’t do anything wrong,” Lenny protested.

      I reached for my phone. “Let’s find you somebody who can help.”
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      My spirits somewhat down from disappointing my grandmother, I met Aunt Yara and Violet in my waiting room for their hearing. Violet and Oliver were making googly eyes at each other, but he was eighteen, and she was sixteen, so he’d just have to wait a couple of years to ask her out. I shot him a look, and he frowned back at me, flexing his biceps for Violet as he stacked file folders.

      I turned toward Violet and gave her my most reassuring smile. “Are you ready?”

      “Absolutely,” Yara said, wearing a thick brown wool coat and snow boots.

      Violet nodded while chewing on her lip.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I said.

      The girl shrugged, shoving her hands into the pockets of a heavy white puffer coat. Her snow boots matched the coat, and she looked adorable.

      “I’m just going to ask you questions, and the judge may ask a couple, as well,” I said. “If, at any time, you want to stop or don’t understand something, just let us know. Since you’re a minor, it’ll be just us in the courtroom. Nobody else. Okay?” I impulsively reached out and gave her a hug.

      She hugged me back, holding on tightly. The girl really was terrified.

      “All right, let’s go,” I said.

      Oliver cleared his throat. “Pauley has class until noon and called to ask if you wanted him to bring lunch afterward.”

      “God, no,” I said before I could stop myself. My cousin Pauley was sixteen and attending the local community college. He was brilliant, but he’d been on a kick of trying odd foods for a couple of months, and I just couldn’t take some weird fish for lunch. Pauley was autistic with savant qualities, and while I loved him dearly and needed him as the file clerk for our office, I couldn’t handle another stinging needle soup experience. “Maybe you could just order sandwiches?”

      “Sure,” Oliver said, relief in his voice. “That sounds great to me. Good luck in court, Violet.”

      She preened. “Thanks, Oliver.”

      Ah, young crushes. “Let’s go.” I waved at Clark, who was now in his office, busily typing away with his green tie tossed over his shoulder. We walked outside into the hallway and down the stairs that led to the street. “Do you want to walk?” I asked. The snow had finally stopped falling, and the sun had appeared, making for a lovely day. It was cold, but we were all dressed for winter.

      “That’d be wonderful,” Yara said. “We could take some deep breaths and calm ourselves.”

      Violet rolled her eyes, and the sight cheered me immensely. If she was comfortable enough to do so, she’d be fine during the hearing.

      I slipped my arm through both of theirs and started toward the courthouse.

      We walked down Main Street to Justice Road, which held the courthouse, the police station, and the commissioner’s buildings. They all fronted Timber City Park, which had the college to the west, more legal buildings to the east, and the beach to the south. Today, I could see the lake across the park, noticing it was a stormy gray color. I shivered as we walked toward the courthouse.

      A group of people smoked cigarettes about thirty feet from the building’s entrance near several trees, their breaths spiraling puffs into the air.

      Violet stiffened and then tripped.

      “Hey, watch where we’re going.” I chuckled, looking down at some chunks of ice. “They obviously didn’t do a very good job shoveling here.”

      “No kidding.” She kicked snow out of the way. “Though I love these new boots, Yara. You really didn’t need to buy me new ones.”

      Yara stepped gingerly over another chunk of ice. “I thought they were perfect in how they match your new coat. I couldn’t help myself.”

      We started to climb the steps to go inside.

      Violet jerked us all to a stop. “I can’t do this.”

      “What?” I scrambled to keep from sliding across the ice.

      She shook her head and released us both, backing away. “I can’t do this. I’m so sorry. I can’t go in there.”

      “Whoa,” Yara said, holding up a white-gloved hand, her gaze soft. “You don’t have to go anywhere you don’t want to. Take a deep breath.”

      Violet paled, and tears gathered in her eyes. “I just...I’m so sorry. I can’t.” She turned and started hurrying away, slipping several times across the sidewalk but not slowing down.

      “Violet, wait,” Yara called, concern in her eyes and surprise across her face.

      The girl broke into a run, heading down Oakwood Avenue.

      I gasped, turning. She could break her neck if she fell.

      Yara grabbed my arm. “Wait, won’t this ruin things with the judge?”

      I winced. “It’s not going to be good.”

      “Okay, I’ll catch her. You go inside and smooth things over. We’ll figure it all out later.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, watching a rapidly disappearing Violet.

      “Definitely. I run every day.” Aunt Yara patted my arm. “Go fix this.” She turned and loped into a jog. I watched her for a moment. The woman could move. Yoga was good for the body, and I knew she practiced daily, in addition to running. I really should get back into yoga. It had been too long.

      My chest aching, I stomped up the stairs and into the courthouse. It had been built when the mines were very prosperous in the area, which meant the place was stately, with marble and hand-carved oak.

      I walked up the main stairs to the district court where adoptions were held. I most often worked in misdemeanor court down the other hallway, which had been added on in the eighties and was more salmon-colored and cheesy. But I loved the bigger courtroom.

      I walked inside and nodded at the bailiff up front. The guy’s name was Jay Fredrickson. He was around thirty and had a damn impressive beard. It was odd, but several of the bailiffs in the courthouse had wild, mountain man beards. I wondered if they had a contest going or were just competing with each other on the side. Anyway, I waved at Jay, and he waved back, moving toward the side door that led to the judge’s chambers. I walked forward and took my place at a table up front.

      The door opened, and Jay returned, followed by Judge Gary Grizzio. In his late forties, the judge had a shock of white hair, bright blue eyes, and a decent physique. I believed he played basketball in our local men’s league quite a bit. He was a district court judge, and I’d been in front of him before.

      “Miss Albertini,” he said, taking his seat.

      I remained standing. “Hi, Judge.”

      He looked around. “Where’s your client and your witnesses?”

      I took a deep breath. “My client is unable to appear today, Your Honor.”

      “Why is that?” he asked, both eyebrows rising.

      I couldn’t lie to a judge. “I believe she’s terrified of appearing in court.” That much was true. “She’s been on her own for a long time, and I’m afraid she doesn’t really trust the system. I don’t know if she’s had friends who’ve had bad experiences in foster care, but she tried to stay under the radar until Yara and Buddy Albertini took her in.”

      The judge stared at me for a moment. “Is there any other reason she refused to appear in court today?”

      “Not to my knowledge,” I said honestly. “I truly believe she’s afraid you’ll send her off to some stranger’s house, Your Honor. I thought we’d reassured her, but she panicked when we reached the courthouse steps. I apologize for wasting the court’s time.”

      He rubbed his chin. “I don’t want to terrify some sixteen-year-old, but I can’t let an adoption proceed without following proper procedure.”

      “I’m aware of that, Judge. Let me talk to her and see if I can reassure her and perhaps reschedule the hearing.”

      “Fine. We’ll reschedule for first thing a week from Thursday.” He tilted his head to the side. “Would it help if we all met outside of court, for a coffee or a hot chocolate or something? It wouldn’t be an official proceeding, and we couldn’t talk about the case, but perhaps I could reassure her that I’m just a guy who likes to play basketball and works as a judge.”

      My entire heart warmed. What a nice guy. “Judge, that would be fantastic. Let me talk to Violet and Yara and see if we can arrange something like that. I’ll let her know that we can’t talk about anything official, but just meeting you and seeing you as a human being might really help.”

      He brightened. “You know what? I have a basketball game Friday night if you want to come and watch. I think seeing a judge doing something other than being a judge might be even better. Maybe we can grab a soda or something afterward.”

      “That’d be wonderful, Judge,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “All right.” He slammed his gavel down. “Bailiff, why don’t you open the doors since we no longer need a private, sealed hearing?” He reached for a stack of files. “You have two other cases in front of me this morning, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do, Your Honor. I have two cases against the prosecuting attorney’s office.” One was a timber criminal trespass, and the other was a misdemeanor battery case in which my client was innocent. He had been defending a woman being picked on at a bar. I was quite ticked about the whole situation.

      The door opened, and Nick Basanelli strode inside dressed in a silver-gray suit with a red power tie.

      I blinked. “Hi, Nick. I thought Brad Boxer was handling these cases.”

      Nick sighed, walked into the well, and slapped his file folders on the table. “Boxer got in a snowmobile accident yesterday and broke his leg in three places. Orrin is out of town. I’m covering for everybody today.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” the judge said. “We’re just here to set trial dates, aren’t we?”

      “Yes.” Nick quickly rattled off his available dates.

      I rifled through my phone to look at my calendar. “Both dates work for me, Judge.”

      “Alrighty, then. Trial dates are set.” The judge banged his gavel and stood. “Maybe I’ll see you at my game Friday, Miss Albertini.”

      “I’ll do my best, Judge.” It’d be fun if we could make posters or something and get Violet involved. “Are you guys any good?”

      The judge frowned. “We’re there to play for fun.” He walked out, the bailiff following him.

      “That means no,” Nick said.

      I grinned. “Yeah, no kidding. But he had a good idea.”

      Nick turned and opened the swinging partition for me, moving easily, apparently not hurting from the arrow injury. “He’s a good judge.”

      “I agree.” I grasped my files and walked out just as Detective Grant Pierce moved into the courtroom.

      “Hey, Grant,” Nick said.

      Pierce’s frown darkened the entire room, and the lines near his eyes had not dissipated any. Had he gotten any sleep? “Hi. I need you both to come with me.”

      I needed time to work. “Seriously? We cannot go over the Cupid case again. I just can’t. Though Lenny dropped by my office earlier and...”

      “He what?” Pierce asked, his chin dropping. “You can’t represent a suspect in a case where you’re a witness.”

      I looked at him for several beats. He looked back. “I know that. I told him that and sent him on to Louise Fanahane’s law firm.”

      “Oh.” Pierce kicked at an invisible pebble. “Sorry.”

      I softened. The guy looked like he could sleep for a year. “I’ll take it. You’re forgiven.”

      “Good. Now, can you both come with me?”

      Nick glanced at his watch. “No. Sorry, I have another meeting.”

      “I wasn’t really asking,” Pierce muttered.

      I paused. “What’s going on? Do you have a break in the Cupid case?”

      Pierce looked directly at Nick. “No, this is a different case. Basanelli, you’re going to want a lawyer there with you.”
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      Steam pretty much rose off Nick as we settled in the police station’s second-floor interrogation room. I sat next to him, wondering what in the world was going on.

      Detective Pierce held a blue file folder as he pulled out a chair and sat across from us. He clicked a button on the table, and I glanced up to see a red light blinking on the camera mounted to the wall as it began recording the interview.

      Nick stared at the detective. “What is happening here, Pierce?”

      Detective Pierce met Nick’s gaze evenly. They usually worked well together and had won many cases already, even though Nick was still fairly new to the prosecuting attorney’s office in town.

      “You’re not under arrest, and you’re free to leave anytime, but I need to question you,” Pierce said. Then he read Nick his rights.

      “Why are we here?” I interjected. None of this was making a bit of sense.

      Pierce took a deep breath. “I regret to inform you that we found the body of your father last week.”

      My jaw dropped. “The bodies that you found in Marsh Mansion, one of those was Nick’s dad?” I swiveled to look at Nick. He paled, but other than that, his expression hadn’t altered. “Nick?”

      “Have you informed my mother?” Nick asked.

      “No,” Pierce said quietly. “I figured that might be something you wanted to do.”

      “Thank you,” Nick ground out.

      I was quiet for a moment, trying to read the room. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m a suspect,” Nick said quietly, crossing his arms over his muscled chest.

      “Oh.” I felt like a kitten in a room full of wolves. The tension, spiraling and heating the atmosphere tried to choke me, and I took a deep breath, exhaling slowly as I’d been taught. “I need to speak with my client.”

      Nick cut a glance at me and then looked back at the detective. “No, I’m fine. I want to find out what happened and am happy to answer any questions. I take it the cause of death was ruled a homicide for both victims?”

      “Yes. The Boise coroner has listed both causes of death as homicide,” Pierce affirmed.

      I blinked. Boise? Nick’s uncle worked as our county coroner, so Pierce had sent the bodies to southern Idaho. Made sense. He really had been planning all week. “Nick? We need to talk privately.”

      He didn’t move. “I didn’t kill anybody, Anna.”

      I vaguely remembered the rumors. I was younger than Nick and both of his brothers, but I remembered the gossip around town when Nick’s dad disappeared. There had been an investigation, and it showed that Nick’s dad liked to hit them. One day, he’d up and disappeared with his secretary. All three boys had bloodied knuckles and bruises the next day. That was so long ago—at least fifteen years. “How did you identify the body?” I asked.

      “We found the bodies over a week ago,” Pierce returned. “We used dental records, and they match.”

      “You could have had DNA,” Nick said smoothly.

      Pierce wore his cop face, and I couldn’t read him. Not really. “We have to do this right. Did you kill your father?”

      Nick didn’t blink. “No. Was the other body found that of his secretary?”

      “Affirmative,” Pierce said. “Do you remember her name?”

      Nick frowned. “Of course, I remember her name. It was Imogen Wilson. I think she was also married when they ran off.”

      “She was. We’re reaching out to her husband, as well,” Pierce said.

      “Is he local?” I asked.

      Pierce shook his head. “I’m sorry, I can’t discuss that with you. Where were you the night your father died, Nick?”

      Nick looked at me and then back. “When did he die?”

      Good question. I should’ve made Pierce clarify.

      “About fifteen years ago,” Pierce said. “The last time he was seen, as far as we know, was the night he and Imogen left Silverville. The police questioned your mother back then, and she said he packed his bag and took off on a Friday night. I have the Silverville police file.”

      So, Pierce had already spoken with Sheriff Franco from Silverville. “You started putting a case together before announcing the deaths,” I whispered. That’s why the notification hadn’t been made until right this second. “You really are considering Nick a suspect.”

      “I am.” Pierce glanced up at the camera. “Sheriff Franco more than hinted that if you all killed Richard, then it was probably self-defense. Apparently, he was shocked to learn that your father had been an abuser.”

      “Abused kids and beaten wives often try to keep that a secret,” Nick said evenly.

      I blinked, wanting to offer him comfort but needing to think like a lawyer. “How did Sheriff Franco find out?”

      “I believe my mother told him,” Nick said, his tone flat. “I think she confided in my grams, who nearly lost her mind when she found out. But a lot of this is hazy. It was a long time ago.”

      Pierce took notes. “Your grams is…”

      “Gerty Basanelli,” Nick answered. “She had no idea before that. Nobody did.”

      My heart hurt for him.

      “I see,” Pierce said. “Gerty was your father’s mother?”

      “No,” Nick replied. “Gerty was his stepmom and my grandfather’s second wife. His first wife, Richard’s mother, died of cancer when he was young. Gerty didn’t enter the picture until I was already three or four, and my grandfather died when I was around twelve of cirrhosis of the liver.”

      I hadn’t known that about Gerty. Why would I? Anyway, Gerty was all in as Nick’s grams and had even colluded with my Nonna to matchmake Nick and Tessa. I shifted uneasily in my chair. As Nick’s attorney, if he kept me with my limited trial experience, I wouldn’t be able to confide in Tessa. Nick would have to do that, and I might need to advise him not to. They weren’t married, so there was no spousal privilege.

      Pierce clicked his pen. “It sounds like you might’ve killed your father to save your mom or brothers. Or even yourself. Could be self-defense, Basanelli. If that was the case, please tell me all the details now.”

      Leaning forward, I grasped Nick’s arm. “I think we should speak privately.”

      Nick didn’t twitch. “The night he left, I went camping with my brothers. It was the middle of summer, and we slept out. Got up early to fish. It was common for us, and at that time, we were more than happy to be away from the house.”

      I patted his hand because there was nothing else I could do. Except act like a lawyer, I reminded myself.

      “Can anybody corroborate that?” Pierce asked.

      “My brothers,” Nick said evenly. “I suppose I should add that we beat the shit out of our dad, packed for him, and then tossed his ass out of the house because he’d just hit our mom.”

      I gasped. “Nick—”

      “I’m telling the full truth, Anna. Holding back makes me look guilty, and there’s probably DNA on the asshole’s clothing if it survived the last fifteen years. The point is, he left and said he’d never be back. That he and Imogen were meant to be together.”

      I kept my cool. Nick was a much more experienced trial attorney than I was, so I had to trust his judgment. “Just a friendly reminder that we’re here voluntarily.”

      Pierce didn’t so much as wince, but his eyes hardened. “Did you, at any time that weekend, see or have contact with Imogen Wilson?”

      “No,” Nick said.

      Pierce made a notation. “It’s my understanding that the Marsh Mansion was a popular party place for teenagers back then, especially in the summer. True?”

      “Yes,” Nick said.

      Pierce drew a notepad from the file and started taking notes. “Did you ever party there?”

      “Of course,” Nick said. “Everybody did during the summer. We all had friends with cabins on Lilac Lake. Most of the kids from Silverville spent summers over here.”

      “Even I did,” I hastened to add. My sisters and I attended parties there during the summer, as well. It was very common. “Do you have any more details about the room in which the bodies were found?”

      Pierce tugged a picture from the file that showed a square cement room. “Yeah. There was a hidden room in the basement that must have been a place to store canned goods or weapons at one time,” he said. “The excavators didn’t find it last week until they’d taken half the basement out.”

      I shivered. I couldn’t believe it. All those times we’d drunk beer and talked about the haunted mansion, wandering through its halls, and there had actually been dead bodies decaying there? “How did they die?”

      “Homicide,” Pierce repeated.

      I glared at him. Why wasn’t he giving us all the facts?

      Nick pressed a finger to the picture and pulled it toward himself. “I believe my attorney just requested the cause of death. Any reason you’re withholding that?”

      Pierce watched Nick carefully. “You said you went hunting that weekend.”

      “Fishing,” Nick corrected. “Wasn’t hunting season.”

      I wondered if Pierce would show us more of the pictures. “Do you have a photo of the bodies?”

      Pierce planted a hand on the file folder. “I’m under no obligation to share that at this point, Counselor.”

      Fire raced through me. “We’re under no obligation to speak with you, Detective.”

      He looked at Nick. “Who do you think could have killed them?”

      “I don’t know,” Nick said. “My dad was a real asshole, and I don’t know much about Imogen, but she didn’t seem to be a very nice person, considering she ran off with the jackass. I’d talk to her husband.”

      “Like I said, we’re looking into it. Do you know where your mother was that night?” Pierce asked.

      A heat swelled in the room, scalding hot, and I caught my breath.

      “My mother would never kill anybody,” Nick ground out. “Don’t even think about going down that road.”

      “I’m just doing my job,” Pierce said. “I’ll be talking to her next, as well as to your brothers. Did you like to hunt as a kid as well as fish?”

      Nick studied the innocuous blue folder. “Of course. I grew up in northern Idaho,” he returned. “We hunted, we fished, and we did all the outdoor sports you can think of. Why?”

      “Did you have a hunting knife?” Pierce asked.

      Nick swallowed. “Everybody has a hunting knife in Idaho.”

      Awareness ticked through me, prickling the skin on my nape.

      Pierce texted something on his phone. “That’s my understanding, yes.”

      Nick leaned forward. “Were they stabbed to death?”

      “Yes,” Pierce said.

      The door opened, and a young female deputy brought in an evidence bag to hand to Pierce. He plunked it on the table. I swallowed at seeing a dirty, blood-encrusted hunting knife. One side of the blade was serrated—perfect for cutting through wood or bone. The other side was razor-sharp, even after all this time, despite the dried blood and muck stuck to it. Through the bag, I could tell that the handle was wood and possibly reinforced with rubber. What a wicked-looking knife.

      “This yours?” Pierce asked.

      Nick cocked his head and looked at the bag. “I don’t know.”

      Pierce smoothly flipped it over to show the other side. NB was clearly etched into the wooden part of the handle. NB for Nick Basanelli.

      Surprise clocked through me, and I stiffened. “This interview is over,” I said. Nick cut me a look. “I mean it, Nick. We’re going. Now.” I stood, reached for his uninjured shoulder, and yanked him toward me.

      Sighing, he rose from his chair. “Upon advice of counsel—very bossy counsel—I am ending this interview right now.”

      Pierce leaned back. “That’s fine, but Basanelli, I would like to take a DNA sample from you. Also, I’m going to need an alibi, and I’m going to need it soon.”
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      Jolene O’Sullivan caught us just as we walked out of the police station and into the still-sunny day. “Hey, I need to talk to you two.”

      I stepped slightly in front of Nick, trying to shield him. This would be huge news, and I couldn’t believe the local reporter had already caught wind of it. “Jolene, now isn’t a good time. We have no comment.”

      Her blond hair was up in a ponytail, and she looked like a snow bunny in a light-green jacket and matching boots. Her eyes gleamed. “That’s too bad because the news never ends. I’ve been trying to get ahold of you both to hear your accounts of the Robin Hood Cupid robbery from the other day.”

      My mouth gaped open, and I quickly shut it, even as relief slammed through me. She didn’t know about Nick’s father yet.

      “The what?” Nick snapped. “Did you say Robin Hood?”

      “Yes.” She held her phone closer to his mouth. “It’s my understanding that the Cupids gave most of the jewels to the Humane Society. And even though the Clumsy Penguin was robbed just last night, there has been an anonymous donation to the women’s shelter that included some of the phones taken off the patrons, as well as some cash.”

      I glanced at Nick, and he shook his head. Neither of us had heard that news.

      “Who are your sources?” Nick asked.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you that information.” She smiled full wattage at him. It was a flirty smile, but she had no clue what was going on in Nick’s life right now. “Come on, Albertini. For old times’ sake,” she said, nudging me.

      Old times’ sake? If I went by old times’ sake, I’d be punching her in the face. She’d been a mean girl in high school, had slept with my sister’s prom date, dated Aiden, and she hadn’t been nice to me. She’d done nothing but try to put me in a bad light in the newspaper and often tried to attack my new law firm since.

      “Right.” I elbowed him. “Come on, Nick, let’s go.”

      Her smile slid away. “Are you sure you don’t want to be on the record? You were both present at the first robbery. If you don’t give me something, I’ll have to say you wouldn’t talk. It sounds suspicious.”

      Nick whirled on her faster than I would’ve thought possible.

      She took a step back.

      “You really don’t want to mess with me right now, Jolene,” he said, his voice rock-hard. “You print anything, and I’ll sue you so fast, you won’t be able to get those tips dyed blond any longer. Got me?”

      Her mouth dropped open. I barely kept mine from doing the same because I’d never seen Nick anything but smooth in a situation with the public, and especially with a reporter. She took a step back, her eyes wary.

      “Come on, Nick.” I slung my arm through his good one and pulled him with me. Once we were far enough away, I gave him a shake. “You’ve got to get it together.” He didn’t answer, his jaw looking tight enough to give him a headache. “We need to talk to your mom and your brothers before Pierce does,” I whispered.

      He nodded. “Let’s go to my office. We can call them right now.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do. I hadn’t been a lawyer for very long. “I think we need to find you a more experienced lawyer. What do you think about Chuck O’Malley? He’s been around a while and could handle this.”

      “No. I want you.” Nick’s tone remained steely.

      “I doubt Pierce gave us all the evidence against you.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. But fifteen years in a cement room would leave a skeleton with decent clothing, which might be in good enough condition to still contain DNA. But we won’t be able to see any evidence unless I’m charged.”

      “Why would you agree to give Pierce your DNA?” I’d tried to stop him, but Nick had easily gone along with the cheek swab.

      “Because with the knife, he has probable cause to get a warrant for it. Now, we can always say I voluntarily gave it up the first time he asked. It’s possible my DNA is on my father’s shirt since I punched him a few times that night.”

      We headed down the icy walk to his building and climbed the stairs to get inside, going past the receptionist, who I waved at before walking to the back and Nick’s office. Not surprisingly, his brothers were already sitting in the chairs, both with cut-crystal glasses in front of them, half-full of liquid.

      “Hey, that’s my good scotch,” Nick protested, grabbing the bottle.

      “Too late,” Ricky said, grinning.

      I shut the door. “I take it you two heard?”

      Dominick nodded. He was also tall but not as muscled as his twin. “Yeah, we got the call from Detective Pierce to come speak with him, and rumors are already flying. Was it really Dad?”

      Nick crossed around his desk. “Apparently. They identified him by his dental records.”

      Ricky shoved a stack of files off another guest chair and pulled it between him and Dom. “Have a seat, Anna Banana.”

      I frowned. This wasn’t the right setup. “Thank you, but no.” I walked around Nick’s desk and pointed at the other chair. “You sit there. I’m here.” Nick’s frown accompanied a growl. “I mean it. If you want me to defend you, I have to figure out what’s going on here.” I used my best lawyer voice. “Plus, you’re going to be my brother-in-law, so I would very much prefer that you not end up in prison.”

      Sighing, he reached inside his bottom drawer and pulled out two more glasses to pour scotch into. He nudged one toward me, then crossed around to sit between his brothers. I took his seat, feeling small in the large leather executive chair. It was much nicer than mine, but way too big. A silver-framed picture of the three of them as teens on a football field took a place of prominence by his computer, next to a picture of Tessa. Their mom was in the background of the family shot. Had their father taken the picture? Did Nick want one good memory of the man? It made sense.

      I pulled myself back to the present and stared at the three now adult Basanelli boys.

      One would probably find their pictures under charming and good-looking in the dictionary, or maybe listed under a hint of devilment because they all had it. Nick was only a year older than the twins, and they all had black hair. Where Nick’s eyes were brown, Rick’s were green, and Dominick’s were more of a greenish-brown. They were all tall and broad, but Dominick had a wider, more rugged jaw, and Ricky a sharper face than Nick’s. However, there was absolutely no doubt they were brothers.

      I took a deep breath. “What happened that night?”

      “Nothing.” Dominick shook his head. “We went home after football practice. It was a Friday night. Mom and Dad were fighting like usual.” He looked at his older brother. “Didn’t he punch you, Nick?”

      “No, it was me,” Ricky said.

      “Oh, yeah,” Dom agreed. “So, we grabbed our stuff and headed out, determined to spend the entire weekend down by the river.”

      Nick tucked his chin. “Tell her the full truth. She’s our lawyer. I already gave a full and complete statement to the detective.”

      Dominick looked at Nick. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. Plus, your lawyer needs to know everything. By the way, you are representing us, aren’t you?” Nick’s expression strongly suggested I should take the case.

      I pressed a palm to my eyebrow, trying to banish the headache I felt coming on. “I don’t know, Nick. I’ve never tried a murder case. It’s...”

      “We want you,” Nick said evenly. “You’re a good lawyer, and I’ll help. I’m not going outside of the family for this.”

      The fact that he’d called me family warmed me throughout. The responsibility of saving him also scared the heck out of me. “Okay,” I said. What would I do if they’d killed their father? I mean, I would still defend them, but I wasn’t sure I was that good of a lawyer. I certainly wasn’t that experienced.

      “We didn’t kill him,” Nick said as if reading my mind—or, rather, my expression.

      “Good.” I believed him. “What happened that night?”

      He swallowed. “It’s like Dom said. We got home, and the bastard was on a tear. He had worked the early shift and was already home. He smacked my mom and then Ricky. I lost it. I attacked him, and he threw me across the room. I mean, I was fifteen and gaining some muscle, but he was a miner and tougher.”

      “So, we jumped in,” Ricky said.

      “We beat the ever-loving shit out of him,” Dominick added with a nod. “Then we kicked him out.”

      I perked up. “I’m surprised he went.”

      “We packed his bag, tossed his ass out, threw it after him, and told him if he ever came back,”—Nick swallowed—“we’d kill him.” His gaze met mine. “And we meant every word.”

      My stomach sank. “But you didn’t kill him, right?”

      “Nope, wasn’t us,” Nick assured.

      I calmed myself. “What then?”

      “We stayed home and took care of our mom for a while before heading out to camp outside and fish for the weekend,” Nick said.

      “You didn’t think he’d return?” I asked.

      “No,” Dominick answered. “He yelled that he was better off without us and planned to leave with his one true love. I really thought he’d taken off for Mexico or Canada. Mom was so much better off.”

      I liked Nick’s mom, Sandrine, a lot. But I hadn’t known her back then. “You three were together all weekend?”

      Nick nodded. “Yeah. It was a fishing weekend, and we caught a bunch of trout in between planning our lives without the asshole. Like how we’d help Mom and get jobs to make some money to pay the bills.”

      Dominick nodded thoughtfully. “The only time we were apart was when Ricky disappeared to take his pretty pictures.”

      Ricky punched his brother in the arm. “Shut up. I have talent, man.” He grinned. “I still take nature photographs and might start selling a few in the pawnshop in Silverville now that I have the garage up and running.”

      Neither twin had noticed Nick stiffening, but I had. “Did you take off that first night after your dad left?” I asked quietly.

      Ricky turned to me.

      “No,” Nick said instantly.

      Ricky rolled his eyes. “Yes. After these two fell asleep, I took my camera and caught some decent pictures of the moon over the river. It was a gorgeous night.”

      Crap. “How long were you gone?” I asked.

      He sobered. “Hours, probably. But honest, Anna, I stayed in the woods up Chalto Mountain and just took some night shots. I didn’t kill our jerk of a dad.”

      I looked at Nick and then Dominick. “Did either of you know he’d left for hours?”

      Dom shrugged, looking slightly more alarmed than Ricky but not as irritated as Nick. “Not at the time, but I saw the pictures after he had them developed. They were good.”

      Nick cleared his throat. “We’re done with this line of questioning. As far as the police know, we were together all night.”

      I’d circle back to the issue at a later date. “Your mom must’ve been terrified of your father.”

      “Yeah,” Nick said grimly. “He’d beaten her down so far it got to the point she just didn’t know how to defend herself. She tried to leave him several times, but he threatened to take us away. At that time, she didn’t even have a job. She subsequently became an accountant.” Nick sighed. “I don’t want this to come back on her. I don’t want this to upset her. She’s so healthy and strong now. You just don’t know what it was like.”

      I swallowed. I had no idea what it was like.

      “She feels guilty,” Ricky said quietly.

      “Why?” Nick asked, turning to face his brother. “None of it was her fault.”

      Ricky shrugged. “She’s our mom.”

      “Yeah, but he beat her more than us,” Dominick argued.

      Ricky shook his head. “I’m not saying she should feel guilty. I’m just saying she does. I’ve reassured her plenty of times that we were all victims, we handled it, and he left. I thought he left because he was scared of us. I didn’t know someone actually killed the bastard.”

      “Yeah,” Nick agreed. “I always figured he’d show up at some point. I’ll talk to Mom. She shouldn’t feel guilty. She shouldn’t let Detective Pierce think she feels guilty.”

      I sat back. “I don’t know if I can defend all four of you. Can I?”

      “So long as our stories remain the same, you can defend all four of us. We’re not going to turn on each other,” Nick said. “Besides, I mean it, Anna. None of us killed him.”

      I nodded, but deep inside, I wondered. Maybe Sandrine Basanelli had more to feel guilty about than her sons knew. “All right.” I took out a notepad from Nick’s desk and grasped one of his shiny silver pens. “Was that knife yours, Nick?”

      “Yep. Definitely mine,” he said. “I’m sure it has my prints and DNA all over it.”

      Just terrific. “How did it end up with your dead father?”

      “Hell if I know,” Nick muttered. “Wouldn’t be surprised if the asshole stole it. The knife was a good one.”

      Wonderful. Just great. I kept back a sigh. “All right. Run me through the entire night and the rest of that weekend. Each of you.”

      I was in way over my head.
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      I walked back into my office, wishing I had worn my snow boots instead of pumps, although considering most of the sidewalk had been shoveled, my feet weren’t too cold. Oliver was on the phone, so I gave him a nod and turned into Clark’s office.

      “Hey,” I said.

      He looked up from a stack of papers, and his eyes focused. “How did court go?”

      I shut the door.

      “That well, huh?” He sat back in his chair and rolled his shoulders.

      “That well,” I confirmed, walking forward and dropping into one of his two leather guest chairs. He’d found them at a garage sale in Spokane, and they were very comfortable and looked new, even though they were more of a 1970s style.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      I took a deep breath and studied my law partner. He was as new as I was but probably had more trial experience. Plus, he was smart, logical, and rational. Today, he wore a white button-down shirt with jeans and looked smart, capable, and oddly relaxed. His brown eyes shone with intelligence. He’d shaved his head, leaving it bald, which made him look a little tougher than usual. His skin was dark and contrasted nicely with the shirt.

      “Nick Basanelli might be charged with murder,” I said without preamble.

      Clark stilled. “Whoa. What?”

      I gave him the entire story. When I wound down, Clark remained quiet for a moment. “Do you think he or his brothers did it?”

      It wasn’t a question lawyers normally asked, but we were within the law firm, and, of course, Clark was curious.

      “I really don’t,” I said. “I haven’t talked to their mother yet, but I don’t think Nick would lie. He’s a lawyer and understands that we need to know everything about the case.”

      Clark dropped his pen onto the pile of papers. “Do you think Detective Pierce has more information than he gave?”

      “Definitely. Pierce was fishing while also trying to give Nick somewhat of a heads-up.” I had no doubt Pierce would toss Nick and his brothers’ asses in jail within a second if he thought they’d truly killed their father, but at the moment, he was just gathering evidence.

      Clark whistled. “They did a good job of keeping this quiet for nearly a week. I would’ve thought that impossible in this town.”

      I nodded. “Hence, sending the bodies to Boise for the autopsies.”

      “That was a smart move,” Clark admitted. “What’s your first step?”

      “Our first step,” I corrected. “We’ll need two on this. Do you mind second-chairing?”

      “Not at all,” Clark said. “Although my docket’s a little full right now.”

      I’d need him in trial if it got that far. “That’s all right. We’re a ways away from any trial situation. I’ll do the preliminary interviews and see what I can dig up, but I just wanted you on alert that this was happening.”

      “Does the news media have it yet?”

      I shook my head. “No, but this is Timber City, so it shouldn’t take long.”

      He sighed. “What else do you have going on?”

      I gave him a rundown of my current cases and then told him about Violet.

      He scratched his chin. “That’s odd. Sometimes, believing things can work out when they haven’t for you before is hard.”

      “I know. I’m going to give her a call in a little while.”

      He nodded. “I like the judge’s idea of attending his basketball game. Maybe we should grab Pauley and Oliver and make an event out of it.”

      “I’d like that,” I said. “I’ll double-check with Pauley because he isn’t really into basketball and crowds sometimes bother him, but I’m sure Oliver would love to make a night of it.”

      I made a mental note to make sure I sat between Oliver and Violet. Their flirting was cute, but again, the small age gap included one person being a minor. However, I had other things to worry about with Violet.

      Clark’s phone rang, and he glanced at it. “I have to get this.”

      “All right. I’ll talk to you later.” I stood and left, noting the empty conference room before walking toward my office. Pauley’s door was shut, so I knocked.

      “Enter,” he said regally.

      I opened it and poked my head in. “Hey, P, how’s it going?”

      He looked up, his hair perfectly brushed, and his blue and white shirt expertly ironed. “It is going excellent. I am organized. You are organized. That means Clark is organized. The entire office is organized. You need to recheck your calendar.”

      I smiled. “Thank you for your help.”

      “You’re very welcome. Shut my door.”

      I closed it before continuing on to my office. I didn’t know how I’d ended up lucky enough to have Pauley working for us, but he brightened my day.

      Hunger pangs hit me, and I paused, turning into the kitchen and hoping for a decent sandwich. Clark had found our colorful refrigerator and table at an ice cream store’s going-out-of-business sale, so they were green and cheerful, even in the dismal winter.

      Holding my breath, I opened the old-fashioned fridge to see a nicely labeled turkey sandwich. Thank goodness. I grabbed it and a sparkling water before heading back to my office. Hanging up my coat, I walked around to sit in my chair and kicked off my shoes, scrunching my feet in the little rug I’d placed beneath my desk and unwrapping the sandwich before hitting speed dial on my phone.

      “Hello,” Thelma Mullen answered cheerfully.

      I grinned instantly. “Hi, I don’t want to bother you on vacation, but I have a couple of questions if you don’t mind.”

      “Good,” she chirped. “I’m so excited to talk to you. How are you? Are you missing us? We can come back if you need us for a case.”

      “No,” I said quickly. “You and Georgiana deserve a vacation.”

      The two elderly women had pretty much adopted me during an earlier case and had even helped in other cases. However, I knew they’d be trying to track down the Cupid robbers if they were in town, considering they’d started their own detective agency with my grandmother not long ago. It greatly relieved me that they were currently in Cabo at a senior’s retreat.

      “Are you getting a lot of sun?” I asked.

      “So much, and Georgiana met a man. I think he’s okay, but she likes him a lot, so that’s nice.”

      She and Georgiana lived together in the Sunnyside Retirement Community.

      “What can we help you with, dear?” she asked.

      I took a deep breath. “I was wondering if you know anything about Lenny Kristoff?”

      “Yes, I know Lenny. He’s a member of the Elks in town. Nice guy. Probably a couple of weeks away from a heart attack, though. He really does need to join our fitness club. He seems like a decent person.”

      Yeah, he could lose some weight. “What do you know about him?”

      “Hmm,” she murmured. “He’s been dating Camille Rulegson, who lives a block over from us. She’s a lovely widow from, get this, Vancouver. She’s foreign.”

      “Vancouver?” I repeated. “You mean she’s from Canada?”

      “Yes. She moved here a while back and is a retired…what was it?” Thelma ticked her tongue for several seconds. “You know, I think she worked with trees. I don’t know, maybe as a landscaper or an arborist or something. Anyway, her garden is just gorgeous, Anna. You really should see it in the spring.”

      I made a mental note to see the garden in the spring because I needed to plant flowers around Aiden’s cabin and it’d be nice to get new ideas. “Any chance Lenny is part of a robbery gang?”

      Thelma was quiet. “Not that I know of. Is something going on?”

      I gave her the lowdown on the Cupids, hoping she didn’t instantly buy a plane ticket home.

      “It sounds like you need help,” she said hopefully.

      “No, I really don’t. I’m not involved in the case at all,” I said. “I’m just a witness. I can’t have anything to do with it.” No way on Earth would I tell her about Nick’s case. “I just wanted to get the lowdown on Lenny.”

      Her disappointment came across the line. “He’s a nice enough guy. I really don’t see him robbing anybody, but I also don’t think he has a lot of money,” she said. “I wish Georgiana was here, but she’s out snorkeling. I’ll ask around and get back to you. I know he lives somewhere in Timber City over by one of the new subdivisions, kind of north, but that’s about it. I don’t even know what he did before he retired,” she said. “I’ll find out.”

      “I appreciate it,” I said. “You guys have fun, and no hurry on this. I just wanted to see if you knew anything.” I also wanted to check in and make sure they were safe. I felt like I’d adopted them, as well.

      “Sounds good, honey. Bye-bye.” Thelma hung up.

      I pushed my phone away and started on my sandwich, pleased that Oliver remembered to add pickles. They were my favorite. I finished and then dialed Aunt Yara.

      “Hi, Anna,” she answered.

      “Hi, Yara. How’s Violet?”

      Yara sighed. “Difficult at the moment. She didn’t want to talk about running from me on the way home, so I didn’t push her. I’m not quite sure what’s going on in her head.”

      “Should I talk to her?” I asked.

      “She’s at school now,” Yara said. “I feel like we need to give her a little space, then ask her what happened at the courthouse.”

      I trusted Yara’s instincts implicitly. “She could always talk to Cousin Wanda.”

      “I know. I thought of that,” Yara said.

      Cousin Wanda worked in my building as a psychiatrist. She was distantly related to me, but in my world, family was family. “Let’s keep that in mind. What do you think about the basketball game?”

      “What basketball game?” Yara asked.

      Oh, yeah, I hadn’t talked to her about the plan yet. “The judge suggested that we watch his basketball game on Friday with Violet so she can see him as just a normal person before having to be in a courtroom with him. He also offered to have hot chocolate with us if that would help.”

      “That’s excellent. What a nice man. I’ll think about the basketball game Friday after I speak with Violet. I’m just letting her be for the moment.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks, Yara.”

      She cleared her throat. “Are we in trouble with the court?”

      “No, I think we’re okay,” I said. The judge had seemed like he really wanted to help.

      “Good,” she replied. “I’ll talk to you later, honey. Bye.”

      “Bye.” I clicked off and worked on paperwork for a while. I called Nick’s mom and arranged a time for us to meet the next day, and then made notes on what I knew about the case. Around five, my phone rang, and I noted the caller.

      “Hey, Donna,” I said, happy to hear from my older sister. “What’s going on?”

      “Tess and I are going to meet and have a drink after work,” Donna said. “You want to come with us?”

      I glanced at the darkened night outside. “Absolutely. Sounds like fun. How about the Clumsy Penguin?”

      “Clumsy Penguin? You want bar food?”

      Bar food was one of Donna’s least favorite things, but the ambiance at the Clumsy Penguin on the lake was always nice. Plus, I couldn’t help but be slightly curious about the whole Cupid situation, and while I was just a witness, it wouldn’t hurt to ask a few questions.

      “Yeah, I think that sounds like fun. Tell you what, if we go to the Clumsy Penguin, it’s on me.” I mentally checked my bank account and then winced. I’d have to put drinks on a credit card.

      “If it’s on you, it’s a deal,” Donna said. “I’ll call Tess. We’ll meet you there in what? About an hour?”

      “Sounds good. See you soon.” I ended the call and then reached out to Detective Pierce.

      “Pierce,” he answered.

      I tried to sound chipper. “Hey, it’s Anna.”

      “I know.” Then he was quiet.

      Okay, he was in one of those moods. I lost the fake cheerfulness. “How close are you to charging Nick?”

      “I’m not,” Pierce said quietly. “I just got the case a week ago, but so far, it’s not looking good for Basanelli.”

      Not what I wanted to hear. “Everything you have is circumstantial, and you know it.” Not that a good circumstantial case couldn’t send a guy to prison. “What else do you have that you’re not telling me about?”

      “If I have something I’m not telling you, there’s a reason I’m not telling you.”

      “You know, I don’t know how you can be smooth and curt in the same sentence,” I observed.

      He obviously didn’t have an answer for that because he didn’t give one.

      “Tell me something. Anything,” I prodded.

      His silence held weight. “All right. I have Wayne Wilson, Imogen Wilson’s widower, coming in tomorrow morning so I can make the notification before the press gets ahold of it.”

      More likely so Pierce could watch his reaction. I quickly rearranged tomorrow’s schedule in my brain. It would be busy, but I liked a day of snooping and finding answers.

      “Is there anything else?” he finally asked.

      “Yeah. I heard a rumor from our wonderful local reporter that the Cupids gave most of their bounty from the Clumsy Penguin robbery to the women’s shelter. Is that true?”

      Pierce sighed. “You’re a witness, Albertini. You’re not investigating that case.”

      “I’m just curious. Trying to put pieces together, and I won’t get in your way, I promise.”

      “Huh.” He didn’t sound convinced. “All right. They did give probably three quarters of the jewelry they stole to the animal shelter and probably about the same amount of stuff from the Clumsy Penguin to the women’s shelter.”

      I sat back. “They kept a quarter of the loot for themselves?”

      “Yeah. We’re checking pawn shops in all the outlying areas and have ongoing online searches for some of the jewelry taken.”

      “They took jewelry off patrons at the Penguin?” Thank goodness they hadn’t tried that with Nick or me. Nick would’ve gone to the mat for that ring.

      Papers shuffled loudly across the line. “They also took cell phones,” Pierce said.

      “How much cash did they get at the Clumsy Penguin?”

      “About five grand, and they donated three of it.”

      So they weren’t so charitable. “They kept the cash,” I murmured. “Interesting. Any line on who those guys are?”

      “Just Lenny, and I don’t have anything on him so far.”

      I bet Thelma would find out more about the guy than Pierce’s detectives. “Do you know what he did before he retired here?”

      “Yeah,” Pierce answered. “He worked as an assemblyman in a factory in California. Something to do with bolts used on engines. He retired here about five years ago.”

      “Huh. So, no connection between him and any other crimes?”

      Something creaked—Pierce probably leaning back in his chair. “He doesn’t have a criminal record. Again, you are not investigating this.”

      “No, I’m not. I was just curious,” I admitted. “I’m sorry to bug you.”

      “You’re not bugging me. I just don’t want you involved in an investigation where you’re a witness. It could screw up any case I develop.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was mess up the situation. “I know that. I’m a lawyer, Pierce. You don’t really think Nick killed his dad, do you?” I purposefully and abruptly switched topics.

      Pierce sighed, and the sound was heavy. “I honestly don’t know. Right now, he’s my best bet.”
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      I drove slowly around Lilac Lake on a twisty gravel road to reach the Clumsy Penguin, one of my absolute favorite places to relax. After parking, I quickly dashed inside and noted pink lights adorning the expansive windows overlooking the dark gray lake. Pink and red paper hearts had been plastered on the wall nearest the restrooms, showing that even the Penguin got into the Valentine’s Day mood.

      I noted my sister Tessa at a table by the window and hustled her way. “Hey,” I said.

      “Hi.” She looked up from the menu, her strawberry-blond hair in a ponytail. She wore jeans and a pink sweater. “What’s going on?”

      “A lot.” I slid into the seat across from her. So, Nick hadn’t told her about his situation yet, and unfortunately, I couldn’t say a word. “Are you working over here all week?”

      “Yeah, I’m at Smiley’s today and tomorrow and then over in the valley the next day.” Tessa had recently opened her own restaurant in Silverville while buying into Smiley’s Diner, which was down the road from my office. She’d worked there for years. Committing to both ventures at the same time had to be overwhelming, yet she looked calm and rather serene as she sipped from a glass of white wine. I cleared my throat. If there was anything I hated, it was keeping secrets from my sisters, but I couldn’t talk about Nick.

      The door opened, and Donna walked inside, dressed casually—for her—in dark jeans, a sweater, and a puffer jacket. She ditched the top layer as she headed our way and hung the coat on the chair.

      “I thought I’d be the first one here.” She sat next to me.

      “Nah, I needed a drink,” Tessa said. “It’s been a long day on my feet.”

      Donna looked a lot like our Nonna Albertini with her dark hair and brown eyes—all Italian. “What are you drinking?”

      “It’s their chardonnay,” Tessa said with a shrug. “It’s all right.”

      I’d had it before and actually liked it. A waitress came over, and Donna ordered a cabernet while I ordered a prosecco.

      “Prosecco?” Tessa asked, both eyebrows rising.

      “I’m in the mood for something different,” I said. We ordered burgers, and the waitress took the order to the kitchen.”

      Donna looked at Tessa. “What are you getting Nick for Valentine’s Day?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe something for his truck?” She looked at me. “What about you and Aiden?”

      “No clue,” I admitted. “It took me forever to figure out his Christmas present. I’m just hoping he’s back in town. He said he’d be gone for a few days, but I’ve seen that turn into weeks before.”

      Tessa took a big drink. “What about you, Donna? Dating anybody new?”

      “Not really,” my eldest sister said. “At least, nobody interesting.”

      That was unfortunate. Donna rocked. We needed to find her a decent guy. I glanced up to see that the bar was rather quiet.

      “Hey, I’ll be right back.” Standing, I walked across the uneven wooden floor to reach the bar. “Hey,” I said.

      “Hi.” The bartender was a woman I’d seen before but had never met. She had to be in her late forties, with long, dark hair and pretty green eyes. “What can I get you?” She turned her narrow hips to reach for a couple of beers and placed them on the bar for the waitress.

      “I just have a question for you. I’m Anna Albertini.”

      “Oh, hi. Jenny Snocum.”

      We shook hands. “It’s nice to meet you.” I looked around the joint. “I was wondering if you were here the other night when the Cupids robbed the place.”

      “Everybody wants to know about that. Are you with the press?”

      “No. I’m a lawyer. I’m not involved in the case. I was actually in the jewelry store when they robbed it.”

      Her eyes widened. “You were? Were you scared?”

      I thought back to my extreme adrenaline rush. “Yeah, especially because the tallest guy, the fit one, he shot an arrow into my friend.”

      “You’re friends with Basanelli. Yeah. I read in the paper how he was injured.”

      “Do you know him?” I asked.

      She winked. “No, I just saw a picture of him in the Gazette. He’s pretty damn hot. Is he dating anybody?”

      “Yes.” I smiled, trying not to get my hackles up. “He’s dating my sister.”

      Jenny looked over my shoulder at Tessa and Donna. “That’s that, then. I heard the robbers gave a lot of the stuff away, which is good because I got my phone back.”

      It was probably difficult to pawn off nice phones. “You did?” I asked. “Was there anything different about it? Did they do anything to it?”

      “No, and the police took it to try to track the GPS.”

      “That was smart,” I said. “You don’t have it back yet?”

      She rubbed down the bar. “No. It’s not like I want to go buy a burner phone to use for a few days. I wouldn’t even know where to get one.”

      “They’re pretty easy to get,” I admitted. “But yeah, giving everybody a new number is a pain. Hopefully, the police will return your phone. Do you mind telling me about the robbery here? I know I’m not involved with the case, but I’m really curious.” I took a seat on a barstool.

      “Sure. They came in, and the tall guy in black, the one with the nice body, kept the arrows pointed at everybody while the other two ran around with bags and collected jewelry, cell phones, and then hit the cash register. They took money and wallets off everybody, too.”

      It sounded like they’d improved their strategy after hitting Duke’s. “Wallets, huh?”

      “Yeah, but it’s my understanding that most of those were found intact at the women’s center with credit cards but not cash.”

      I let one of my eyebrows rise.

      She grinned. “I have a friend who works there, so I got the scoop.”

      “Ah, nice,” I said. “Do you have any idea who the guys were?”

      “No, do you?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Absolutely no clue, but I’ve heard they’re being called the Robin Hood Cupids.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah. They could take a charitable name if they gave everything back, but they’re keeping plenty for themselves.” She tossed the bar rag into the sink. “I was surprised they hit us. But now that I think about it, if they got everybody’s jewelry and cash and then the bar’s, it probably wasn’t a bad haul.” She dropped her voice.

      I nodded, thinking the same thing.

      “So,”—she leaned toward me—“Nick Basanelli is obviously taken. He doesn’t have brothers, does he?”

      “He has two brothers, and to the best of my knowledge, neither is dating anybody.”
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      After leaving the Clumsy Penguin, I hopped into Aiden’s truck and headed to his cabin, unsurprised to see the home dark. I didn’t think he’d be back this quickly, but still, I had hoped. I parked in the drive and hustled inside to grab a shovel out of the hall closet.

      Even though it was cold and dark, I hurriedly shoveled the walkway, feeling like it was a decent enough workout for the day. I hadn’t been running in quite a while, and I really needed to find my tennis shoes.

      Returning inside, I did some laundry, my mind on the cases. I wanted to call and speak with Violet, but I had to trust that Aunt Yara knew what she was doing. Heck, she knew a lot more about how to raise teenagers than I ever would.

      Finally, my eyelids grew so heavy I had to go to bed. The pillows smelled like Aiden, wild and foresty, and I sank right into the mattress. Even so, I slept fitfully, dreaming about Cupid chasing me around the lake. Early in the morning, the nightmare hit—the one where I was ten years old again, skipping rocks by the river with my cousin Lacey before being kidnapped. I snapped awake.

      What in the world? Glancing at the clock, I noted it was five a.m. Was Aiden awake? I fumbled for my phone and took a chance.

      “Hi, Angel,” he answered, sounding wide awake.

      “Hi,” I breathed. “What are you doing?”

      “I just finished a run. Did you have a nightmare?”

      I settled back into bed. “I did, and I’m surprised. I figured with Jareth dead, I wouldn’t have nightmares anymore.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      I swallowed. “I know. Still, it was a nice hope. How are things in California?”

      “Busy,” he replied. “We’ve reopened a case I thought was long closed.”

      I curled my toes, happily warm. “Interesting, tell me about it.”

      “No, I don’t want to talk about the case. It wasn’t mine to start with anyway, so I’m getting caught up. What’s going on there?”

      Snuggling down even more, I told him about Violet and the judge’s idea about her coming to watch him play basketball and then a little bit about Nick’s case. I couldn’t tell him everything because of privilege, but the facts would hit the news soon anyway.

      Aiden remained silent for several moments.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing. I just hate seeing you get caught up in a potential murder investigation.”

      Hopefully Pierce would solve it quickly. “Nick didn’t kill anybody,” I said.

      “Maybe, maybe not. I don’t think we know what we’d do when pushed,” Aiden said somberly. “You have to remember that Richard hit Nick’s mom. I can’t imagine what I would do if anybody had hit my grams or you.”

      I slowly stretched awake, my mind reeling. “Aiden, you know Nick Basanelli. There’s no way he killed his dad when he was just fifteen years old.”

      “You don’t know that. I don’t think he did, but again, sometimes we don’t know people as well as we think we do.”

      Aiden’s wisdom was hard-earned from his childhood, his time in the Marines, and then as an ATF agent. More importantly, he’d been undercover more than once in very dangerous situations and once as the leader of a motorcycle club. He had a point, based on that experience alone.

      “I’ll be careful,” I promised. “But I trust Nick. He’s going to marry my sister, for goodness’ sake.”

      Traffic sounded in the distance, and I heard a door open over the line. “Maybe. He hasn’t proposed yet, has he?” Aiden asked.

      “No, and I hope he gets on it soon.” It was surprising Aiden wasn’t more on Nick’s side. I thought they were at least friendly.

      “Anyway, what’s going on besides that?” he asked.

      Alrighty. No more talking about murder. “Not much. That pretty much sums it up. I think we need to get some furniture for the living room sometime soon, don’t you?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, we should probably get on that. I thought I’d redo those two bedrooms first, but that seems to be taking a while.”

      “And a garage would be nice.” I chuckled. “Especially in northern Idaho.”

      “You make a very good point. I should be home shortly.”

      Surprise caught me. “For real?” Another door shut, and I heard other sounds as he moved through what I assumed was his hotel room. I cleared my throat, picturing him stripping off his jogging gear. I had to bring myself back to the moment. “Do you remember Nick from high school? He and his brothers?”

      “I do,” Aiden said. “I didn’t know any of them real well. I lived kind of on the other side of the tracks, if you know what I mean. But yeah, I knew of them. They were nice enough.”

      “Did you have any hint that something was wrong at home?”

      The sound of a fridge opening, and ice cubes clinking slid across the line. “No,” Aiden said. “I didn’t know them very well, but if I remember right, when Richard Basanelli disappeared, there were rumors around town that he was guilty of domestic abuse. Nobody had known anything about it until then, though. I was surprised.”

      “You were?” I asked. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. They seemed like they had the perfect life. You know, three brothers, mom and dad. They were all into sports and good at it. I guess you just never know what’s happening behind closed doors.”

      I swallowed. That was the damn truth.

      “I always wanted a sibling,” Aiden said, his tone thoughtful.

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I like it a lot.” I didn’t know what I would do without my sisters. I wanted to remind him that if he ever joined my family, he’d have tons of relatives, but I wasn’t ready to go there. At least, not right now.

      “I have to go, Angel. Work calls.”

      I pushed the covers off, and the instant chill almost had me cuddling back in. But I had plenty to do, as well. “Me, too. Maybe I’ll go to the office early.”

      “That’s fine, but just stay out of danger. If Basanelli didn’t kill his dad, somebody did, and that person won’t be happy those bodies were found.”

      Good point. Very good point.
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      I bribed my way up to Detective Pierce’s floor with homemade huckleberry muffins, making sure to keep a couple for him. A quick glance inside his office confirmed that he’d probably already moved down to the interrogation room.

      Excellent.

      I walked down the long hallway as quietly as possible in my snow boots and turned left, going into the silent observation room where I gingerly closed the door. The space went dark. Holding my breath, I flicked on a light. Camera equipment and a computer sat on a table against the side wall, and I moved forward to see Detective Pierce with his back to me, facing two men across a scarred wooden table.

      I’d been inside the actual interrogation room before, and the place always kind of creeped me out. I much preferred being in this room and watching through the one-way mirror.

      If Pierce heard me pop inside, he gave no indication. I had been fairly quiet. The room was stuffy and warm, so I shed my wool coat and dropped it over the lone chair by the computer. Then I moved closer to the window and flicked the button on the speaker so I could listen.

      “Thank you for coming in today,” Pierce said to the two men.

      I studied them, not having seen either of them before. The guy directly across from Pierce had to be in his mid to late fifties with unnaturally black hair and light blue eyes. Like many men I’d seen, he was fighting going gray.

      He was built kind of like a lumberjack with thick arms and a pretty big belly. I couldn’t really tell from my position, but he looked to be around five foot nine or so, which was about average.

      “Please state your name for the record, Wayne,” Pierce said.

      Wayne blinked. “For the record? For what record? You told me you were reopening the investigation into my wife’s disappearance. Why are we on the record?”

      The other man, who had darker blue eyes, straightened in his seat. Unlike Wayne, he wore a three-piece suit with a muted red tie that almost matched the red in his gray hair. He wasn’t fighting the gray, and the red looked interesting, brushed back from his face. He cleared his throat. “My brother—I mean, my client—doesn’t have to talk to you. What is going on, Detective Pierce?”

      Pierce ran a hand through his hair. “Listen, Spencer, you’re not licensed to practice law in Idaho, but I’m letting you sit in here. I know you’re here to protect your brother, but I just need some answers, all right?”

      That made sense. If either of my sisters were called in to speak with the law, I would want to be present as their lawyer. I studied him. He looked to be about the same height as Wayne at probably five nine-ish. Wayne’s nose was bigger and Spencer’s jaw wider.

      Pierce cleared his throat. I imagined the expression he wore was one of mild interest. I had been interviewed by him before. “Run me through the last time you saw your wife, Wayne.”

      Wayne looked at his brother and then shrugged. “Fine. It was the day she left. She told me she was in love with Richard Basanelli and that they were going to sail the world together.” He rolled his eyes. “She hated the water, man. She got seasick even going out on a dinghy. But, oh no, she was going to go sail away with Richard.”

      Spencer patted his brother’s arm. “It was a long time ago, Wayne.”

      “I know. I just can’t believe she left me for that jackass,” Wayne said. “I tried to talk her out of it.” He looked down at his hands.

      “What?” Pierce asked.

      “I begged her not to leave me,” Wayne said, a flush creeping across his hangdog face. “I think she felt sorry for me because she said she would think about it.”

      “What then?” Pierce asked.

      Wayne looked up, his eyes tortured. Even with the distance between us, I felt his pain. “Then I went to work. She promised we’d talk about it at breakfast since I was working the night shift. When I got home in the morning, she was gone.”

      Spencer tapped his fingers on the table. “That’s all we have to say until you tell us what’s going on.”

      Pierce ignored him. “Did you ever hurt your wife?”

      “Of course, not,” Wayne burst out. “I loved her.” He looked like he was telling the truth. Although I had seen good liars before. Tears gathered in his eyes. “Why are you opening Imogen’s case again, Detective Pierce?”

      Pierce settled back in his chair. “I regret to inform you that we found your wife’s body last week.”

      Wayne’s expression fell. More tears gathered in his eyes. He drew shaking hands to cover his face. “Oh, no. She’s really dead?”

      His brother slid an arm over his shoulders. “I’m so sorry, Wayne.” He glared at Pierce. “That’s how you had to tell him, by questioning him first?”

      Pierce slightly turned his head. “Spencer, you practice tax law. I know the criminal justice system is new to you, but yeah, that’s how I had to tell him. I needed to get any information from him I could.”

      “Sheriff Franco repeatedly interviewed him back in the day when she went missing,” Spencer objected.

      “I know. I have the case files,” Pierce said.

      Wayne dropped his hands to his lap. “How did she die?”

      “She was stabbed to death along with Richard Basanelli, most probably fifteen years ago.”

      Spencer’s shoulders dropped. “She was killed the night they left town?”

      “It looks like it happened sometime that week. That’s as close to the time of death as we can get. Where were you at that time, Wayne?” Pierce asked.

      Wayne sniffed. “I was working that night. Then I was searching for my wife the week after.” He looked over at his brother. “I called Spencer, and he finished the cruise he was working on and flew home. What was that? About a week after she left me?”

      Spencer nodded. “Yeah, I was on an Alaskan cruise at the time, so I was able to get home quickly.” He shook his head. “I figured Imogen really wanted out and wasn’t coming back.”

      Pierce reached for a file folder and flipped through it. “I have the background here that confirms you were on the ship and when you arrived in Silverville.” He looked up and, I was sure, gave Wayne that quizzical, intense look he got. “However, we don’t know where you were that night or that week, do we?”

      “I was at work,” Wayne insisted.

      “You were at work until that morning. Yes. But after your shift, you took the week off,” Pierce said.

      Wayne threw up his hands. “I took a leave of absence so I could look for my wife. Sheriff Franco helped me. You need to—”

      “I’m aware of that,” Pierce said calmly. “But what I’m saying is, your whereabouts are not accounted for during that week.”

      “So, what?” Spencer asked. “You’re saying he did…what? Nobody saw Imogen or Richard after that night. We talked to everybody in town. So did Sheriff Franco. They just disappeared.” He shrugged. “Honestly, we all figured they headed to California or somewhere warm to start a new life.”

      Wayne wiped away tears. “I always hoped she’d come home to me.” He hung his head, making him look even older than he had just a few minutes before. “That she’d come to her senses and realize what a jerk Richard was. I didn’t think she was dead.”

      “I’m sorry, Wayne,” Spencer said.

      Wayne shook his head. “It feels like the light has left the world, you know?”

      I stepped closer. How could he still love her after she left him like that? Fifteen years later?

      Spencer removed his arm and settled himself back on the chair. “For the record, I have no idea who would’ve killed Imogen and Richard,” he said. “However, I do remember there being some sort of talk around town about those kids of his.”

      Wayne nodded. “Heck yeah, there was talk. Don’t you remember the whole story that the day after Richard and Imogen left, all three of those boys were bloodied and bruised and looked like they’d been in fights?”

      Spencer frowned. “I don’t really remember that, but I showed up a week later.”

      “That’s right,” Wayne said. “Well, yeah, they were, and that Nick, he was tough even then. I had a run-in with him the second day I was searching.”

      Pierce’s shoulders tightened slightly. “What run-in?”

      “I was stapling missing persons posters to telephone poles around town, and that Nick rushed out of the ice cream store and yanked one right off. Ripped the whole thing.”

      Pierce made a notation in the file. “Did he say anything?”

      Wayne nodded wildly. “Yes. He said that his fuckin’ father and that bitch were never coming back, and I should just move on. That they deserved each other, and I should go live a good life. Something like that.”

      Spencer stared at Pierce. “I don’t suppose that’s in the file folder from Sheriff Franco?”

      Wayne sighed. “I don’t remember telling the sheriff about it. I’d already heard the rumors about Richard beating on his kids, so I didn’t think much about it. But now, with the benefit of hindsight, I’m telling you, Detective Pierce, if anybody killed those two, it was Nick Basanelli. I know he turned into some football stud and is now the prosecutor, gets his name in the paper all the time, and is probably one of your friends, but if anybody killed them, it would’ve been him.”

      “Do you have any sort of proof other than a generalized suspicion?” Pierce asked.

      Wayne shook his head. “Not really. Just the hatred in his eyes. It was something I will never forget. You know the rumors about Richard beating on his family, right?”

      “Yes,” Pierce said.

      Wayne shook his head. “Isn’t that motive, Detective?”

      “You have motive, too,” Pierce said easily. “Your wife left you. A lot of men get angry about that kind of thing.”

      Wayne flushed. “I know, but I didn’t kill her. I never would’ve killed her.”

      Pierce tapped his file folders into order. “All right. I’m going to ask you to voluntarily give a sample of your DNA as well as your fingerprints.”

      “Absolutely not,” Spencer said, rearing up.

      Wayne slumped in his chair. “I don’t care. You can have my DNA and my prints.”

      “You do not need to do that,” Spencer said, jumping to his feet.

      “It’s okay,” Wayne said, also standing. “I didn’t kill them. I have no reason not to help.” He looked toward his brother. “I really did love her, Spencer. I want to know who killed her.”

      Spencer’s gaze softened. “I know.” He sighed and looked toward Pierce. “We’ll help you in absolutely any way we can, but I’m telling you, Detective, you really need to look at Nick Basanelli. My brother has excellent instincts, and if he’s telling you there was hatred in that kid’s eyes, there was. I hope you don’t let any friendship you may have with him corrupt this case.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it.” Pierce pushed back his chair and stood. “Somebody will be here in a moment to get your DNA and prints.”

      He turned, cut me a sharp look through the one-way glass, and then exited the room.
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      I really liked the way Aiden’s truck performed as I drove over the mountainous pass in the wintery afternoon. His seat warmers were hotter than mine, and the steering wheel warmer… It was almost decadent. I cranked up the music and sang along as I wound through the mountains and arrived in the quaint town of Silverville. I always felt like I was coming home when I arrived, even though I lived in Timber City now. Of course, I needed to watch out for deer this time.

      My phone buzzed, and I clicked the button on the dash. “Albertini.”

      “Hey. It’s Nick.”

      I slowed down to pass a logging truck with snow all over the freshly cut wood. “Hi. What’s up?”

      “I want to propose tonight and wondered if you would help.”

      My heart went all gooey. “I would love to help. I can get a bunch of rose petals and create a love nest of sorts down by the lake.”

      His sigh was heavy. “It’s freezing, Anna. Forget the lake. I ordered dinner in from Tratto’s and asked Tess to come to my condo.”

      Tratto’s had the best Italian food in Timber City, by far. At least Nick’s place overlooked Tamarack Lake, so there’d be some water involved. “Sounds good. What can I do?”

      Movement sounded across the line. “I have court all day to cover for another prosecutor who’s out with that virus. Is there any way you can grab me some white taper candles, flowers, and fancy wine? I’ll pay you back for everything.”

      “Of course.” It was nice to be included. “I’m over the pass but will hit the store when I return. Trust me.” I’d also pick up some crystal champagne glasses. Nick could afford them.

      “Thanks. Say hi to my mom for me.” He clicked off.

      I maneuvered through town past the sheriff’s office, my sister’s new restaurant, and the hardware store to reach an office building created with white brick and decorated with pretty purple shutters. Parking at the curb, I jumped out, tucking my phone into my handbag and reaching for a file folder. The wind slashed against me with freezing fingers, and I ducked my head, hustling across the sidewalk and into a quaint vestibule with its old-fashioned directory showing mismatched letters.

      I paused at seeing that Basanelli Accounting was on the second floor. Turning, I walked up the wide staircase and took a right, soon finding office number four. I opened the door, and warmth instantly assailed me. Stepping inside, I looked around the small waiting area with its plush pink chairs.

      “Can I help you?” a young woman asked from behind the desk.

      I didn’t recognize her. “Hi, I’m Anna Albertini. I’m here to see Sandrine.”

      “Of course. Hi, I’m Betty McFarland. I think you went to school with one of my sisters.”

      “Oh, yeah, Junie. How is she?” I asked.

      Betty neatly stacked a series of paper by the side of her computer. “She’s great. She’s living over in Missoula and works as a pediatrician’s assistant. She’s married and expecting her first baby.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I said. “Tell her hi for me.”

      The girl looked like her sister, with light-blond hair and pretty green eyes. “You bet.” She cranked her neck. “Hey, Sandrine! Someone’s here for you.”

      “Send her back,” Sandrine called.

      “Thanks.” I walked beyond the reception area and down a small hallway, passing a conference room until I found the one office in the place. There was a small vestibule just beyond me that showed a half-kitchen.

      Sandrine met me at her doorway. “Hi, Anna. Come on in.” She grasped my arm and led me into her office. She had a wide window that overlooked the street, and pictures upon pictures of her boys on a bookshelf to the side. The other side held books having to do with accounting, and the one area of the wall that was free, proudly displayed her accounting diplomas. “Have a seat.” She gestured to one of the two pinkish cloth desk chairs and shut the door.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Basanelli,” I said.

      “Please call me Sandrine.” She crossed around her desk and moved several file folders out of the way. “Can I get you anything? I should have asked.”

      I wouldn’t mind a cheeseburger. “No, thanks. I had a latte on the way over.” I studied Nick’s mom. He had her eyes and hair color, but where he was rugged, she was soft. With twin dimples, she was a very pretty woman in her late fifties. Her dark hair was piled high atop her head, and glasses hung from a golden chain around her neck.

      “So...” She clasped her hands together, and I noted that her nails were painted a light pink.

      That reminded me, I really needed a manicure. “I’m representing all three of your boys,” I said without preamble.

      “I think me, too,” she said. “Do you mind?”

      “Of course, not. I’m happy to represent you. Although, if any of you ends up with, you know, different stories, you’ll have to get separate representation.”

      She lifted her hand and waved it in the air. “Why would we need different representation? The story is the story.”

      I liked that a lot. Even so, I shifted uncomfortably on the chair. “Is there anything I need to know that the police will find out?”

      “Nope.”

      “All right, good enough.” I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Um, could you run me through what happened the last night you saw your husband?” This was so uncomfortable. I felt weird talking to somebody my mom’s age about facts I was sure she wanted left in the past, but she calmly gave me almost the exact story Nick had.

      Her voice shook at the end. “I’m quite ashamed I didn’t stand up to him before that and didn’t protect my boys better. A lot of this was my fault...”

      “None of this was your fault,” I said gently. “Your boys don’t blame you, and they understand that you were in a terrible situation. It’s easy to look back and think we could have done things differently, but I’m sure you did your best in the moment.”

      She reached out and patted my hand. “That’s very kind of you, Anna.”

      “I’ve been talking to your boys,” I said. How odd to call those three huge men boys. “They all love you and want to protect you.”

      She shook her head. “It’s my job to protect them. Is it true that Nick’s knife was found with the bodies?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I know that much for sure, but that’s about all I’ve heard. I don’t even know if they were killed where they were found.”

      “Can you get that information?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t really have cause until somebody is charged. I think the detective is sharing what he can, but I may try to go around him to get more information.” Sometimes, living in a small town came in very handy—even when dealing with stubborn police detectives across the pass.

      She tapped her fingers on her light-maple desk. “I wish I could do something to help, but honestly, it was so long ago. I’m so happy it’s in the past. Truly, I thought he’d show up again someday, Anna. I’m surprised he’s dead.”

      “Can you think of anybody who might’ve wanted him dead?”

      She blew out air. “Ah, anybody who ever met him? He really was a loser.” She winced. “He came across as very charming until you got to know him.”

      “What about Imogen Wilson?” I asked calmly, trying not to wince.

      Sandrine rolled her eyes. “Oh, that chirpy? She was his secretary. I think she was just looking for a way out. I wasn’t surprised at all that she was the ‘love of his life.’ Though I have to say, I believe... In fact, I know, he was also having an affair with Lisa Robinson.”

      I perked up. “Really?” This was news. “How do you know that?”

      “I found some letters between them after he left. It was obvious they’d been together for quite some time.” She rolled her eyes. “I wish I had known. Not that it would’ve mattered. I was so afraid of him. Talk about a bully.”

      I nodded. “Do you know where Lisa Robinson is now?” It wasn’t a name I was familiar with.

      “Yeah, she owns the Rustic something antique store over between Timber City and Sandpoint. I never shop there.” Sandrine snorted. “If you know what I mean...”

      “I don’t blame you. I’ll never shop there either,” I said, now that I knew Lisa Robinson or whoever she was had had an affair with Nick’s dad. “Do you know if she was upset when Richard left with Imogen?”

      Sandrine twirled a pen between her fingers. “I have no idea. But according to the letters I read, she was deeply in love with the guy.” Sandrine didn’t sound concerned or even bothered by that.

      “I don’t suppose you still have those letters.”

      She sat back, a rueful grin tugging at her lips. “No. I burned them, along with everything else he left behind. I had my own little bonfire in the backyard when the boys were at football camp.”

      I couldn’t exactly blame her, but I sure wished I could get my hands on those letters. “Was Lisa married at the time?” Perhaps we had new suspects, or at the very least, reasonable doubt in case Nick ended up going to trial.

      “Unfortunately. As was Imogen.”

      I took out a notepad and started taking notes. “Lisa Robinson was married to...”

      “His name was Kyle Robinson,” Sandrine said thoughtfully. “Always seemed like a nice guy. I think he had something to do with the Forest Service.”

      “Had?” I lifted my head from my notes.

      She nodded. “He died, I don’t know…maybe ten years ago. Some sort of cancer.”

      That didn’t mean he didn’t kill Richard and Imogen. I’d have to track down Lisa Robinson and get more information from her. “Can you tell me anything about Imogen Wilson’s husband?”

      “I didn’t know him well, but he seemed like a nice guy. I believe he owns an architecture business over in Butte, last I heard.”

      I hadn’t heard that part of the interview. “He and his brother were interviewed earlier today.”

      “Yeah. Their family might have a place on Lilac Lake. At least they did way back when.” She leaned forward. “Of course, everybody from here has a cabin on Lilac Lake, so I wouldn’t get too excited about that.”

      “I’m not, but I’d sure like to talk to them without the detective around.”

      “Don’t you go doing that alone,” Sandrine said, perking up. “You need to be careful. I didn’t kill the bastard, but somebody did.” She reached for a Yeti and drank out of what looked like a glass straw. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance Imogen and Richard killed each other. I mean, maybe one stabbed the other and then committed suicide?”

      “That would be ideal,” I admitted. “I haven’t gotten my hands on the autopsy report yet, so I can’t really tell you. But the detective told me both were ruled homicides.”

      “How unfortunate,” she muttered. “Any other questions?”

      I blew out air. “As you mentioned, Nick’s knife was found with the bodies. Any thoughts on that?”

      Sandrine shrugged. “The boys have always owned hunting and fishing knives. Richard probably took it. Jerk.”

      Not a bad response. I shoved my pen into my bag. “That’s it for now.”

      She leaned forward, her eyes sparkling. “That’s it for business. Now, to the good stuff. I saw the ring.”

      I livened up. “Isn’t it gorgeous?”

      “It’s just beautiful,” Sandrine said. “Nick said he’s going to propose tonight, though I thought he should wait until Valentine’s Day.”

      “Me, too,” I said. “I was thinking down by the lake with rose petals. But, apparently, it’s too cold, so he’s going for a romantic dinner tonight.”

      “That’s what he said. At least he ordered from Tratto’s, which is most certainly romantic.” Sandrine winced. “I don’t know that Nicolo is a big-gesture type of guy.”

      I chewed on my lip. “Yeah. Tessa’s not really a big-gesture person, either. Something romantic and simple.”

      “They’re just a wonderful couple. We’ll be family, Anna.”

      I smiled. “How wonderful, right?”

      “Absolutely. But you’ll have to make sure Nick doesn’t end up in prison, won’t you?”

      I sat back, sobering. “Yeah.” My body chilled. I really needed to get my hands on that autopsy report.
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      I dropped by the bakery on the way to the sheriff’s station and plopped a carton of homemade Valentine’s cookies, complete with frosting and sprinkles, in the bullpen before meandering back to Sheriff Franco’s office.

      He looked up, his eyes zeroing in on the small plate I had brought him. “Cookies. What do you want, Anna?” he asked, reaching for the plate, nonetheless.

      I handed the sweets over and settled myself in one of his chairs.

      Franco had been the sheriff my entire life, and if anybody could be a doppelganger for Sam Elliott, it was him. His thick, white hair waved back from his hard-cut face, and like usual, he wore faded jeans and a plaid shirt. His cowboy hat perched on the credenza behind him.

      “What do you know about the Basanelli case?” I asked.

      He sighed and tapped on a series of papers spread across his desk. “I was just looking over it. The gossip’s all true, and I’m sure you’ve heard it.”

      “Do you mind filling me in? I’m representing Sandrine,” I said.

      Franco probably already knew I was representing the Basanellis, but Sandrine was a fixture in town and a sweetheart to boot. Sheriff Franco had protective instincts wider than the Montana sky.

      “I’ve heard,” he said. “Several witnesses saw Richard and Imogen leaving in Richard’s rig that Friday night. They stopped at the Pig’s Tavern on the outskirts of town, drank a lot, and then got back into the truck and drove away.”

      “The Pig’s Tavern?” I chewed on my lip. “Didn’t that burn down about ten years ago?”

      “It sure did. Had a bunch of dollar bills stapled everywhere. Thing went up like kindling.” He shook his head. “It was an accidental fire, and Max—the owner—was a decent guy. He died a few years ago.”

      I vaguely remembered Max from seeing him around town. I’d been too young to go to the bar before it burned down. “All right, so you have a bunch of witnesses who saw them safe after they left home. That’s significant.”

      “Yeah.” Franco looked down at some hand-scrawled notes. “Richard was beat to shit, had a fat lip, a black eye, and some bruises around his neck. A couple of the witnesses reported that he was moving slow, too, like he had broken ribs. When asked about it, he claimed he got into a scuffle with some out-of-towner at the gas station.”

      “Was that ever corroborated?” I asked, already knowing how Richard had gotten the crap beat out of him.

      Franco sat back. “No. I never found anybody to corroborate it. However, Richard was known to get into fights once in a while, so it wasn’t a shock. Do you know something I don’t?”

      “I don’t know anything you don’t,” I said, probably honestly. Surely Franco was well aware the Basanelli boys had thrown their dad out that night.

      As if reading my mind, the sheriff nodded. “Yeah, rumor has it Nick and the twins were pretty bruised up, as well, but I didn’t see them until a week after Richard took off. Didn’t even start investigating until then.”

      “It was football season,” I said easily. “I believe they were doing double days back then and could’ve easily explained away any bruises, anyway.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, that was my understanding, as well.”

      “Any sightings of Richard or Imogen after they left the Pig’s Tavern?”

      “Nope,” Franco said. “They drove off in his truck, and that was the last anybody heard of them. I only opened an investigation because Imogen’s husband insisted upon it a week later. Plus, it seemed like the right thing to do. When folks just up and leave, you’ve got to at least make an effort. Though, honestly, Anna, their intent was to leave for good, so I didn’t think anybody killed them.”

      Yeah, that made sense. “Haven’t you wondered over the years?”

      He shrugged. “Not really. Richard wasn’t a family man, and Imogen didn’t seem to like her husband much, so it made sense they never returned. Not in a million years did I think they were dead over in Timber City.”

      I looked at an official lighter blue folder off to the side. “What’s that?”

      He glanced at it. “That’s the autopsy report.”

      My heart started to thrum. “No kidding. Can I see it?”

      He stared at me for several moments. “There’s no legal reason I can’t let you see the file since it isn’t my case. The murder’s over in Elk County, and my investigation of their disappearance didn’t lead to anything against any of your clients.” He seemed to be talking himself into showing me the file folder.

      I glanced at his now empty plate. “You know, there are more cookies out there right now, and they’ll go fast.”

      He stared at me somberly for several moments.

      I stared back and started to blush.

      Finally, he rolled his eyes, “Oh, all right. You don’t need to protect me, you know.”

      “No, but would you grab me a cookie? I wasn’t really hungry when I left the box out there, but I wouldn’t mind one now—and coffee.” I could use a hit.

      He snorted. “Sure. I’ll be back in a few moments.”

      I really hadn’t eaten a cookie. Sugar hadn’t been appealing earlier, but after watching him devour the two heart-shaped treats I’d brought him, now my mouth watered.

      The second he cleared the door, I took a deep breath and stared out the wide window behind his desk that framed another February snowstorm on Main Street. Other than that, pictures of his grandkids, his softball teams, and the Seattle Seahawks covered all the walls around us.

      I reached for the file folder and flipped it open to see the official autopsy report from Boise. The first paragraph noted that the body was that of a male in his late thirties, which hit me instantly. I barely remembered Richard Basanelli since I’d been so young when he disappeared, but he’d seemed old. Of course, everybody in their thirties had seemed old at that time. How odd. Even in my mind now, I considered him an older man, not somebody under forty.

      I continued to read that there had been no skull fractures, but there were multiple stab wounds in the neck with some intersecting and angled, suggesting an assailant facing the victim. That sounded about right. I took a deep breath.

      The report listed extensive stab wounds to the chest area, primarily concentrated around the heart and lungs. There was some mummification, most likely from the body decomposing in the cement room.

      I continued to read, not finding any huge surprises, and then looked closer at a notation that the stab wounds resulted in notched and fractured ribs, particularly three through seven on the left side, consistent with deep penetrating trauma, suggesting a frenzied attack. There were defensive wounds on his forearms and hands, including sliced tendons, based on bone markings.

      Nausea roiled in my stomach. The heart was unidentifiable due to advanced mummification, and the lungs were desiccated with several wounds corresponding to the chest injuries. I shivered. It sounded like a very violent attack.

      Reading more, I found the opinion of the forensic pathologist and the cause of death, which was listed as multiple stab wounds to the neck and chest with significant skeletal trauma. Defensive wounds indicated a struggle prior to death.

      Of course, mummification and environmental conditions correlated with a postmortem interval of approximately fifteen years. So, Richard had died shortly after leaving town. The manner of death was listed as homicide.

      I flipped through the pages to find Imogen Wilson’s postmortem. Imogen’s autopsy was different in that there were numerous fractures to her facial bones, particularly around the jaw and cheeks, evidence of blunt-force trauma, as well as several deep stab wounds to the neck, which would’ve severed the trachea and major blood vessels. Her manner of death was also classified as a homicide, and the condition of her body also suggested a postmortem interval of approximately fifteen years. It looked like they had died together.

      Sheriff Franco returned and handed me a cookie on a paper towel and a cup of coffee. “Don’t know where the plates went.”

      I shrugged. “Thanks. Can I get a copy of this?”

      “No.” He shoved another cookie into his mouth, chewing and swallowing before answering. “Actually, I don’t care. There’s no reason I can’t give it to you, right? We all know Sandrine Basanelli didn’t kill anybody, and I don’t think those boys did either.” He looked away as he made the claim.

      “You’re not sure.” I shouldn’t be discussing such things. However, if he ended up as a witness in a trial against Nick, I should understand where he stood.

      “All I’m saying is that, in my investigation, I discovered that Richard was an asshole who liked to hit his family.” Franco’s gaze met mine, his eyes haunted for a moment. “I had no clue. I mean, honestly, no clue. Usually, if something’s going on in town, I get a whiff of it. I see somebody move suddenly or catch a bruise on an elbow, but…not a thing this time. I really and truly had absolutely no idea.”

      “Nobody did,” I said. “You can’t blame yourself for that.”

      His jaw hardened, making him look even more like an old-time cowboy. “I was the sheriff, even back then. I should have known.”

      “I don’t know how unless you’re clairvoyant. Give yourself a break,” I said gently. “Sandrine admitted they all hid the abuse and were good at it. Nobody blames you, Sheriff, and the boys don’t blame their mom. It’s over. They’re all healthy, happy, and hopefully moving on.” That is unless one of them was arrested and charged with murder. They all seemed to have decent motives—and frankly, I didn’t blame them.

      I sat back, munching on the cookie. “What do you remember about Imogen’s husband?”

      “Decent guy,” Franco said. “Was pretty worried when he couldn’t get ahold of his wife and insisted that Richard had kidnapped her, but too many people knew about the affair. More importantly, plenty of witnesses saw them willingly and happily leaving town together.”

      I sipped on the coffee, which had tones of hazelnut sweetening the brew. “I saw him get interviewed earlier today. Seemed sad, even after all this time.”

      “Yeah, he appeared concerned and lonely back in the day. But she did betray him by leaving with Richard.”

      I finished the cookie. “You think he killed his wife?”

      “No. I think he was too worried about her to have killed her,” Franco said thoughtfully, sipping his coffee. “Maybe he was trying to push me off the scent, but his concern seemed genuine. I think his heart was broken when she ditched him for brighter pastures.”

      “But he is an architect, right? Don’t they make money?”

      Richard stretched back in his chair. “Wilson wasn’t an architect yet. I’m pretty sure he attended school over in Timber City to get his AA and then headed down to U of I for the architectural degree after we stopped looking for Imogen. He was a young kid working in the mine when they married. His only other family was his brother.”

      “Yeah. When they were interviewed, the brother acted all tough as Wayne’s lawyer.”

      “Lawyer, huh? I remember him as a nice guy. Worked on cruise ships and then came home to help Wayne after he lost Imogen. They put up posters for the longest time.”

      I finished the treat, ready for the sugar high. “How do you know so much?”

      “I keep my ear to the ground. I believe Spencer attended law school while his brother was in college as well.”

      “I appreciate your help,” I said. His knowledge was impressive.

      He popped his knuckles. Have you been out snowmobiling lately?”

      “No, I haven’t had time. You?”

      He shook his head. “We’ve been too busy, too. It’s a pity. Things need to slow down.”

      “You are not kidding,” I noted. “Besides Wayne Wilson and the Basanellis, what do you know about Lisa Robinson?”

      “Ah, one of the many women Richard Basanelli had an affair with.”

      My ears tingled at the new lead. “How many were there?”

      He steepled his fingers. “There were quite a few through the years. I’ve been hunting them down, but most are spread across the country. I’ll get a list for you if you’d like.”

      “I would.”

      “But Lisa Robinson is still over in Timber City. She has an antique store outside town.”

      So, Lisa’s affair with Richard was common knowledge? “She was dating Richard?”

      “The affair wasn’t a huge secret, but even so, she denied it to me at first,” Franco said. “She finally broke down and admitted they’d been together for about five years. I think she was crushed that he ditched her for Imogen. But Imogen was in her early twenties, and Lisa was in her forties even then, so she thought it was more of an age thing.”

      “Do you think she could have killed him?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. People in love do weird things. You know it’s either love, money, or revenge, right?”

      “Sometimes, it’s self-defense,” I noted.

      “Maybe. Hopefully, not in this case,” the sheriff said somberly. “I’d hate to see one of the Basanelli kids get caught up in this, and you need to know they’re all very protective of their mom.”

      I sat back and drank my coffee, letting his words sink in.

      A question had been bugging me since I’d learned the location of the bodies. “How would the killer have gotten the bodies into that room in the abandoned Marsh Mansion?”

      “That’s a good question. Also, Richard’s truck was never found,” the sheriff noted.

      “If they left the bar and drove over the pass, which is likely, how did somebody intercept them and kill them both?”

      He glanced down at the closed file folder. “Yeah. I don’t think they would’ve just driven out to that mansion. Plus, it was the middle of summer. That’s when all the kids partied out there.”

      True. That’s when we partied out there even years later. Somebody must have known about that room. “Why wasn’t that basement space around when I went to keggers there?”

      “What do you mean when you attended keggers?”

      I flushed. “It’s a little too late to get mad at me for drinking beer in my teens, Sheriff.”

      “That’s what you think,” he muttered. He pulled out another piece of paper. “I have the forensic report from Elk County. The victims weren’t killed in that room.”

      I paused. That was exactly the opposite of what I’d expected. “You mean they were killed somewhere else and then dumped in that room in the middle of summer?” How did that make any sense?

      “Yeah,” he said somberly, “which indicates somebody involved was likely young, partying there, and knew of the place.”

      Oh, great. More evidence against Nick or his brothers. “I don’t remember that room.”

      “There was a cave-in of sorts from the surrounding beams. Even some of the earth from the side of the mountain covered that entire area of the basement—at least by the time you were out there doing what you shouldn’t have been doing.”

      “It was a beer or two and a nice bonfire on the beach.” I rolled my eyes. “It sounds like whoever put the bodies in the cement room…what? Caused the cave-in?”

      “I would’ve,” the sheriff said. “Obviously, the bodies had to be covered.”

      “But why that room? Wouldn’t it have been easier to just bury them?”

      The sheriff shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Maybe time was an issue, and frankly, it worked. Once the bodies were in that cement room, nobody found them. I mean, back then, did you ever imagine the property values around the lake would explode like they have? That somebody would buy that old place, tear it down, and build something new?”

      “No. I would’ve thought it’d be there forever or burn down at some point.”

      “Exactly,” the sheriff said.

      That led to more questions. “But they were dropped into a cement room. If the haunted mansion had burned down, the bodies would’ve been found then.”

      “Somebody hadn’t been thinking all that clearly. Murder does that to a person.”

      “Most likely,” I agreed. The sugar settled into a lump in my gut. Especially if the murderer was young, angry, and unprepared. Damn it.
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      Nick Basanelli was nervous. It took me several moments to recognize the expression he wore because I had never seen it before. The guy was usually uber-confident and smooth as glass. At the moment, he was sweating.

      “Dude, relax,” I said, pushing inside his condo with my arms full of bags.

      He took a couple of them, his eyebrows rising. “I asked for champagne and maybe some roses.”

      “Huh.” I strode inside his luxurious place and noted the wide windows facing sweet little Tamarack Lake.

      Per usual in February, the lake looked anything but sweet. Whitecaps rose due to the blistering wind, somehow darkening the grayness of the water even more. I shivered and glanced toward the table where Nick had placed a tablecloth.

      I narrowed my gaze. “That’s a red-checked tablecloth.”

      He took the bags to the counter. “It’s the only one I had. Somebody left it here after a picnic last year.”

      Somebody meaning another woman? I wanted to smack my hand against my head—or rather his. “You can’t use a red-checked tablecloth that another woman left here for your proposal.”

      He pulled out two bottles of champagne—the good stuff. “Why not? It’s just a tablecloth.”

      “Nick. You can’t.”

      He looked at the pricy bottles. “Albertini? I’m proposing, not sailing off for three years hunting a dragon likely to kill me.”

      “Tessa likes that champagne.”

      Grumbling, he reached into another bag and pulled out the Luminaria Lux crystal goblets I’d found. They were cut crystal with gorgeous copper vines extending from the base to the rim.

      “Where did you get these?” He gingerly placed them on the counter.

      “My Aunt Yara’s antique store,” I said happily. “I popped by to talk to her about Violet, but she was swamped. Apparently, everyone’s looking for Valentine’s gifts. But I saw these and checked out with them. The receipt’s in the bag.” I tried to sound chipper while yanking off the tablecloth.

      His eyebrows drew down as he watched my movements. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes, I’m serious. Geez. Tessa knows you wouldn’t have a red-checked tablecloth, and she’ll figure out that some woman left it here.”

      “So what? She’s not the jealous type,” Nick retorted, pulling the dozen roses out of the box where I’d secured them. “She won’t care.”

      Sometimes, the cluelessness of really intelligent men surprised me. “Yeah, but you don’t want her thinking about another woman during your proposal. It has to be perfect.”

      He sighed. “Okay. What do we do?”

      I looked around. “You don’t have a nice white sheet or anything, do you?”

      “My sheets are all gray or black.”

      The man was going to kill me with this nonsense. “All right. Think. Which neighbor might have a nice white tablecloth? A linen one. The good kind.”

      He looked toward the storm outside. “Mrs. Mattila lives two doors over. She’s a retired banker. I don’t know her all that well, but I feel like she’d have a tablecloth.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Go get one. Be nice and charming.”

      “I’m always charming,” he grumbled, reaching the door.

      I looked back. “Is that what you’re wearing?”

      Muttering something I was sure wasn’t complimentary, he slipped outside. Actually, Basanelli looked pretty hot in his dark jeans and green sweater. I was just messing with him at this point.

      Humming happily, I searched his cupboards for his nicest place settings and had to settle for gray stoneware. Then I dug through the drawers near the stove, not finding any placemats. Hopefully, the retired banker would take one look at Nick and figure he needed placemats, too. The silverware was okay, and knowing Nick, I’d also purchased candlestick holders—gorgeous silver ones—at the antique store. I placed those on the counter and pulled out the white tapers.

      The door opened, and Nick moved back inside, holding a very nicely pressed white linen tablecloth and two shiny silver placemats. “She made me take the placemats, too.”

      “Smart woman,” I murmured.

      As he put the tablecloth and placemats on the table, I quickly brought over the plates, napkins, and silverware. “All right.” I put the candlesticks in the middle. “I think you should do something fancy with the roses. Like put eight of them in a vase in the middle and make a path with the rest of the petals.”

      “With the petals?”

      “Yeah.” I was trying to think of the cool proposals I’d seen on TV.

      He looked at the roses. “All right.”

      “You do have a vase, don’t you?” I asked.

      His gaze fell.

      “That’s all right. We’ll find something.” I scrabbled through his cupboards and found a really cool old glass that may have been a beer mug. “This is pretty. What exactly is it?”

      “I have no idea. One of my brothers left it here after a Superbowl party years ago.”

      Good enough. I secured scissors from his junk drawer and grabbed eight of the roses, snipping off their ends and placing them in the mug with water to put on the table. It was charming and a nice contrast to the fancy goblets. “Okay.” I took the scissors and started cutting petals off the remaining roses.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not exactly sure, but it’s going to be cool.” I scattered them across the tablecloth and then, shrugging, tossed them onto the floor leading to the door. It looked pretty romantic, and I knew the scattered petals would appeal to Tessa’s whimsical side.

      Nick glanced at his watch. “She’ll be here in thirty minutes or so. The food had better get here soon.”

      “I’m sure it will. This is so exciting.”

      “You don’t get to stay.”

      Oh, to be a fly on the wall. “I know.” I would love to see the proposal. Tessa was going to be so happy. “What are you going to say to her?”

      “That’s between us.” Basanelli pushed a hand through his dark hair. He glanced at the table. “You sure that’s okay?”

      What a sweetheart. “Yes, it’s perfect. Tessa will love it, and she’ll adore that ring as well as both bands.” I kind of wished I could try on the ring, but I knew he wouldn’t let me.

      He took a deep breath and leaned against the marble island. “What’s up with the case against me?”

      I didn’t want to talk about it when we had so much romance around us, but we did have a few minutes. “I snuck in and watched Pierce’s interview with Wayne Wilson. His brother, Spencer, is his lawyer.”

      Nick grimaced. “I remember seeing Wayne skulking around town looking for anybody who had a clue where Imogen had gone. He ended up drunk in an alley one night and nearly drowned in a mud puddle. The entire town was talking about it.”

      I winced. “Just watching him earlier, I think he still loves her. How?”

      Nick shrugged. “Don’t know. Somebody called his brother, who was on a boat somewhere, I think. The guy came to town and took care of Wayne. They put up posters from Silverville to Spokane, asking for help in finding her.”

      I swallowed. “Wayne said they talked to you, and you told them to stop looking. Like you knew she’d never be found.”

      Nick sighed. “Yeah, they talked to me. I did tell them to stop looking. Said that if my asshole father and Wayne’s dumbass wife wanted to leave town, it was better for all of us.” He winced. “I didn’t know they were dead, obviously. But I sure didn’t want my dad coming back to town.” He looked off into the distance as if lost in old and bad thoughts.

      I tapped his shoulder, trying to bring him back to the present. “I talked to your mom. She corroborated your recollection of that night’s events, which wasn’t a surprise. Also, Sheriff Franco gave me the autopsy report.”

      Nick brightened. “You have the autopsy report?”

      “Yeah, and a preliminary finding from forensics on the crime scene.”

      He gestured toward the door. “I have time to read it.”

      “Nope. Tonight’s for romance. For you and Tessa. We’ll meet tomorrow and go over all the details.”

      He frowned but didn’t argue. “That’s fair.”

      A knock on the door had us both jumping.

      “It must be the food. I’ll get it.” I was careful not to step on any of the rose petals as I reached the door and opened it, stopping cold. “Aiden.”

      “Hi, Angel,” he said, his eyes dark.

      I grabbed him and pulled him inside, bringing him in for a hug. “Stay off the rose petals.”

      He hugged me back, enfolding me in that way he had. Then he looked down. “All right.”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      “I didn’t until I saw my truck in the parking area.” He released me.

      Interesting. I rubbed my palm across his whiskered jaw. It had obviously been a few days since he’d shaved. “Why were you driving around the lake?” I looked up and noted him staring over my head at Nick. I slowly turned. “What’s going on?”

      “Basanelli, you need to come with me,” Aiden said.

      Nick drew up. “What are you talking about? I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You can come nicely for an interview, or I can arrest you right now.”

      I stepped away from Aiden, going cold. “What’s going on? You don’t have anything to do with local murders and can’t be involved in the investigation of Richard Basanelli.”

      “This isn’t about a murder,” Aiden muttered.

      Nick just stared at him. “What can the ATF possibly want with me?”

      Aiden looked like an immovable object near the door. “That’s something we need to discuss down at my office.”

      I looked around. “You can’t. He’s going to propose tonight.”

      His gaze didn’t soften. “Sorry, Angel.”

      “You didn’t even tell me you were flying back today,” I said accusatorially, stepping back and crossing my arms, feeling incredibly chilled. What in the world was happening right now?

      He sighed. “I didn’t know I was. It was last-minute.”

      “And you came to see Nick first?” I asked.

      “I’m still on the job.” Aiden looked tall and broad in black slacks and a dark jacket, which no doubt hid a weapon.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” Nick said. “Or I’m not going with you. I don’t think you’ll really arrest me.”

      “You’re wrong about that. I will. I need to talk to you about...” He glanced at me, and a sudden chill swept through me. His eyes darkened and then that veil I hadn’t seen in a while dropped over his gaze. “Let’s talk later.”

      Nick’s chin lifted, and his eyes glittered. “My lawyer’s present right now, so I’ll be bringing her with me.”

      Heat flared in Aiden’s eyes. “I think you should go outside of the family for this one. It puts her in a terrible position.”

      “It puts you in a terrible position,” Nick retorted.

      One thing about Basanelli was that the guy knew strategy. He rarely lost in trial. Of course, Aiden also knew how to fight dirty. I didn’t like being in the middle, but...

      “I am Nick’s attorney.” I lifted my chin. “Anything you have to say, you can say in front of me.”

      Aiden’s glare flicked to me, and I felt the glittering irritation in those too-blue eyes all the way to my feet. “Fine. You can come to my office, as well, but we are leaving now.”

      I looked around. “We can’t leave now. Tessa’s coming.”

      “Now,” Aiden said, no give on his face.

      Disappointment swamped me. “Let’s go. You can text her that dinner is off.”

      Nick shook his head. “She has a key. She’ll come in. We have to get rid of this stuff. I want it to be a surprise.”

      “Oh, crap. You take care of the table.” I ducked down and started picking up rose petals, trying to balance myself. They were much easier to throw around than pick up.

      “What are you doing?” Aiden asked.

      “Help me,” I hissed.

      Grumbling, he reached down to snatch several petals. I moved to gather more into my hands and slipped on the ice that had dropped from his boots. My arms windmilling, I slid across the floor. He tried to grab me, but I hit the island, turning slightly so I took the impact with my forehead.

      “Anna.” Aiden instantly pulled me up, looking closer. “Are you okay?”

      I blinked several times, the pain in my head rocketing. “No, I just hit my head. Your timing is terrible.”

      “Sorry. Just stand here.”

      My vision remained a little blurry as I rubbed a forming lump on my forehead. I could not believe this.

      Nick hid the champagne and all the glasses beneath the sink and then gathered the tablecloth.

      “Keep it folded,” I hissed. “You’ll still need it, and it’s so nice.”

      He rolled his eyes but placed the linen on the table and began carefully refolding it.

      I leaned down to help Aiden finish gathering all the scattered rose petals. “What are we supposed to do with these?” he asked, his hands full.

      I reached for one of the discarded bags on the counter. “In here.” We hurriedly filled the bags and shoved those beneath the sink, as well. My brain had scrambled. I couldn’t believe Aiden was back in town, and, more importantly, possibly wanted to arrest Nick.

      “This has nothing to do with the murders?” I asked.

      “I don’t know anything about any murders,” Aiden said. “Come on, we’ll take my truck.”

      I thought about the little bit of latte I’d spilled on the passenger seat, wishing I’d had more time to clean it up. If he’d just let me know he was coming home today, I would’ve washed the entire vehicle.

      “I’m bringing my own truck,” Nick said. “My lawyer can ride with me.”

      “She’s riding with me,” Aiden said, his jaw hard.

      I looked from one to the other. This was a disaster.
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      We ran into Tessa just as we left Nick’s condo. She looked pretty with her flushed face and sparkly green earrings that matched her eyes.

      She paused, a bottle of wine in her hands. “I thought we were ordering in tonight.” She grinned. “This will be fun—our first double date. Are we all going out?”

      “No,” Nick said curtly, slinging an arm around her shoulders and pulling her into him. “Sorry, honey. It looks like the ATF needs to talk to me.”

      Her expression fell. “You have to work tonight?”

      “I don’t think it’s work,” he muttered.

      She frowned and looked up at Aiden. “I don’t understand.”

      “None of us does.” I threw up my hands. I could not believe another proposal had been ruined. At this point, Nick might have to just text her a request for her hand in marriage.

      “Sorry,” Aiden said. “We need to get going.”

      Tessa stood firm. “Wait a minute. What is happening?”

      “I really don’t know,” Nick said, his lawyer face back in place. He looked tough, intelligent, and pissed. “But I’m going to find out.”

      Her chin lifted. “I’m coming with you.”

      Aiden’s gaze softened slightly. “You can’t be in the interview room, Tessa.”

      She pursed her lips, confusion wrinkling her brow. “You’re interviewing Nick? What is this about?”

      Aiden took my hand and drew me toward the stairs and down to the icy pavement. “I can’t talk about it.”

      “I’m coming with you anyway,” she said.

      I liked my sister’s stubborn side. I always had. Plus, she could ride with Nick, and I’d ride with Aiden. At least that fight could be avoided because I had fully planned on going with Nick and discovering if he knew anything about why the ATF would be knocking on his door.

      “Go straight to my office,” Aiden said curtly, reaching his vehicle and clicking the fob. He opened the passenger-side door, and I hopped inside, trying to slide across and hide the dried latte blob. It really wasn’t much, but I needed a wet wipe to clean it up.

      He crossed around the front of the truck and stepped inside, having to move the seat way back before sitting. He ignited the engine, and soon we were moving.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I’ll talk to you when your client is present.”

      My hackles instantly rose. “Don’t get mad at me because I’m doing my job. Nick is my client. I can’t believe you just bombarded him like that.”

      Aiden flipped on his windshield wipers to combat the snow. “Nick is your friend.”

      “He’s about to be my family.” I’d had a long day. It should’ve ended very nicely with an engaged sister. Now, I had to put on my lawyer hat against my boyfriend while still trying to find him a Valentine’s Day gift.

      He remained silent as I stewed, which was one of his damn gifts. We headed through the snowy night toward his office building at the edge of Lilac Lake. It had once been a spa I’d had a hand in shutting down because of a drug trade. I loved that Aiden had purchased the building and now rented it back to the ATF.

      He parked the truck near the entrance and silence fell around us. “Stay inside the truck until I cross around. We haven’t had a chance to de-ice the parking area.” After his bossy order, he jumped out of the truck.

      Like I was going to do what he told me. I opened my door and stepped out, careful to keep my footing.

      He reached me, grasped my arm, and shut the door. “It wouldn’t hurt you to listen once in a while.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt you to talk once in a while,” I snapped, trying not to appreciate how he pulled me close and shielded me from the falling snow.

      We reached the door, and he typed a code into the keypad, which smoothly snaked the heavy wood open. Nick and Tessa pulled up, and we waited just inside as they made their way out of the rig and toward us.

      Once inside, Aiden turned and secured the door. I noted cameras mounted outside and inside the two-story building and wondered how many I couldn’t see. His team had created a nice reception area on the first floor with leather sofas and a currently unoccupied wide counter.

      “The offices are upstairs.” Aiden strode behind the reception desk to a door he opened with another keypad.

      We all followed him up wooden stairs that looked like they’d been recently polished. The smell of pine-scented cleaner, leather, and winter permeated the entire space.

      Reaching the top, Aiden pointed down a wide hallway that already had several enlarged photographs of nature in Idaho, including a deer near Lilac Lake. “My office is the farthest one in the corner, Tessa. Make yourself at home.”

      She huddled into her white puffer jacket and nodded, leaning up to kiss Nick on the cheek before turning and striding down the quiet hallway. Her hips swayed, and not once did she look back. Yeah, my older sister was a badass. Man, I loved her.

      “The conference rooms are this way.” Aiden led us in the other direction.

      I noted several more enlarged pictures. One of Silverville from atop a mountain entranced me. “Who took the photos?”

      “We all chose our favorites from our phone’s camera rolls and had them blown up. The one of Silverville is mine.” Aiden opened a door to what was, indeed, a conference room and not an interrogation room. My body started to relax until I noticed the two cameras mounted on the walls. Expensive blinds covered an expansive window that fronted the lake.

      James Saber looked up from the other side of the table where he’d been scouring some notes. “Hi.” He stood.

      “Hi, Saber.” While we’d had a somewhat rough introduction, I liked Aiden’s second in command.

      Saber was as tall as Aiden and had brown hair to his shoulders. His eyes were a tawny brown, his skin tan, and his jawline tough-looking. Several scars lined his right temple, and his rugged face looked like he’d once been a boxer. His accent held a hint of Spain. “Basanelli.”

      “Saber,” Nick said, pulling out a chair for me.

      I sat and noted Aiden’s frown before he crossed around to take the seat next to Saber.

      “Why the fuck am I here?” Nick asked.

      I smiled serenely. It was so odd to hear him swear. He really was having a rough week.

      Saber shuffled some papers, but Aiden didn’t look down. “Five years before you became an attorney, you were a JAG officer, correct?”

      Both of Nick’s eyebrows rose. “Yeah.”

      “Do you remember a case against Charlie Daniels that took place about seven years ago in the spring?”

      Nick sat back. “I do. Why?”

      “Tell me about the case,” Aiden said, no expression on his face.

      “How about, you tell us about the case,” I interjected. “My client is under no obligation to say a word to you.”

      Aiden’s gaze flicked to me. “Your client served as a JAG officer in the United States Navy and is still under obligation to speak with me. That obligation doesn’t go away, Counselor.”

      I didn’t know military law, but Nick did.

      He sighed. “I have no idea what this is about, but I remember the case. The United States versus Charlie Daniels.”

      Charlie Daniels. I looked around. Was nobody else going to make the quip? All right, I’d be quiet.

      “Again. The case,” Aiden said. “Tell me what you remember.”

      Nick looked away as if trying to sort the facts. “If I remember right, a container of AT4 anti-tank weapons and javelin missiles were stolen from Camp Lemonnier by a group of thieves, including one disgruntled sailor named Charlie Daniels. An NCIS team caught him and several of his compatriots, and I was called in to prosecute him.”

      “Were you successful?” Saber asked.

      “Yes, of course, I was,” Nick said blandly.

      Aiden sat back in his chair, just watching Nick. “Were the weapons and missiles recovered?”

      “No. We offered him a plea deal, but he wouldn’t flip,” Nick said. “We never found any of the weapons. I believe several of his co-conspirators were arrested locally and tried. Why is the ATF involved? Have you found the weapons?”

      “Possibly,” Aiden said. “We have intel that the weapons were smuggled recently into the U.S. for a planned domestic terrorism attack.”

      Nick crossed his arms. “All you had to do was ask for help. Dragging me down here wasn’t necessary.”

      “I don’t need help,” Aiden said. “I want to know your involvement in getting the weapons out of the Port of Djibouti.”

      Nick frowned. “What are you talking about? By the time I arrived at Camp Lemonnier, the weapons were already off base. That’s how we put the case together against Daniels.”

      I cleared my throat. “I’m not an expert in geography here. Where is Camp Lemonnier?”

      Nick answered before Aiden could. “The camp is a naval base adjacent to the Port of Djibouti in Djibouti City, in the Horn of Africa.”

      Okay. “So, we have a base there, and somebody stole weapons from it?”

      Saber nodded. “The port is at the southern entrance to the Red Sea, on the route to the Suez Canal, making it a significant maritime hub for trade routes between the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea.”

      “Thanks,” I said, at least now picturing the area a little better.

      Aiden tilted his head, still scrutinizing Nick. “We have new intel that Daniels actually didn’t get several of the missiles off the base. They were just hidden for a while, and somebody in the JAG Corps helped him do it.”

      Nick shook his head. “Nobody in the JAG Corps would’ve done that.”

      “Your name has come up, Counselor,” Saber said smoothly.

      “My name has come up,” Nick repeated slowly, with more than a hint of sarcasm.

      I leaned forward before things could get ugly. “Give details, please.”

      “We have intel that lists Nick Basanelli as somebody who helped facilitate the movement of the missiles by using his cover as a JAG officer,” Aiden said.

      I looked at Nick. “This is insane. Where in the world did you obtain this information?” Then I focused on my boyfriend. Maybe I’d get him a lump of pine needles for Valentine’s Day.

      “I’m not willing to share my sources at this point,” Aiden said.

      “Aiden, you know Nick wouldn’t do this,” I protested, forgetting my role as an attorney for a moment.

      He stared at me. “Counselor, I think you might be emotionally involved in this.” He looked at Nick. “You’re going to need another lawyer.”

      Fury lanced through me, heating my face. I calmed and took a deep breath. “He has a lawyer. Now, either you share your intel so we can help you figure out why it’s wrong, or we’re leaving. If you even think of arresting my client, I promise the ATF will not be prepared for the lawsuit I’ll drop on your ass.”

      Nick leaned back and sighed.

      I glowered at Aiden. “For the record, I don’t need a ride home.”
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      Aiden gave me a ride home, facilitated by him lifting me after exiting the building and walking to deposit me in his truck. Nick and Tessa headed for his vehicle as if they wanted to talk. I would’ve fought Aiden more, but I figured I should give those two some space. Hopefully Nick wouldn’t propose tonight.

      The moment should be special. I crossed my arms after putting on my seat belt and did my best to ignore Aiden all the way back to his place. I could only stare at the snow for so long. “You ruined the proposal,” I finally burst out as he pulled to a stop in front of the cabin.

      “I’m sorry.” He exited the vehicle.

      “Yeah, well, that just isn’t good enough.” I jumped out, sliding a little and then catching myself on the ice. The snow continued to fall, and I blinked my eyes against it, setting my stance. “You know Nick better than this, Aiden.”

      “Come on, let’s talk inside.” He took my hand, and we hurried through the snow and inside the well-secured cabin.

      I kicked off my boots and shrugged out of my coat as he did the same, and then I headed unerringly to the kitchen to open a bottle of merlot while he moved to the fireplace and started a fire. I poured two glasses and carried one over to him. “I’m mad at you.”

      “I noticed,” he said wryly. “But the sooner I got out in front of this, the better for Basanelli.”

      “You want to help him.” I dropped to my butt on the now refurbished wooden floor, my legs crossed and back to the wall.

      Aiden sat on the floor near the fireplace and extended his long legs. “I can’t really talk to you about this since you’re representing him.”

      I took a sip of the merlot. It was okay. I couldn’t remember where I’d gotten it. “Come on. Don’t you think it’s a terrible coincidence that Richard Basanelli’s body was found, making Nick a murder suspect, and now this case magically appears? In addition, the mere fact that you’re investigating him, considering the ties we all have, is another weird coincidence.”

      Aiden took another big drink of the dark red wine. “It’s not a coincidence that I’m investigating because my unit is here, and so is Basanelli. That’s an easy one. But,”—he looked off into the distance—“I admit, I don’t like the coincidence of the murder investigation and this new information about Nick coming to light at the same time. The timing is too perfect.”

      I warmed to the subject. “Who would be trying to hurt Nick? The real killer, right?” It’s the only thing that made any sense to me. “Who’s your source?”

      Aiden shook his head. “I can’t tell you that, but—”

      “You don’t know,” I said softly, catching something in his tone. He blinked once. I leaned toward him. “You have no idea who the source is, do you? It was anonymous.”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny that.”

      I knew it. Who wanted Nick out of the way? I needed to organize my thoughts for this case. “Can I use your laundry room?”

      “I think of it as our laundry room,” Aiden murmured, his gaze hot.

      Heat flushed my face. “All right, our laundry room.”

      He shook his head. “We have two extra bedrooms. Why don’t I take one as an office, and you can use the other one?”

      I frowned. “Why don’t we make one an office we share and the other a guest room?” I’d moved in out of necessity, and we hadn’t had the conversation yet. I guessed it was time. “My place burned down, mostly, so I came here. Um...” My voice trailed off. What words did I want to use?

      “I want you to move in permanently.” One thing about Aiden? He didn’t play games. Also, he usually knew exactly what he wanted.

      Taking a deep breath, I nodded, relief flowing through me. “Okay. Me, too.” Amusement wandered through me. “But you know that puts you in my grandmothers’ crosshairs, right?” They were currently focused on Tessa, but if I shacked up with Aiden for any length of time, they’d be pushing for a wedding.

      One of his dark eyebrows rose. “Angel? I’m in the crosshairs now. Have been since I returned to town. This way, I get the benefits of the danger.”

      I could not argue with his logic.

      “Take one of the bedrooms as an office,” he finished.

      “Maybe.” The plan seemed more rational, but I’d think about that later. “But for now, I want the laundry room.”

      I’d had my laundry room at the old cabin set up with a murder board, and something about the smell of fabric softener got my brain going. I didn’t want to explain that to him because it was kind of weird. Sometimes I liked to keep my oddities to myself. “Do you have an old cork-board?”

      “Honey, I don’t even have a sofa.”

      Yeah, my butt was already getting stiff from sitting on the hard wood. “Good point. Do you mind if I tape pictures to the wall?”

      “Couldn’t care less,” he said. “Are you still mad at me?”

      I thought through what I knew about the entire situation. “Maybe a little.”

      We’d started our relationship as adversaries, and I didn’t like being on the opposite side of him now, but he really could have waited until morning to speak with Nick. Although I did understand his urge to get it over with. “You need to identify who made that allegation against Nick.”

      “I’m on it.” Aiden’s voice lowered to a rumble that licked across my skin. “You still mad now?”

      “Why?”

      He folded his legs and stood like a lazy panther playing with its prey. “Because makeup sex is on the agenda.” Then he was on me.
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      Created out of what appeared to be a converted barn, the Rustic Relic sat on a dusty field on the far outskirts of Timber City. The beams were a weathered red, and the front door was wide. When I pulled up to park near the wooden porch, I noted no other cars in the area. I’d never heard of the place, so I wasn’t surprised to find it lacking in bustling business, although it was still early in the day.

      A chill permeated the morning, but at least the snow had stopped again. The building owners had failed to plow, so when I stepped out of Aiden’s truck, I sank into the snow nearly up to my knees. How irritating.

      I’d called about my Jeep earlier, and Ricky said it would take another week to get it fixed, so I dropped Aiden off at his office before heading north. We had definitely made up the night before, and it had been well worth it. My body was still a little sore and held bite marks in some very interesting places.

      Gathering my wool coat around myself, I hiked through the snow and up the stairs to open the front door. A little bell jangled as I entered, and warmth instantly hit me. I carefully kicked snow off my boots once inside and brushed off my coat, hoping to keep the ice chunks near the entryway, which was prepared with rubber mats. I certainly didn’t want to drag the ice and snow around what appeared to be lovely and natural older wood floors.

      I glanced around, taking in the different areas and booths. The place smelled stale with a hint of apple-cinnamon beneath the dust. I walked down one of the aisles, noting some Depression glass, as well as maybe a Belleek piece or two.

      A female walked around a back corner, carrying a stack of what appeared to be lacy linens. She was many inches taller than me—had to be over six feet. “Oh, hello,” she said, sliding the mass onto an antique stereo with half the front panel missing. “I thought I heard the bell. Can I help you?”

      “Yes, I’m looking for Lisa Robinson.”

      “That’s me.” Lisa looked to be in her sixties with highlighted auburn hair and tired brown eyes. Her jeans were tight on her thin body, and her pink button-down shirt showed a lacy black bra. The lines around her eyes and mouth were slightly lighter in her darker skin. Despite her impressive height, she moved gracefully.

      “Hi,” I said. “First, this place is amazing. I can’t believe I haven’t been out here before.”

      She looked around. “Yeah, we need to advertise. I have a pretty good clientele from word of mouth, usually from Spokane, but I need to do more in Idaho.”

      In the distance, I spotted some crystal goblets that had my name on them. They were perched beneath a series of silver-framed pictures. The silver looked authentic. It was unfortunate I’d vowed to never shop in this place. Darn it.

      “I did just finish putting up a website with pictures of the whole place, so I’m hopeful that will help me get some new business. For now, what can I help you with?” She dusted off her hands on her jeans.

      “I’m working on a case involving the discovery of a couple of bodies,” I said with as much authority as I could manage. “It hasn’t hit the news yet, which is stunning, but one of the bodies was Richard Basanelli.”

      She paled slightly. “Richard’s body? They found him?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Did you know he was dead?”

      “No.” She covered her mouth with one shaking hand and then dropped it to her side. “I kind of thought he’d come back to me or at least call, so I have wondered through the years. How long has he been dead?”

      “About fifteen years,” I said. “I don’t think he made it out of town.”

      She wiped at one eye. “That’s terrible. I hope they arrest that asshole son of his.”

      I gulped. “Excuse me?”

      “Yes. If anybody killed him, it was that Nick Basanelli. Lately, I’ve seen him in the newspaper a lot. He’s some hotshot lawyer now.” Fury had her lips peeling back. “I know if anyone killed Richard, it was him. You wouldn’t believe the fights they got into.”

      “Fights?” I asked. “I thought it had just been one.”

      “Oh, no. One time, I remember Richard telling me that he was concerned about his eldest son. That if he ever ended up dead, people should look at Nicolo.”

      I wouldn’t be calling this woman as a witness if we went to trial.

      “Was that young and way-too-skinny bitch found with him?” she asked.

      I blinked, surprised. “If you’re referring to Imogen Wilson, then yes, her body was found with his.”

      “Where?” Lisa asked, a small smile now lifting her lips.

      I took a step back. “They were found in the basement of the old Marsh Mansion.”

      “Seriously? God, what a place to put a body, huh? Everyone always thought that house was haunted. I guess it was.” She threw back her head and cackled, the sound echoing through the store.

      I swallowed. “I was hoping you could tell me a little bit about Richard and his mindset. Was he afraid of anybody? Did he have any enemies?”

      She narrowed her gaze. “Why do you ask? You said you’re investigating, right?”

      I nodded.

      She looked me up and down. “You don’t look like a cop.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “I’m a lawyer.”

      She drew up to her full height. “You’re a lawyer? Whose lawyer?” Her tone darkened.

      I sighed. “I’m Nick Basanelli’s lawyer. They’re investigating him for the murders, and he did not kill anybody.”

      She stared at me for several long moments. “Get the hell out of my place.”

      I jerked back. “What? I can subpoena you, but I’d rather just talk now.”

      “Subpoena me? You think you can subpoena me?” Her voice rose. “I’m telling you to get out now.”

      I held up a hand. “We can talk quickly about this. I just have a few questions.”

      “I don’t have any answers.” She grabbed what appeared to be a vintage perfume atomizer and stomped toward me. “Now, get out.”

      I frowned, stuck in place. Why was she so angry?

      She lifted it and clicked the pump several times.

      Rose perfume smashed over my face. “What the heck?” I turned away and sneezed several times, wiping rapidly at my eyes. They burned along with my nostrils. “Are you crazy?”

      “I told you to get out.” She reached for what looked like a quill pen and ink set to throw at me.

      I yelped and jumped back, but ink splashed all over my wool coat. “Hey, what in the world?”

      Laughing, she grabbed an old paint can off the floor.

      “Whoa, wait,” I said, holding up my hands.

      Chuckling madly, she pulled back and then rapidly lifted the can, splashing pink paint all over me. I jumped out of the way but crashed into an armoire. Old board games, including Twister, tumbled down. Then, a jar smashed on the floor, breaking and scattering marbles in every direction.

      I glared down at my now ruined coat. “Are you crazy?”

      “You’re paying for anything you broke,” she shrieked, snatching a fragile glass snow globe and throwing it at me.

      I ducked in time for it to hit the armoire and spray glittery water in every direction, including all over me.

      “You came to the wrong place, bitch.” She snared a vintage spice rack and threw it at me.

      I ducked again, but several of the bottles made contact, and spices covered me. I sneezed wildly. “That’s it.” I clasped the nearest weapon, a Victorian lace parasol, and held it out toward her. “I’m going to have you arrested for assault and battery.”

      My mind quickly calculated the facts. I could have her arrested, and then she’d have to talk to Pierce. I fumbled in my pocket for my phone.

      “The hell you are.” She latched onto another lace parasol, this one pink, and swung it at me.

      I ducked, yelping, and then lifted my white parasol toward hers. We dueled like a couple of sword fighters in a wild fencing match. Some of the spices dropped into my left eye, and it burned. I howled, smashing my watering eye with one hand and continuing to fight her with the parasol. “This is ridiculous,” I snapped.

      “You just threatened me,” she yelled, dropping the parasol and leaping toward me, tackling me to the floor.

      I landed hard, and my head thunked against the planks. Pain clicked down my back, hitting every vertebra on the way. Furious, I reached up and punched her in the jaw, throwing her off me. I rolled over.

      “That’s enough,” a male voice yelled.

      Slowly, and still on our hands and knees, we both turned and looked up. Holy crap. A tall, dark figure stood in front of us dressed as Cupid—the hot, fit guy with the curly golden hair and mask. He nocked an arrow and pointed it at us. He was even taller than I remembered, and his tight, black shirt showed hard-cut muscle.

      I slowly stood, holding up my hands as Lisa did the same. I looked beyond him to see the other two Cupids staring at us, once again in extra-large white shirts, the biggest guy shaking slightly.

      “I’ve got these two,” the lead man said. “Get anything of value.”

      The two short Cupids scrambled in different directions, throwing items into large pink felt bags.

      Lisa wiped pink paint off her shirt. “I’ve heard of you. What the hell do you want?”

      “Just money, lady,” Cupid said.

      “How about you leave the money here?” she snorted, coming up on my side.

      Man, nothing really scared this chick. “Nobody needs to get shot this time,” I said.

      The Cupid stared at me. I couldn’t make out the color of his eyes, and his voice still sounded tinny, but I tried to memorize every inch of him.

      “You were at the jewelry store,” he said.

      “Yeah, I was.”

      Lisa looked at me. “That’s suspicious.” She fumbled on a shelf next to her and grabbed what appeared to be a funky seventies-era lava lamp.

      “Don’t do it,” the guy snarled, turning his arrow toward her.

      She halted before she could smack me with it.

      Great, now I owed the muscular Cupid.

      Glass shattered from somewhere behind us.

      She jumped. “You don’t have to break everything,” she yelled.

      As an answer, something heavy crashed to the floor.

      She shook her head. “Why are you here? Rumor has it you steal stuff and then give it away to poor people. I am a poor person. I could almost be a charity, dude.”

      I couldn’t see anything behind the mask, but I swore he smiled. His body was cut, and his black jeans were form-fitting. I’d estimate the size of his boots at maybe a thirteen or fourteen, which fit with his extraordinary height. I couldn’t tell his age, but something felt young to me. Maybe it was just the mask and crazy hair.

      “Are you about done?” he called out.

      “Still on it,” another tinny voice called back as what sounded like a heavy piece of furniture was turned over. They were destroying the place.

      A migraine tried to poke through my left eye. “Are you following me?”

      “Nope. You seem to be in the right place at the right time,” he said.

      The story of my life. Could I lunge at him and take him down? He had the arrow nocked and aimed in our direction. He could certainly get off a shot before I reached him.

      “What’s your deal anyway?” I asked.

      “Just a good Samaritan,” he returned, seeming pretty much at ease while committing armed robbery.

      “You’re not a good Samaritan. You keep a quarter of the loot,” I said.

      “Hey, I’m working my ass off here,” he returned.

      How unoriginal. “Are you going to take that from him?” I asked Lisa. “He’s stealing from you.”

      The woman seemed seriously unhinged. Maybe she’d charge him so I could leap behind her and grab the weapon.

      “He’s got an arrow pointed at us, a steel-tipped one,” she snapped.

      So she did have a sense of right and wrong, or at least for self-preservation.

      The other two Cupids returned.

      “We got everything of value,” the widest guy said. “Even some good hunting knives from the back.” I doubt these guys knew decent stemware because they still hadn’t taken several good glass pieces. But they’d no doubt stolen some valuables.

      “Take the Depression glass and the Belleek china from Ireland,” the head Cupid said, pointing toward the side booth.

      “The what?” the widest guy asked.

      The guy in the black shirt sighed. “The pink shit and the white ceramic with the green clovers.”

      “Oh.” The other Cupid lumbered toward the china. He stepped onto the spilled marbles and yelled, throwing his bag up in the air and falling hard. He kicked out one foot and nailed me in the ankle. Pain clashed through my foot, and I yelped, crashing down on top of him. My hand landed on his mask, and I slid it to the side before shoving it back into place. The voice distorter was thick but I didn’t see it.

      What the hell? It was Lenny. I’d just positively identified one of the Cupids.

      I covered the action as much as I could and scrambled away from him, falling onto the marbles and sliding back on my bruised butt, sending them spinning. Wincing, I stood and wiped marbles off my coat, already covered in ink, paint, glittery water, and perfume, which made the spices stick to me all over. I was sure they were in my hair and on my face, too.

      Lenny stood, fetched his bag, and hurried over to get the pink glasses, kicking marbles out of his way.

      I stretched my back and winced. Had I pulled a back muscle? Or a butt? Everything hurt.

      The head Cupid didn’t say a word. Had he seen me knock Lenny’s mask to the side? I didn’t think so, but I wasn’t sure.

      I remained calm and glanced at Lisa again.

      She watched the proceedings and shook her head, staring at the rolling marbles. “Maybe I can get insurance for this crap.”

      “Do you have insurance?” I asked.

      “I have a general policy.”

      “Enough,” the main Cupid snapped, the voice way too tinny. I’d never be able to identify him. “You.” He pointed at Lenny. “Tie them up. I want some time to get away from here.”

      “No, there’s no need for that,” I said, raising my hands.

      He took a step closer and aimed the arrow at my heart. “I say there is.”
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      They left us in a booth, surrounded by creepy-looking porcelain dolls, our hands tied behind our backs and attached by old-fashioned cowboy ropes to the slender legs of a heavy, antique cherrywood hutch. I could not believe this. My eye still stung, and I glared at Lisa. “Do you want to talk now?”

      “Not really. I’d rather get out of here.” She levered onto her knees and tugged on the ropes.

      I tried to twist my wrist, but it only caused my skin to tear.

      The jerks had taken my phone, and Lenny had been the one to tie me, whispering apologies as he did. I’d kept my expression stoic because I didn’t want the main guy to know I’d recognized Lenny. Right now, he was a good lead.

      I looked at the leg of the armoire.

      “Don’t even think it,” Lisa snapped.

      “It’s our only way out. We have to break one of them. Not both, though,” I hastened to say. If we broke them both at the same time, the furniture would fall on us, and it looked freaking heavy.

      She kicked out at me, barely brushing my knee. “I said no. I can get out of this.”

      “You’ve got five minutes.” I was open to blackmail at the moment. “In exchange, you get to talk.”

      She glared at me but then finally rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll talk. What do you want to know?”

      “How long were you and Richard Basanelli in a relationship?”

      “About five years. I was older than him, but there was something charming about him. I thought we had a future together.”

      Sounded like a familiar story. “He seemed to have that effect on women. Did you know he was also seeing Imogen Wilson?”

      Lisa knocked her head back against a weathered bookcase. “Not until they took off that night.”

      “Tell me about that night.”

      She sighed. “Fine. If you talk to enough people, you’ll hear about it anyway. I was at the Pig having a drink when they came in on their way out of town.”

      I perked up. “That’s news.”

      She shrugged. “You’d find out anyway.”

      “The sheriff didn’t know,” I said.

      “Sheriff Franco?” She scoffed. “He figured Richard and Imogen had headed off to sites unseen to live happily ever after. Plus, once the old guy found out that Richard smacked his kids around a little bit, I’m not sure he was all that incentivized to find him.”

      Irritation for my friends ripped through me. “A little bit? I think he smacked them around a lot.”

      “They probably deserved it,” she burst out. “I had a run-in with Nick once, and I’m telling you, that kid was evil to the bone.”

      I blinked. “You argued with Nick?”

      “Oh, yeah. He confronted us in the middle of the street in Silverville. Kid had crazy eyes.”

      Yet another thing Nick hadn’t told me. “Yeah? He did?”

      “Sure. Richard and I were coming out of a bar one night. It was late, and the kid got right in his dad’s face and told him to stop fucking around. I’m telling you, I’m shocked punches weren’t thrown.”

      Nick hadn’t told me about encountering Lisa. Why? “Did you kill him?” I asked suddenly.

      She snorted. “No, I didn’t kill Richard. I loved him. Now, I would’ve taken my best shot at Imogen once I learned about her, but not him. I think if we’d had more time together, it would’ve really worked out.” Her voice turned wistful, despite the roughness of somebody who smoked a couple of packs a day. Sitting this close to her, I could even smell the cigarette smoke on her clothing.

      “What about your husband?” I asked.

      “What about him? He died years ago,” she said carelessly.

      Wow. What an unhappy person. “Did he know about your affair?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. If he did, he didn’t care. He had his own thing going on.”

      “With whom?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t care. We got married when we shouldn’t have and were more like buddies toward the end. Though I was sorry to see him die,” she hastened to say. “He brought in a good income.”

      I so did not like this woman. “Did he know about that night?”

      She snorted. “No. He was in Alaska for that entire six months, working on a fishing boat. Ryan didn’t have a clue.”

      So much for the husband. I’d have that information checked out, but it sounded like the truth. I was running out of other suspects. “Your five minutes are almost up.”

      She kept working on the ropes, trying to untie them. “You see anything sharp we can cut these with?”

      Like I hadn’t already searched. My gaze caught on the creepy blue eyes closest to me. “No, unless...do you mind losing one of those dolls?”

      “Those are worth money,” she protested.

      “No, they’re not. At least, not much.” I kicked the nearest table, and one fell, its face shattering. “That was easy.”

      Using my boots, I pulled shards toward me and then angled myself to grab one. The sharp edges cut my fingers, but I ignored the pain and started sawing through the ropes, wishing I could see my hands.

      “That will take forever,” she protested.

      “I know, and my fingers are starting to feel like a bloody mess.” I couldn’t see what I was doing, but I could feel the slashes in my skin. “There’s only one way we’re getting out of here.”

      Before she could yell at me, I continued, “I have a cousin who refurbishes furniture. If I knock this leg out, he’ll fix it for you. I promise.”

      “Is he cute?” she asked.

      “He’s very cute, but he is also very taken.” I would not let one of the Albertini boys get near this woman. She was bizarre, and I wasn’t entirely sure she hadn’t killed Richard. But this might be my only chance to question her. “How angry were you when Richard and Imogen took off that night?”

      “Furious,” she admitted. “We had a little dust-up at the bar, and I may have smacked him.”

      This was all new. “How did the sheriff not know this?” I asked.

      “Nobody saw us. I followed Richard outside, and we had words. He told me he wanted somebody younger and nicer. Can you believe that?”

      The nicer part, sure. “What happened then?”

      “I punched him in the face.”

      I perked up even more. Maybe there was DNA on his clothing. Anything that gave Nick reasonable doubt worked for me. “Did he bleed?”

      She cut me a look. “No. I mean, it was one punch. He shoved me back, I fell, then he and that wench—who had to be what, like dumber than a box of rocks—they got into his truck and drove off.”

      “Did you see anybody follow them?”

      “No.”

      I took a deep breath. “Can you think of anybody else who would’ve wanted Richard dead?”

      “Anybody else? I didn’t want him dead. I wanted him very much alive,” she snapped. “But I think he was seeing a couple of other women in town. I don’t know who. Or maybe they were over in Timber City. He was a horny guy.” She grinned, showing tobacco-stained but very straight teeth. “I thought I could tame him, you know? You always think you can tame them, and you never can.”

      “Some guys should never be tamed.” Aiden filtered through my mind. I liked him the way he was, that was for certain. I didn’t think Lisa had anything else to add. “All right, sorry about this.” I scooted my butt around, turned, and kicked the decorative leg of the hutch. The wood cracked. Taking a deep breath, I looked at her. “Be ready to scramble out of the way in case this thing comes down.”

      She was already moving to the side of the heavy piece.

      I scooted as far as I could to the other side and then kicked again. The wood splintered and the leg dropped. The hutch remained in place. I scrambled up and pulled the rope free before taking a deep breath. “All right. Where’s your phone?”

      “Hey, untie me.”

      “I’ll untie you after I get your phone.” The woman had attacked me twice, and I didn’t trust her not to do it again. “Or I’ll just leave and go get help.”

      Her eyes spit fury at me. “Unless they took it, my phone is in the back office on top of my desk.”

      God, I hoped they hadn’t taken it. I walked between many booths, noting the carnage. The Cupids hadn’t been gentle when they yanked things off shelves and walls. Shattered glass covered most surfaces. I made my way to the back office to see it tossed. Lisa’s phone was nowhere in sight.

      Using my knee, I hitched open her top drawer to find scissors. This would hurt, but I turned and grasped them, trying to cut my hands free. Pain sliced into my wrists, but the rope loosened, and soon I could twist free.

      Wincing, I let the rope drop and pulled my arms around to see my wounded wrists. “Do you have bandages?” I yelled.

      “No,” she bellowed back.

      Great. Searching the office, I found a box of tissues and pressed several against my wounds to stem the bleeding.

      My body aching, I returned to her booth. I don’t know why my knee hurt, but it was suddenly killing me. I must’ve twisted it somehow. “Your phone isn’t back there. Where’s the nearest business or home?”

      She sighed. “There’s a gas station about a mile down the way. It’s pretty deserted, but old Harry’s usually behind the till. Are you going to release me?”

      I thought about it. “No, I’m not.” With that, I limped toward the door. Hopefully Harry was working today.

      Two elderly women walked inside, chattering happily about finding the perfect wedding gift for somebody named Allison as they shook snow off their coats on the mat. I stopped walking and hovered, not wanting to startle them. In unison, they silenced and looked at me. The tallest one screamed and laboriously pulled a humungous silver-barreled revolver out of her wide crocheted purse.

      I froze. “Whoa.”

      Her hand shook on the obviously heavy weapon. She was about my height and slender beneath her black wool coat, the long sleeves partially covering her hands. “Don’t move.”

      “I’m not.” I took a deep breath. “That’s the biggest handgun I’ve ever seen.” I wasn’t a Dirty Harry fan, but I was fairly certain I saw him wielding one of those on a commercial for an old movie.

      She nodded vigorously, her faded green eyes wide and curled white hair bobbing. “It’s a Smith & Wesson 500 revolver. I borrowed it from my grandson, George.”

      I had absolutely no idea why George would need that much firepower. “Is your grandson here?” I wouldn’t mind a voice of reason.

      She snorted. “No. He’s working. Today is a workday for most folks your age. But not you. You robbed this place.”

      My head dropped to note the disaster of stains, now including blood, on my wool coat. “I didn’t rob anybody.” Holding my hands up, I let the bloody tissues float to the floor. Except one. That one remained stuck to my injured right wrist. “The Cupid gang came in and robbed us. They tied us up, and I just got free.”

      “Help me,” Lisa called out.

      The armed woman swung her gun down the hallway. “Who’s that? Is this a trap?”

      I sighed. “No. That’s Lisa. She owns the place. I’m Anna Albertini. What’s your name?”

      The second woman, who had to be in her late seventies, narrowed her gaze. She was under five feet tall with short, white hair, dressed in an overflowing gray coat that nearly brushed her ankles. “Albertini? Like Elda?”

      Hope burst through me. “Yes. Elda is my nonna.”

      She pulled a cell phone from her right pocket and pressed a button.

      “Hello,” Nonna answered.

      “Hi, Elda, it’s Martha,” the older woman said. “Tricia has a gun pointed at a woman who says she’s your granddaughter, but she’s at the antique store covered in what looks like paint, ink, dirt, and blood.”

      Nonna sighed. “That is most likely my Anna.”

      I nodded wildly. “Hi, Nonna. It is me, and we were just robbed by the Cupid gang.”

      “Again?” Anger coated Nonna’s words. “Tricia? You turn that gun away from my granddaughter, or I’m bringing my spoon to the barn raising this spring. Don’t think I won’t do it.”

      All three of us winced. Nonna was well known for keeping a wooden spoon in her purse to clap people’s heads.

      Tricia slowly lowered her shaking arms and sighed in relief. “Sorry about that. Can’t be too careful, you know?”

      I finally breathed. “I know. Do you mind calling the police?”
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      I sat on the hospital bed with my knee elevated and covered in ice as the nurse finished bandaging my wrists. Detective Pierce had taken one look at me and insisted upon bringing me to the hospital. He’d tried to call an ambulance, but I refused. Finally, he gave up and had a patrol car bring me. I was sure he had broken all sorts of rules.

      After I’d informed Pierce of Lenny’s duplicity, he’d remained at the scene to interview Lisa and the two elderly ladies. Unfortunately, Jolene O’Sullivan had caught the call and ended up snapping my picture before I was taken away.

      An hour later, the detective walked into the hospital room.

      “Why couldn’t you keep the press away, Pierce?” I groused.

      He sighed. “I didn’t see her arrive, but I had her removed instantly. She must’ve caught wind of the situation over a scanner. The Cupids are big news right now.”

      Finally, the nurse finished fussing over me and walked out to find my discharge papers.

      “You did not have to send me to the hospital.” I sat back, somewhat grateful to have ice on my knee. I didn’t remember twisting it, but it pounded like someone had taken a hammer to it.

      “Better safe than sorry,” he said, looking more tired than he had the day before. “Now, tell me what happened.”

      “The Cupids came back.”

      “What is it about you?” he asked, his green eyes sparking.

      “I don’t know. I just went to interview Lisa about her affair with Richard Basanelli, and the Cupids came in. They’ve been hitting businesses all around town, so I guess one on the outskirts isn’t a huge surprise. There were some beautiful pieces in that place, Pierce.” Of course, many of them had been stolen or shattered. What a bunch of jerks.

      “Are you positive the Cupid you landed on was Lenny Kristoff?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      Pierce straightened. “How did you see his face?”

      “He slipped on marbles, and I fell on him and pushed his mask off. I saw his face. It was definitely him.” Fury grabbed me that he’d lied to my nana. She was a sweet and trusting woman, and he’d lied right to her face. And mine. The creep.

      Pierce scribbled some notes on his notepad. “Did the other two robbers see you identify Lenny?”

      I shook my head. “No. I was careful to shove his mask back into place and roll off him. I wanted to confront him right there, but the hot guy had his arrow pointed at me.” Hopefully, he hadn’t noticed because we needed Lenny in town to identify the other two. He’d probably be headed to Canada if his cover had been blown.

      “The hot guy?” Pierce asked slowly.

      “Yeah,” I said, heat filling my face. Did I bump my head? Because I felt really off. “He’s, well…tall. Taller than you, taller than Aiden, even. He wears tighter clothes, and his muscles are cut. I think he’s probably quite a bit younger than the other two. Lenny has to be, what? In his sixties? The guy about Lenny’s and my height moves like Lenny does—like he’s a little bit older. I’m just guessing.”

      Pierce studied me for several moments. “But there’s something hot about the guy in black?”

      I swallowed. “Compared to the other two, yeah. I guess it’s more the way he carries himself. Like he’s in charge and still has a sense of humor about the whole situation.”

      “Did you hit your head?

      I chose to take that as concern and not him questioning my sanity. “No. I’m not even sure when I hurt my knee, to be honest.” An idea struck me. “The main guy has a great body. We should be taking a look at gyms in the area. He obviously works out.”

      Pierce pursed his lips. “That’s a good idea. I’ll put a junior detective on that.”

      I preened a little. If this whole lawyer gig didn’t work out, maybe I’d join the police force. “I hope you find him.” I still couldn’t believe he’d shot Nick and then tied me up this time.

      Pierce nodded. “Could you identify anything different about the voices?”

      I shook my head. “They were still tinny, so whatever’s under that mask is some sort of noise distorter.” Thinking back, I searched for an accent or unique cadence, but nothing stood out. I’d felt something heavy at Lenny’s face when I’d moved his mask, but I didn’t see the device.

      “Tell me everything anybody said during the robbery.”

      I gave Pierce the lowdown, word for word, and noted terror had filled Lenny’s eyes. There was no doubt he was afraid, but of getting caught, or of the guy in black?

      Pierce made more scribbles, his look intense even with lines fanning out from his green eyes. The guy needed a break. Even his dark-blond hair lacked its usual luster. “Keep going.”

      I wound down by saying that Lenny whispered apologies as he’d tied me up.

      Pierce paused in writing and tugged my phone from his back pocket. “I guess that explains why your phone was found just outside the door. Lenny must’ve left it for you.” He tossed it onto the bed. “We’ve already dusted it for prints. Didn’t find any.”

      I swallowed, reaching for my phone. “They wear gloves.” The redness in Pierce’s eyes concerned me. “When was the last time you took a vacation?”

      “Do you know what all they stole?”

      Fine. Back to business, then. He wasn’t mine to worry about, but still, I considered Pierce a friend. “Again, they tied us up, so I didn’t get to see much. But they took Depression glass and some Belleek china. I heard one guy brag about finding some hunting knives, and then…I don’t know. They were out of sight for quite a while, and it sounded like they were destructive, as well.” In fact, they’d been almost gleeful while breaking things. At least, it had sounded that way.

      “Why were you covered in ink and paint?” Pierce asked, frowning. “Did they throw that on you?”

      I looked at my discarded coat in the garbage can. “No. Lisa and I might have had a little bit of an argument when she found out I was representing Nick.”

      His eyebrows rose. “She attacked you with paint and ink?”

      “Plus a snow globe with glittery water,” I added. “Spices, too.” My right eye still burned.

      His chin lifted. “Did you respond in kind or attack her in any way?”

      Should I be embarrassed that I hadn’t? “No. I just tried to talk her down, but she kept throwing things at me. The snow globe even broke and smattered me with glittery goop.”

      “Do you want to press charges?”

      Ah. The woman had committed a battery—possibly an assault and battery, as I’d told her. I had cause, that was for sure. “Do you want me to press charges?”

      His eyes gleamed. “I wouldn’t mind.”

      “You’ve got it. I’ll press charges.” Then she’d have to talk to him. “She’s got some serious anger issues, Grant. I wouldn’t be surprised if she killed Richard and Imogen.” If she was this angry fifteen years after the fact, who knew how furious she’d been that night upon seeing them leaving? I gave Pierce all the information she’d shared while we’d been tied up.

      Pierce nodded. “That’s a good start for me to work on her. Perhaps I can get her to give her DNA.”

      “You have DNA from the crime scene where Richard’s and Imogen’s bodies were found, don’t you?” I asked suddenly.

      He blinked.

      “Come on. Pierce, we’re on the same side here.”

      “Actually, we’re not,” he snorted. “But yes, we found DNA on the clothing.”

      My breath quickened. “Blood?”

      “Yeah. Usually, when you stab somebody that many times, you cut yourself, as well.”

      “It wasn’t Nick’s,” I said suddenly.

      Pierce didn’t answer.

      “Have you checked Wayne Wilson’s DNA?”

      “It’s being checked right now,” he said. “Wayne willingly gave us a swab the second I asked.”

      I chewed on my lip. “What about Lisa’s dead husband? Ryan?” Pierce just stared at me. “Come on, Grant,” I said again.

      “Fine,” he muttered. “Ryan gave up his DNA in an unrelated case when he was still alive.”

      “What kind of case?” I asked.

      Pierce shut his notebook. “It was a poaching case where the hunter cut himself. Ryan was one of the suspects. It wasn’t him, by the way. It was another guy named Joe, who we’d had poaching trouble with before.”

      “Did you run Ryan’s DNA?”

      “We did, and it doesn’t match any found at the scene.”

      I looked down at the ice covering my bare knee. The two pillows beneath it were soft, and I thought I could take a nap. “You don’t really think Nick committed the killings, do you?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never had anybody punch my mom in the face before,” he admitted.

      He wasn’t wrong. It was a good motive. He texted something quickly into his phone.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Checking on the BOLO for Lenny as well as the warrant to search his house. It hasn’t come in yet. As soon as we get this guy inside an interrogation room, we’ll learn the names of the other two Cupids. I’m very interested in talking to the guy who shot Nick Basanelli with an arrow.”

      I settled the blankets better over everything but my raised knee. “So am I.”

      “No, you’re a witness. You’re not involved with this. Remember?”

      My eyelids were heavy. “After being at two of the robberies, I kind of feel like I’m involved.”

      He stared at me for a moment. “That is quite the coincidence. Have you felt like anybody’s following you lately?”

      Yeah, I’d already given that some thought. “No, and there was no sense of recognition or familiarity from the other two Cupids at either robbery.”

      Heavy footsteps sounded down the hall, and then Aiden strode inside the room. His gaze raked me from head to toe, stopping on my knee and moving to my wrists. “You okay?”

      “I’m okay. Honestly. I didn’t even need stitches. Well, okay, I needed a couple,” I amended because he’d find out anyway. “My knee is just slightly twisted. No big injuries.”

      He glanced at Pierce. “The Cupids again?”

      Pierce nodded.

      “This was somewhat amusing a few days ago,” Aiden said. “Not so much anymore.”

      “I haven’t been amused at all,” Pierce said, his phone buzzing. “I have to take this. You have a ride?” he asked me.

      Aiden crossed his arms. “She has a ride.”

      “All right. Thanks.” Pierce turned and strode out of the room.

      Aiden moved toward me and sat near my head on an ugly orange plastic chair. “Tell me what happened.”

      I gave him the entire story, and by the end, he was shaking his head. “I don’t like the coincidence of them being in the same place as you twice.”

      I’d figured that would be his reaction. “I don’t either, but I don’t see any reason they’d follow me. They don’t know me, and I didn’t recognize any of them until I moved Lenny’s mask out of place.”

      “We’ll have to gain answers from good old Lenny as soon as Pierce brings him in.” Aiden’s jaw hardened. “I’m looking forward to it.”
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      Aiden settled me on the bed at home with my knee elevated and a new ice pack on it. He handed me a couple of my books from the night table. “You need to take it easy for the afternoon.”

      “No problem.” I wanted nothing more than to dive into the newest Lexi Blake and J.T. Geissinger novels.

      We’d been mainly silent on the drive home, both lost in our thoughts.

      “You anywhere on the case with the missiles?” I asked. No way had Nick facilitated the movement of stolen missiles that could harm our country. That wasn’t in him.

      Aiden shook his head. “I obtained a copy of the anonymous letter sent to the ATF Special Response Team office in Los Angeles,” he said. “It’s typed, no prints on it, but it does have quite a bit of information about Nick’s case.”

      I hid my surprise that Aiden had decided to share details with me. “So, what do you think?”

      “I think somebody’s either trying to set right an earlier wrong…or trying to jam Nick up,” Aiden said.

      “It is suspicious, but if we figure out who, it might lead us to at least one of his enemies. Could be the person who killed his dad.” I pulled the wrappings off my wrists and looked at the scratches. They weren’t too bad.

      Aiden lifted one powerful shoulder. “Maybe, maybe not. Basanelli’s been busy as a prosecuting attorney and has made enemies. Plus, the timeline works so far, and somebody from the crime might be coming clean. I have to keep my mind open, Angel.”

      “There’s no way Nick Basanelli helped somebody steal missiles.”

      “You don’t know that. You didn’t know him back then. He was pretty damn angry as a teenager, and that’s coming from somebody who knew anger very well.”

      “Yeah, but he channeled it into football.” I thought back to their high school days, when I’d been in middle school. “Unlike you. I believe you channeled your anger into stealing cars.”

      He grinned, looking more relaxed than he had in days. “That’s true. Those days seemed a lot less complicated, to be honest.”

      Yet I liked him on the right side of the law. “Who needs uncomplicated?” Sounded like a boring way to live.

      He snorted. “Someday in the future, you and I are going to find an uncomplicated path to take. For now, I’m trying to figure out the missile case and Basanelli’s involvement in it, and I’d really appreciate it if you stayed here safely and rested for the remainder of the day.”

      “Like I said, I’m happy to do so.”

      He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Thank you. I promise you’ll be rewarded richly.”

      My body heated up. “How richly?”

      “I’ll bring dinner home.”

      I blinked. “Do better.”

      His grin turned wicked.

      “Yeah. That’s better.” I liked the idea that he called the place home.

      He kissed me again, this time until my breath heated to a dangerous level. Then with a whispered command to stay safe, he headed out of the cabin. All the air seemed to relax around me with his departure.

      I waited until I heard his truck drive away before grabbing my phone to call Nana O’Shea.

      “Hi, honey,” she said upon answering. “It’s nice of you to call in the middle of the day. I know how busy you get with your court hearings and clients.” Her Irish brogue was sweet and slight.

      “Hi, Nana,” I said. “I have bad news and wanted to let you know, but you have to promise not to do anything about it.”

      Even her gasp held hints of Ireland. “Oh, no. You and Aiden didn’t break up, did you?”

      “No.” I sank against the pillows. “Why?”

      “Because that would be terrible news,” she retorted instantly. “He’s Irish and the perfect match for you. There’s nothing wrong with taking it slow, so long as you’re moving forward.”

      We’d only been dating for months. Shouldn’t the pressure start at the one-year mark? Even so, I didn’t want to mess with fate. “Are you sure you’re just curious?”

      “Of course. I see good things for the two of you.”

      What a relief. I thought she’d gotten a warning sign. Taking a deep breath, I let her have the bad news. “I wanted to let you know that Lenny Kristoff is one of the Cupid robbers.”

      She groaned. “He can’t be.”

      “I’m sorry, Nana. He is.” I told her about the day’s events, including that he’d tied me to an armoire at the antique store.

      “That jerk,” she muttered. “I’m going to go borrow Nonna Albertini’s spoon and have a little talk with him.”

      That would be a disaster. “No, Nana. You can’t tell anybody. Pierce hasn’t found him to arrest yet. But I wanted to let you know all the facts in case he contacts you. If he does, you need to call me or Detective Pierce immediately. Okay?”

      “I promise,” she said. “I am so disappointed in Lenny.”

      I winced. She’d put a curse on him, although he would deserve it. “As am I, Nana. I’ll talk to you later. Okay?”

      “All right. Love you.” She hung up.

      I settled myself back on the pillows and called Pierce for an update, but he didn’t answer. I wasn’t surprised.

      I heard a knock on the front door before it opened.

      “Yoo-hoo,” Nonna Albertini called out.

      “Hi, Nonna. I’m in the bedroom.”

      She shut the door and moved through the house to reach me, wearing her fairly new trench coat, dark sunglasses, and a wide, pink purse. Nonna was all Italian, with dark hair peppered with gray and sparkling brown eyes. She was a stunning woman. I’d always thought she could have been a movie star.

      I tried to smile. “Nonna, what are you doing here?”

      She also carried a pan that no doubt held her famous lasagna. “I’m going to put this in the fridge.” She disappeared in a rustle of her detective getup.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have given her the code to the front door, but she was my grandmother.

      She returned and removed her coat, draping it over the lone chair by the dresser. “Are you all right? I could not believe that Tricia held a gun on you.”

      “I’m fine, Nonna,” I said. “They were actually a lot of help in calling the police after the robbery. How do you know Tricia, anyway?”

      “She and her sidekick are from Sandpoint. Sometimes their mah-jongg group and ours get together and play. We’ve known each other for years. She’s all right, but honestly, I can’t believe she held a Smith & Wesson 500 on you. I mean, give me a break, right?”

      I nodded. “It was a huge gun, especially in her hands.” We laughed together.

      She sobered, looking intense. “I thought since my two partners are in the Caribbean, maybe I should take this case myself.”

      I refrained from banging my head against the wall. “Nonna, I don’t think we need Three Hens Investigations on this.”

      Nonna, Thelma, and Georgiana had recently created their own detective agency, and they vacillated between calling it Three Hens Investigations. They were Hawk Investigations until my nonna joined. Thus far, they’d solved cases involving lost animals. Which was wonderful, but I didn’t want the Cupids hurting her.

      “Oh, no, I’m in this,” she said. “Nick Basanelli is joining this family. He’s Italian, Anna.”

      I winced. She loved Aiden, but he was all Irish, and she really wanted more Italians in the family. “I understand.” A sudden idea grabbed me. “In fact, why don’t you help me set up my murder board?” Aiden wouldn’t. However, Nonna was fair game.

      “I would love to,” she said, coming to assist me by removing the ice from my knee.

      I wore a long T-shirt and thick socks, so I figured that was enough. She helped me out of bed, and I tried to put a little weight on my leg. It was better, definitely better. Even so, I let her hold some of my weight as we made our way into the laundry room.

      She looked around. “The laundry room, huh? Aren’t there two other bedrooms in this place?”

      “Yeah, but I think better in here.” My heart warmed when I saw that Aiden had already placed regular and colored tape on the washing machine. The man really did know me. I reached for a file folder. “I printed the Basanelli pictures from Facebook. We just need to tape them up on the wall.”

      “How exciting.” Nonna flipped open the file folder. “I see. We have Sandrine and the three Basanelli boys.” She looked at me. “You should probably sit down.”

      I put my hands behind me on the washing machine and hefted myself up.

      “Much better,” Nonna said. “Okay, direct me.”

      “Put the Basanellis over to the left, please,” I said.

      She taped their pictures together.

      “Okay. Now, Wayne and Spencer Wilson. While Spencer had an ironclad alibi back then, it doesn’t mean he didn’t know something or even help his brother after the fact.”

      She taped their pictures up.

      “And now, Ryan and Lisa Robinson.” I needed to buy some markers or pencils, at the very least.

      While Lisa’s picture had been easy to find on Facebook, I’d had to scroll through many years of memories to get a picture of Ryan. He’d been a decent-looking guy. “Then just the blank,” I said.

      Nana put up a blank piece of paper and drew a figure. “Who’s this?”

      “The unknown. We don’t know everything,” I said.

      She sat back and tapped her lips. “These are the suspects, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I didn’t have a picture of Richard or Imogen, so I nodded toward a blank piece of paper. “Would you write their names on there, Richard Basanelli and Imogen Wilson?”

      “Sure.”

      “Secure them above everybody. Once we get colored pencils, we’ll draw lines to show how the people are connected.”

      She chewed on a nail. “I don’t see much of a connection.”

      “I know. It’s also possible that Richard was seeing other women in town. Do you remember any rumors?”

      She shook her head. “Not really, but I’ll get right on that. I mean, our agency will get right on that.”

      “That’d be great.” With a couple of phone calls, she could probably find out more than I ever could.

      “What else do we have on the case?” She frowned.

      “Not much. According to Pierce, there was blood found at the scene, but that’s all he’ll tell me. My guess is it’s not just Richard’s or Imogen’s, or Pierce wouldn’t care so much.”

      Nonna leaned against the dryer. “So, it belonged to the killer.”

      “Maybe. You have to remember that it could be one of the Basanelli’s. There was a bit of a scuffle before Richard left.”

      She sighed. “That’s not good news.”

      No, it really wasn’t. I needed to call Pierce again and see if he’d received any of the DNA results. Hopefully he was still in a sharing mood.
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      Aiden drove me to work on Thursday and dropped me off with a promise to pick me up around four or five. My leg felt much better, and I could put weight on it now, so I only slightly limped into my office.

      “Morning.” Oliver handed me a stack of messages from the afternoon before, the muscles in his chest rippling. “Clark’s in court, and Pauley’s in class.”

      “Thanks, Oliver.” As soon as we earned some decent money, I needed to give the kid a raise. I made my way back to my office and worked on paperwork for a while. My phone buzzed just as I started to crave caffeine. “Albertini,” I answered.

      “Hey, it’s Pierce.”

      “Hi.” I’d called him two more times, and the guy hadn’t returned my calls, yet I kept my tone chipper because I needed information.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      Like he didn’t already know. I forced a smile because, supposedly, that transferred over the telephone. “I was wondering if you had any news.”

      “I’m not supposed to share news with you, Albertini.”

      That wasn’t necessarily true. “Come on, Pierce. We both want the truth here.”

      “Fine. You want the truth? I already received the DNA test result for Wayne Wilson.”

      I leaned forward, hope clashing through me. “Yeah?”

      “He’s clear. None of the DNA at the scene belongs to him.”

      My shoulders sank. “It doesn’t?”

      “Nope. Not even close.”

      That meant the blood wasn’t his brother’s either because there would be a familial hit. So, Wayne and Spencer weren’t tied to the dump site. “Wait a minute. Just because it wasn’t Wayne’s blood doesn’t mean he didn’t kill them.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Pierce said curtly. “There’s no evidence that he did. None whatsoever.”

      “Except nobody knows where he was that week.”

      Papers shuffled across the line. “Plenty of people saw him around town putting up posters and asking everybody he could find about his wife.”

      I sat back in my chair, wanting to raise my leg again because it was starting to throb. “That’d be a good cover, wouldn’t it?”

      “I suppose so,” Pierce said. “I pulled in Lisa Robinson this morning. She’s in the interrogation room. Are you willing to drop the charges if she cooperates?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll do anything you want. You have free license.”

      His voice warmed. Slightly. Very slightly. “Great. I’m hoping to get her to submit a DNA sample as well as fingerprints.”

      “You haven’t fingerprinted her yet?” I asked.

      “No, my machine’s down,” he said. “It’ll be back up in probably an hour. Plus, I didn’t want to scare her too much. We both know you’re not going forward with this.”

      I’d never been all that vindictive. “Oh, I might. She ruined my good coat.”

      “Right. I have to go. Bye.” Pierce clicked off.

      Darn it. I was really hoping the DNA at the scene had belonged to Wayne Wilson. Things would be so much easier if it had, but the man had seemed devastated to discover that his missing wife of fifteen years had been killed.

      I quickly dialed Nonna.

      “Hi, honey. I’m on the job. What do you need?”

      I could imagine her on the job with her dark glasses and trench coat. She did look adorable and tough, to be honest. “Ask around about Wayne Wilson, would you? There’s no evidence against him, but I would like to know if anybody in Silverville thinks he might’ve killed his wife.”

      “You’ve got it,” she said cheerfully. “After that, I think I’m going to turn my attention to that Cupid case.”

      Alarm ran through me. “No, no. Stay away from the Cupids, Nonna. Remember, one of them shot Nick with an arrow.”

      “It’s my job, dear. Anyway, one case at a time. Have a good day.” She clicked off.

      Oh, man. We really needed to identify the Cupids. I hoped Pierce found Lenny soon. My knee throbbed, and I had the urge to move it to get some blood going, so I slipped my snow boots back on, grabbed my coat, and headed out.

      “Where are you going?” Oliver asked, watching me limp.

      “I’m going to fetch coffee. You want anything?”

      He nodded. “I’d love a hot chocolate with the hazelnut syrup they have at Smiley’s.”

      “That’s where I’m headed,” I said. “Do you want anything to eat?”

      “I’ll take a doughnut.”

      Ah, to be young and have the metabolism of an eighteen-year-old boy.

      “You’ve got it.” I walked out into the hallway and paused at Cousin Wanda Versaccio’s office. A thought occurred to me, and I opened the door to see the receptionist.

      “Hey there, Anna,” she said, glancing at her computer screen. “You don’t have an appointment, do you?”

      It had been a while since I’d sought counselling. “Hi, Bess. No, I was just wondering if Wanda was in. I knew it was a long shot.”

      “She is, and she’s free. Hey, Wanda,” Bess called back. “Anna’s here.”

      Wanda poked her head out of her room. “Hey, Anna. Come on in.”

      “Thanks.” I limped my way past the reception area and back to Wanda’s wide office. As my distant cousin, she looked Italian with her dark eyes and salt-and-pepper hair.

      “What’s up? You okay?” she asked.

      “I’m fine. I just had a question for you.”

      She nodded toward the spacious seating area. “Anything.” She sat on one of the guest chairs near a sofa, and I took the matching seat. I’d never seen her actually sit at her desk near the window.

      “Do you know about the Cupids?” I asked.

      “I heard you were involved with that.”

      I rubbed my knee. “Not purposely. I just happened to be in two of the places they robbed.”

      “That’s an odd coincidence.”

      “Sometimes that happens to me.”

      She chuckled, her eyes lighting. “You know, that’s true. That does happen to you. What’s your question?”

      I described the three Cupids, spending extra time on the tall one. “There’s something sexy about him,” I said.

      “You do like danger.”

      I blinked. Was that true? Aiden seemed dangerous but wasn’t. Probably. “Not to me. I meant more like…he thinks he’s sexy.”

      “How interesting,” she said.

      “Why would somebody be dressing up like Cupid, robbing places, and then giving two-thirds of the bounty away? What kind of psychological makeup would that person have?”

      She sat back, her eyebrows rising. “That’s an interesting question. Well, it’s obvious he sees himself as some sort of modern-day Robin Hood. He takes from the rich and gives to the poor. He likes that about himself. He likes the attention of the form-fitting dark clothes, and he knows he’s hot. Even the mask you described sounds beautiful and handsome, as well as the golden hair. He could wear any old wig, but he likes to look striking. Obviously, I’ve never met the person, but I would go with narcissistic personality disorder.”

      I couldn’t quite pin down why they kept robbing places and giving the money away. “When he gives the money away, everybody knows where it’s from. So, it usually goes back to the original owners.”

      “Yeah,” she said, leaning forward, “but that’s not the point. The point is he sacrifices the money. He doesn’t really care what happens to it next.”

      “This is all a huge ego trip for him?”

      “Part of it is,” she said. “Obviously, again, I don’t know him, so can’t say for sure. But he might be a little unhinged. He did shoot Basanelli with an arrow. He’s dangerous, Anna. If anything messes with this charade or the identity he has in his head, he’ll strike out like he did with Nick. You need to be careful. Let the police handle it.”

      No way did I want to mess with the guy. He was more than a foot taller than me, muscular, and appeared strong. “I will. I promise. I was just curious.”

      “Anything else?” she asked.

      I stood, needing a latte. “No, but I appreciate the time.”

      “Wait a minute. What about Basanelli and Tessa? Isn’t there supposed to be a proposal soon?”

      I blinked. “How did you know?”

      “I talked to Nana O’Shea at the grocery store. It wasn’t in a session or anything, so it’s not privileged.”

      “She needs to stop telling people. It hasn’t happened yet.” We had to keep it a secret from Tess.

      Wanda held up a hand. “I promise I won’t say a word.”

      “Thanks,” I said, chuckling. “Anyway, have a good day. Oh, and I’m hoping Violet gets to see you soon. She needs to see somebody out of the family for a while, but...”

      “Oh, yes. Your Aunt Yara called me. I’ll see Violet whenever she wants.”

      “Thank you.” I moved slowly out of the office and down the hallway, exiting into a pretty, sunny day.

      The snow had stopped falling, and the clouds had finally parted, letting the world light up a little. Another storm would be arriving soon, so I enjoyed the sun while I could as I limped the couple of blocks to Smiley’s Diner and walked inside to order the lattes and food.

      My gaze caught on the Wilson brothers having breakfast in a far booth. I ordered and looked around but didn’t see my sister. She might be working at her other restaurant over the hill today.

      Taking a chance, I walked back and smiled at the brothers. “Hi there. I’m Anna Albertini.”

      “Albertini?” Wayne asked. His blue golf shirt and tan slacks made him look just like an architect. “From the valley?”

      “Yes.”

      Spencer slid over, dressed down a bit today in slick black slacks and a pink button-down shirt sans tie. His red hair gleamed beneath the diner lights. “Would you like to sit?”

      “Thanks, I would.” I sat instantly, relieving my aching knee. “Before I say anything else, I should probably tell you that I’m representing Nick Basanelli.”

      “You’re a lawyer?” Wayne asked, looking me over.

      “Yep. Us girls can be lawyers these days.”

      He snorted. “That’s not what I meant. You just, I don’t know, you don’t look like a lawyer.”

      “Thank you,” I said smoothly. “First, I really want to tell you how sorry...” My gaze caught on the newspaper by his right elbow, and I stopped talking.

      He looked down. “What?”

      I pulled it across the table to see a picture of me on the front page at the Rustic Relic covered in paint, goo, and spices.

      “Oh, man,” I muttered.

      Spencer leaned over my shoulder. “That’s you?”

      “That’s me,” I affirmed.

      “What in the world happened?” Wayne asked.

      I scanned the article quickly. Jolene had gotten most of it right. “She doesn’t like me,” I said.

      “No shit.” Wayne straightened. “Ooh, sorry.”

      Spencer calmly interjected. “We’re sorry about your difficulties, Miss Albertini, but we don’t think we can help you. We believe Nick Basanelli killed his father.” Spencer was definitely the smoother of the two.

      Wayne coughed. “But you can still join us for breakfast.”

      “She really can’t,” Spencer said.

      I ignored the lawyer and stared at Wayne. The guy looked even sadder today than he had the day before. He sat hunched over, not aging well. I kind of felt sorry for him. “I know you think Nick killed them, but I really don’t. Can you think of anybody else who might have wanted to cause harm to either of them?”

      Tears gathered in Wayne’s eyes. “I really can’t. Everybody loved Imogen. She was an absolute sweetheart. She was so excited when she got the job at the mine, and I was, too, because I thought we’d see each other more. I didn’t think she’d end up cheating on me with stupid Richard Basanelli.”

      Spencer sighed heavily next to me. “Stop making him relive that terrible time.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, meaning it. It was obvious he really had loved her. “Rumor has it Richard Basanelli was dating several women. Do you know any of them?”

      Wayne tapped the crumpled newspaper. “Just that Lisa. I’m sure there were others, but I have no idea who. Sorry. I really would like to help you.”

      “Thanks.” I paused at seeing my order waiting on the counter. “Again, I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you,” Wayne said. He cleared his throat. “I don’t suppose you’d like to grab dinner while we’re in town?”

      I blinked. Twice. Was he asking me out?

      He blushed. “I’m trying to move on, and you’re very pretty. You’re too young for me, but I thought dinner would be nice.”

      “That’s very kind of you, but I’m dating somebody.”

      Wayne glanced at my hand. “He can’t be very smart if he hasn’t asked for your hand.”

      I wasn’t ready to give away my hand completely. “We should probably stick to the case.” I didn’t know if Pierce had told him his DNA had cleared or not, and that wasn’t my job. “If you think of anything, please give me a call.” I drew a card from my pocket and handed it to him. “It would be nice to find who killed them.”

      “It was Nick,” Wayne said, looking me right in the eye. “I know you don’t believe me, but the hatred I saw in that kid scared me even back then.”

      I shivered and stood.

      Spencer stood as well, gently taking my arm. “I know that Nick is your client, but people change in fifteen years. It’s my understanding that he went into the service, then became a lawyer, and now puts away bad guys. Sometimes, our whole lives are created as a way to atone for our sins. Just keep that in mind.”

      I swallowed and tried to smile up at him. “Thank you. Enjoy the rest of your breakfast.” I limped to the counter and paid for my order before slowly walking outside into the beautiful day.

      Just how well did any of us know Nick Basanelli?
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      Detective Pierce called after I’d finished a lunch of tuna salad that wasn’t settling very nicely. I had my foot on my desk with a bag of frozen peas over my knee. Who knew where Oliver acquired them, but I was thankful because they eased the pain.

      “Hey, Pierce,” I said. “What’s happening?”

      “I just wanted to give you a heads-up that the Cupids donated about two-thirds of their loot from the Relic robbery to the Senior Citizens center in Silverville.”

      I stiffened. “In Silverville? That’s the first time they’ve headed over the pass.”

      “I know. I have Sheriff Franco on warning in case they’re moving in that direction. He’s letting the townspeople know.”

      “Any news on Lenny?” I asked.

      More paper shuffling came over the line. “Sorry, no. We have a BOLO out for him, and we’ve gone door to door in his neighborhood, but nobody has seen him.”

      A chill skittered down my back. I hoped that wasn’t bad news for Lenny.

      Pierce chuckled. “My day was brightened by the front page of the Timber City Gazette, however.”

      “I half-blame you for that,” I blurted out.

      “That’s not fair. I had no clue the press would show up,” he said. “Plus, you’re the one who’s always getting in newsworthy situations.”

      I groaned, reliving the memory of that picture. “Did you catch the headline?”

      He coughed, and I knew he was trying to cover a laugh. “Yeah, I caught the headline. Local Attorney Anna Albertini Caught in a Glitter Bomb Misfire.”

      I smacked my hand to my head. “They didn’t even mention the Cupids in the headline. Shouldn’t it be about them and not me?”

      Pierce finally got himself under control, and neither laughed nor coughed. “If you ask me, it’s usually about you when it comes to Jolene O’Sullivan. I don’t know what your beef is with her, but I’d try to bury it at some point.”

      I wanted to bury my fist in her face. “I’ve tried, Pierce. I thought we had called détente, and she used what I said against me in the next article.”

      “Then how about you stay out of trouble?” he suggested.

      Sometimes, my job led to trouble. “This wasn’t my fault,” I burst out.

      “I know,” he said reassuringly. “But Albertini, you do make good copy.”

      I shoved my temper down because, right now, he was communicating freely, and I needed information. “Anything on Nick’s case?”

      “Nope. Gotta go.” Pierce clicked off.

      Great. That absolutely meant that something was going to happen—and soon. Grumbling, I returned to the paperwork I’d ignored for too long and ended up in a decent mood around four in the dark afternoon.

      Oliver poked his head in. “Hey, I need to get going. I have a class.”

      I looked up. “Thanks. Good job today.”

      “It was fairly quiet. I enjoyed it.” He winced. “Sorry about the most recent news article.”

      I nodded. “We’re getting kind of used to it.”

      He smiled, his face brightening. “However, we did have several new clients call to make appointments. I hate to admit it, but we get clients every time you’re in the paper in a wacky situation.”

      Just wonderful. I forced a smile. “I like how you’re back to looking on the bright side, Oliver.”

      “Working out helps me see the bright side,” he said cheerfully. “Clark went back to the courthouse for an afternoon hearing, and Pauley dropped in around lunchtime but then headed home over the pass. So, it’s just you. Do you want me to lock the door?”

      I thought about the situation. “Yeah, lock the door, would you? I’ll be leaving shortly. I don’t have any more appointments, so go ahead.”

      “You’ve got it, boss.” He turned and whistled his way down the hallway.

      I wrapped up the contract I was drafting for the sale of thirty acres outside Timber City, removed the bag of peas, and tried to stand on my leg. I’d worn a heavy skirt today to let my knee be free, and the material fell to my ankles. My phone buzzed, and I picked it up to see a text from Aiden saying that he would pick me up in half an hour. I glanced out at the snow, which was once again falling softly. It was a pretty night, but I had no desire to venture out into it.

      However, I did owe Cousin Wanda a thanks, so I limped into the kitchen and picked up several of the sugar cookies Oliver had acquired during lunchtime and put them on a plate. Tossing my coat and purse over my arm, I turned off all the lights and left the office, careful to lock it securely behind me. I wandered down to Wanda’s office and pushed to open the door but stopped. It was locked. Darn it. I must’ve just missed her. Well, I’d take the cookies home.

      I turned to head back to my office just as a man lumbered up the stairs. “Anna.”

      “Lenny?” Panic rushed through me, but I kept my voice calm.

      “Oh, my gosh. You have to help me.” He lifted both hands into the air. “You don’t understand. They’re going to kill me.”

      I took a step back. “All right, all right. Come into my office, we’ll lock the door, and then we can call the police.”

      “No, we can’t call the police,” he sputtered. His gray hair stood on end, and his coat had been buttoned haphazardly. “We have to go. Just come with me. I’ll explain everything.”

      “I’m not going with you.” I took a step back.

      Surprisingly, he smoothly pulled a gun from his back waistband and pointed it at me.

      The weapon wasn’t nearly as big as Tricia’s had been, but I was sure it could do some damage. “What are you doing?” I hissed, dropping my coat to get a better hold of my handbag. I had a gun in my purse, and if he moved right, I could get to it.

      “Drop your bag,” he said, his voice going stone-cold.

      Damn it. I gingerly put my purse on my older gray coat since my newer one had been ruined. “Lenny, this is a bad idea. Honestly. So far, you haven’t hurt anybody, and I can help you. We need to call the police.”

      “No,” he said. “I just need to think. Come with me.”

      “I’m not going with you,” I said.

      He steadied his aim and lowered the barrel of the gun toward my leg. “I will shoot you. I know I’m short and pretty fat, but I can still carry you out of here if I have to.”

      “You’re not short. You’re about my height,” I protested, my mind scrambling for a way out of this mess.

      “Yeah, short,” he said. “Come on.” He gestured with the gun.

      “I need my purse,” I said. “It has all sorts of girly things in it.”

      He looked over his shoulder and then back at me. “Do you have a gun?”

      “A gun?” I widened my eyes. “Of course, not. Why would I have a gun?”

      He narrowed his gaze. “All right, you can bring your purse.”

      I tried not to let the glee show in my eyes as I lifted it and put it over my shoulder. “Lenny, let’s just go to my office so we can talk. Nobody knows you’re here. No one else is in there. I just locked the door. It’s the safest place for us both.” If I didn’t have to shoot him, I could stall him at least long enough for Aiden to arrive. But I kind of wanted to help the guy. He truly looked panicked. “Let me help you,” I said. “I’m friends with Detective Pierce, who’s working this case. I can get you a deal.”

      Lenny shook his head wildly, his eyes freakishly wide. “No, you don’t understand. He will kill me. I know he’ll kill me. I’ve been hiding out and don’t have anywhere to go. Your office is the last place we should be.”

      Okay, he was hysterical, and he wasn’t listening to me.

      A burble of spit slid from his mouth. “Now, come on. We just need to go somewhere safe. I will shoot you, Miss Albertini.”

      It caught me how odd it was that he was being so formal with my name, especially since he’d called me Anna while coming up the stairs. “Considering you have a gun on me, you can call me Anna,” I said, trying to personalize myself a little bit.

      “Okay, Anna.” He gestured. “Thelma and Georgiana say you’re a very nice person, and I truly adore your Nana O’Shea.”

      My Nana O’Shea would kick him in the balls for this. “She likes you, too. Thus, I strongly suggest you don’t kidnap her granddaughter.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not kidnapping you. We’re just going to talk somewhere safe, away from here, where they can’t find me.”

      “Why would they look for you here?”

      He gestured. “I’m not kidding.”

      I could read the truth in his eyes. “Fine.” Keeping my hands free, I walked ahead of him and down the stairs. I didn’t think he’d shoot me, but I wasn’t entirely positive. His hand shook on the gun as I passed, so I took several deep breaths and tried not to make any sudden movements. I walked out the back of the building toward where the cars were parked, wishing Aiden would pull in. But it was still probably fifteen minutes too early.

      Snow fell lightly to cover the vehicles, and Lenny nudged me in the arm, coming up beside me. “Over there. The brown truck.” A battered brown truck sat closer to the alley. I stepped over a patch of ice, wincing as my knee protested.

      “This is a really bad idea, Lenny,” I said.

      “I agree,” came a dark, deeper voice from the shadows.

      Lenny and I swiveled as one to see the lead Cupid, standing from where he was crouched behind an SUV to walk around to the front, his arrow nocked and pointed at us. He wore the tight black shirt, showcasing his cut biceps and ripped abs. Lenny yelped and dropped the gun, raising his hands.

      I slowly turned my head to look at him, my eyes wide. “What are you doing? Gun beats arrow.”

      “Dang it.” He scrambled for the weapon. The Cupid let his arrow fly, and it embedded in Lenny’s neck. He flew back against his battered truck, coughing wildly, his hand scrabbling to grab the shaft. Blood spurted in every direction, coating his chest and dropping onto the snow as he fell. I ran to him, crouching to try to cover the hole.

      His eyes widened. “Framed,” he sputtered, blood spitting from his mouth. “I…”

      Tears filled my eyes. “You were framed? By the Cupids?”

      His eyes closed, and his body went limp. Panic engulfed me, and I stood, turning. I scrambled in my purse for my gun, but the Cupid already had another arrow nocked. Shrieking, I turned to run. A projectile whizzed by my head. I pivoted and tried to move around the truck toward the alley, my knee protesting.

      I grabbed my gun just as pain ripped through my entire right side from the shoulder down. I flew forward and landed on my torso, sliding across the ice and bumping my head on the icy wheel of a snow-covered blue truck. Pain lanced through me, and I whimpered, trying to lever up onto my knees.

      Headlights pierced the alley.

      “Fuck,” the Cupid yelled.

      I turned, my hand on my gun, and barely saw him run in the other direction. The headlights came closer. Darkness swirled around my vision, and I tried to concentrate.

      “Anna?” Aiden asked urgently, the sound of his boots hitting the icy ground echoing through my head.

      Relief filled me just long enough to relax before the darkness took me.
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      I came to in a hospital room with a quiet beeping above my head.

      “Anna?” Aiden asked.

      I blinked open my eyes, careful not to move my head. So far, I felt okay. I looked down at my shoulder. “What happened?” My throat felt dry.

      “You were shot with an arrow,” he said grimly. “You also have a lump on your head.”

      I belatedly realized that he was holding my other hand. “How bad?”

      “Not bad. The doctor removed the arrow. You needed ten stitches. It went in clean and didn’t damage any tissue other than at the surface. You were lucky, there. The bump on the head isn’t bad and is already going down.”

      I shifted. “I want to sit up.”

      He hit a button, and the head of the bed slowly rose.

      “I’m okay?”

      “You were shot with an arrow,” he said.

      Something in his tone caught me, and I turned to see his glittering blue eyes darken in fury. Oh. All right. I couldn’t remember much. I had to shake my head. “What happened?”

      “Just take a deep breath,” he said. “You’re okay. You’re safe now.”

      A rustling sounded, and Detective Grant Pierce walked in. “You’re awake.” He studied me. “You okay?”

      “I think so.” I noted his tousled dark-blond hair and whiskered jaw. “Have you even been home, Grant?” He looked like he’d been working days on end.

      “I don’t remember,” he said curtly. “I already have a statement from Aiden, but I need yours.”

      “I think I’m still groggy.”

      Aiden handed me a glass of water. “Drink this.”

      I took several deep gulps, soothing my parched throat. “Thank you. I had cookies and was going to see Cousin Wanda.” Then, the entire disaster rushed back to me. “Lenny. Is he okay?”

      Aiden just stared at me.

      Pierce shook his head. “No. He was shot in the neck and bled out before we could get to him.”

      My stomach roiled. “It was the lead Cupid guy. He showed up, dressed in all black like usual, and shot us both. Lenny had a gun and dropped it before thinking. He was terrified of the lead guy and said he was framed.”

      “Lenny was part of it, not framed, no matter what his last words were. Now, we have the main Cupid on murder,” Pierce said grimly. “He’s going to be even more dangerous.”

      “Why did he shoot me?” So far, I wasn’t feeling any pain. My entire arm remained numb.

      “He probably thought Lenny identified him,” Pierce said. “Tell me everything you remember.”

      I raised my good hand to my eyes and pushed, trying to clear my brain. And then slowly, methodically, I went through each minute until I passed out. Awareness trickled down my spine, and I looked at Aiden, dropping my hand. “I think he would’ve killed me if you hadn’t shown up.”

      “I think so, too.” Aiden’s brogue went dark and low, fast.

      I pushed hair out of my face. “The good news is that he was obviously worried Lenny had identified him to me, and now I’m with the police. So there’s no need for him to come after me again.” Nice try, jerkwad. “Do you think he’ll run?”

      “Not sure,” Pierce said. “I wish Lenny had identified the main Cupid for you.”

      “So do I,” Aiden said, his voice hoarse like he’d been swallowing fire.

      “Whoa.” I patted his arm. “Take a step back.”

      He swung his gaze to me, and I almost shrank away. Furious Aiden was intimidating.

      The doctor walked into the room, smiling.

      “Dr. Springfield,” I said, having been treated by him more than once.

      “Hello, young lady. Now you’re getting hit by arrows?” He moved toward me and peered into my eyes. Dr. Springfield looked as close to a Santa Claus as possible with his white hair and beard and was known to play the part during Christmas with a group of his friends called the Kringles. “Let’s talk about how you’re feeling.”

      Aiden stood. “I have a couple of phone calls to make. I’ll be right outside.” He went into the hallway.

      Pierce watched him go and then cut a look at me.

      “I’m not sure I’ve seen him this angry in a while,” I said.

      Pierce nodded. “He’s going scorched earth. I’ll go talk to him.” He disappeared out the door.

      “So,” Dr. Springfield said, “injury by arrow. You do like to make my job interesting, don’t you?”
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      Aiden carried me out of the hospital against the rather loud wishes of the nurse, who insisted I sit in a wheelchair. All bundled up in my older gray coat, I snuggled into his chest, ignoring her protests. His body was hard against me and very hot—I could almost feel the fire inside him.

      His movements were uber-gentle as he settled me in the front seat of his truck and turned on the seat warmer before driving carefully out of the hospital parking lot and toward our little lake.

      I wasn’t sure how to handle him in this mood.

      Heck. I didn’t know how to define this mood.

      He seemed extra cautious, avoiding ice and potholes, no doubt to keep from jostling me. I appreciated his carefulness but still didn’t feel any pain in my arm. My knee ached, but the doctor had given me a pain pill, and I’d happily downed it.

      I searched to find a way to see what Aiden was thinking. “Do you believe the news will get ahold of this?”

      “Definitely,” he said, turning down his driveway. “I already talked to your dad. He’ll spread the word to the family that you’re fine and recuperating at my place. I bought you a day or so.”

      I loved how he’d taken care of that for me. Should I feel guilty? I mean, it was my family.

      We reached the cabin, and he stopped the truck and jumped out, crossing around to lift me out and into the snowy night. He kind of curled his body over me to protect me from the wind and snow, quickly striding up the porch and keying in the code.

      Once inside, he strode through the vacant living room to the bedroom. “We really need furniture. Hold on for a second. I’ll build a fire in the other room.” He gently placed me on the bed and removed my boots before turning away and leaving the room.

      I shivered. The guy seemed to be moving on autopilot. Gingerly, I removed my coat, leaving me in my bra and skirt. The nurse had apparently cut off my shirt.

      Aiden returned, caught sight of me, and his blue eyes flared. But he silently fetched one of his overlarge T-shirts from a basket on the floor and moved to me, flicking open my bra. Still not saying a word, he slid one strap down and then lifted the other over the bandage on my shoulder before pulling the shirt over my head.

      I slipped my good arm through and then held my breath as he helped me get my other one into place. The soft cotton fell over me. Using one hand, I grasped the waist of the skirt and shoved it down. Aiden finished removing it and tossed it toward the basket. Then he helped me under the covers and settled several pillows behind my back so I could sit comfortably.

      “You hungry?” he asked.

      “No.” I swallowed. “Aiden?”

      He looked at me, but it was like he was looking through me. “What?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He blinked. Twice. “Wrong?”

      Adrenaline fought with the pain pill in my system, and I couldn’t figure out why. “I’m having trouble reading you. It’s scaring me.”

      He recoiled like I’d hit him. Finally, his gaze focused on me. “Don’t be frightened. I’m pissed, Angel. It’s that simple.”

      Yeah, I’d seen him mad before. “This seems different.”

      His chin lifted. “A guy shot you with a fucking arrow. He aimed to kill you.”

      Pierce’s scorched-earth comment swam through my head. “The police will find him.”

      “Not if I do first.”

      Ah. Hmm. Okay. “You need to remember that you’re an ATF agent, not a vigilante.” When we met, he’d been undercover as the leader of a motorcycle club that made its own rules. I believe he was so successful in that role because part of him had that wildness. The ability to create his own laws and live by them. “You love your job.”

      “Not as much as you.”

      My breath caught. Neither of us had ever said the words. Still hadn’t, really. I swallowed. “It’s not worth risking your job over.” There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that Aiden could hunt down Cupid and take revenge, but that wasn’t who he needed to be.

      Sighing, he kicked off his boots and loped toward me. He sat on his side of the bed, tucked one leg under the other, and faced me. “I’d risk anything for you. Don’t you know that?” He cupped my jaw and leaned in, kissing me gently.

      My heart swelled. Yes, it was a stupid expression, but I swore that’s what happened. There was something about untamable men, the wildness in them, that became all the sweeter when they tried to be gentle. Attempted to be unguarded and genuine with just one woman. Me. With just an honest statement like that, he made me feel special, like one in a million. Because I knew that he’d risk anything for me. He had, in fact. I returned his kiss, feeling his tension start to dissipate. I leaned back. “I admire the rein you’ve kept on your temper all night.”

      One of his dark eyebrows rose. “It has been an effort.” His voice was still hoarse. “I’m pissed at myself for not seeing the danger in this stupid Cupid ring. The guy shot Basanelli, and I still didn’t hunt him down.”

      I ran my palms along the whiskers on his chin. “I’m not involved in the case. Not really. It was a shock that Lenny showed up at my office tonight.” Although, my nana had brought him the other day. Still, I wouldn’t have thought he would seek me out for help.

      “I should’ve seen it coming,” Aiden said grimly. “I mean, it’s you.”

      A somewhat fair statement. Sometimes, I caught him looking at me with genuine concern in his eyes. Did he doubt our future? Was he afraid he’d end up with kids and maybe a wife who got shot at a lot? Of course, it wasn’t like he worked in a safe field. He was fired upon often and had recently dealt with a bomber. What kind of changes would we have to make if we decided to have kids someday in the far future? One of us had to be safe. Of course, as an attorney, I should be mostly safe. Yet, I kept ending up in these situations.

      “Anna?” He leaned in to study my eyes. “Lost you for a second there.”

      “I don’t want you to lose me,” I whispered, tears pricking the backs of my eyes.

      He wiped at the corner of one eye with his thumb. “Hey there. Hold on. It’s been a rough night. It’s okay.”

      It might’ve been the pain pill or the disappearing adrenaline, but I couldn’t stop. “I don’t want you to decide I’m too much effort. Or too much risk.” The idea hurt in a way I’d never be able to explain.

      His expression softened. “I’m in for the long haul, Angel. I promise.”

      Another tear fell. Yep. Must be the pain pill. “Me, too,” I said. “I don’t want you to worry that I’m in danger all the time.”

      “I don’t. And I promise, I’ll lock you down if necessary.”

      Well, that dried up my tears. But then he kissed me, deep this time, and I forgot all about my worries.
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      I woke to the rumble of Aiden’s voice on the phone and blinked, wincing as I tried to roll over, realizing the pain pill had worn off. My shoulder pounded like it had taken a hammer. I supposed an arrow tip was kind of like that. Pushing my hair out of my face, I gingerly sat up and looked around. “Aiden?” I called.

      He moved into the bedroom with his phone to his ear and a cup of coffee in his hand. My mouth watered. He handed me the mug, and I took a big drink of the brew. It was perfectly warm and tasted like cinnamon. I took another sip.

      He sat on the bed and looked refreshed. I hadn’t heard him shower, but his hair was wet, and he’d shaved his hard jaw. Today, he wore a long-sleeved, black T-shirt and faded jeans.

      He looked me over. “Just great,” he said into the phone.

      Both of my eyebrows rose.

      He set the phone on the bedside table and pressed the speaker button. “Hey, Pierce, you’re on with both Anna and me now.”

      “Hey, Albertini,” Detective Pierce said. “How are you feeling?”

      “A little sore.” I tried to move my shoulder and then winced. “Okay, a lot sore. Getting shot by an arrow kind of sucks.”

      Pierce chuckled. “Yeah. Don’t worry, we’re going to find this guy.”

      “I know. What’s going on right now?”

      Movement sounded over the phone as if Pierce had walked out of his office. “Pete’s Pawn Shop got hit early this morning.”

      “By the Cupids?” I asked.

      “Yep. Pete was in early doing inventory, and they shot him with an arrow.”

      My heart dropped. Pete was a nice old guy. I’d been to his pawn shop several times over the years. The weathered brick building stood on the outskirts of town and often offered decent silver jewelry. “Is he okay?”

      “Yeah. The lead Cupid, the guy in all black, shot him in the leg. Pete is in the hospital now but should be released later today.”

      “Why did the Cupid shoot Pete?” I asked.

      Aiden sat on the bed and gingerly pulled my T-shirt away from the bandage to look at my stitches. I ignored him because I didn’t really want to look.

      “We don’t know,” Pierce said. “Pete was cooperating with them, and he even opened the safe, but when they were leaving, the lead guy turned, pulled back on the bowstring, and shot him.”

      It seemed lead Cupid had acquired a taste for shooting people. So the main Cupid hadn’t fled. Good to know. “At least he hit Pete’s leg and didn’t try to kill him,” I murmured. “That was an improvement over Lenny.”

      “Agreed. I have every available officer canvassing all the charities in town. We figure the Cupid gang will dump a bunch of the loot either today or tomorrow, and we want everybody on alert. We’re placing cameras wherever we can.”

      That was an excellent idea. “Anything else going on?” I asked.

      “We’re still working on tracking down where they might’ve acquired the arrows. We’ve got three of them now. Well, four, counting the one that hit Pete. So far, nothing. You’d be surprised how hard it is to find arrows. There’s a good chance this guy made his own.”

      Yeah, the lead Cupid seemed like a guy who’d make his own arrows. “Thanks for checking in, Pierce,” I said. “If anything new comes up, would you let us know?”

      “Affirmative.” He was quiet for a beat. “Switching topics for a moment. You might want to think about passing Nick’s case on to somebody else, Albertini.”

      I stiffened. “Why? Is something about to happen?”

      “Not yet, but he’s going to need a lawyer at full strength, and you probably should lay low for a little bit. Later.” He clicked off.

      I looked at Aiden. “That didn’t sound good.”

      Aiden shook his head. “No, it really didn’t.”

      I finished off his coffee, and he didn’t seem to mind. “What about your case against Nick? Anything interesting?”

      Aiden nodded. “Yeah. The Navy conducted a couple of computer searches for us to see who had been digging into Nick’s old cases. I have a guy.”

      “You have a guy?” I said.

      “Yeah, but I can’t really tell you more than that, considering you’re Nick’s lawyer.” His eyes were teasing, but he’d set his jaw.

      I gave him my best puppy-dog look, not above obvious manipulation. “Come on.”

      “All I’ll tell you is that I’m bringing the guy in. I’m having him flown here and will discuss the matter with him. All right?”

      “Okay.” It was the best I would get.

      Aiden stood and retrieved his now empty cup. “How about staying home for the day?”

      “You think I’m in danger?”

      He sighed. “You’re right that the main Cupid wanted to shut up Lenny and then shot you in case Lenny had given him up to you. So that threat is gone since either he did and you reported it to the police, or he didn’t and the main Cupid is safe. However, I’d like you to relax at home today.”

      “You would?”

      “Yes.” He had that look he got when he was ready for an argument.

      I chose not to give him one. “All right.”

      He stilled, looked me over, and then frowned. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine taking a day off. However, I am going to a basketball game tonight.” I rolled my neck, trying to ease some of the tension.

      “Ah. When Violet gets to see a judge in action, huh? That’s fine. I’ll pick you up after dinner. I’m going to the office. For today, I’m leaving the doors locked. I want you to sleep and get better.”

      “You’re kind of bossy.”

      His grin held charm. “You like me bossy,” he retorted, kissing me on the head and then walking out.

      I wished that wasn’t common knowledge. Yawning, I reached for a book to read when my phone buzzed. I lifted it. “Albertini.”

      “Hi, it’s Nick.”

      “Hey, I just talked to Pierce. It sounds like there’s movement on your case. Not good movement.”

      Nick groaned. “Wonderful. Did he say when I might be arrested?”

      “He didn’t give me that much of a heads-up, but he did say you probably needed to find a lawyer who’s at full strength.”

      “You’re my lawyer.”

      I really appreciated that he had faith in me. “Okay. I’m taking the day off after getting shot. You didn’t tell me it hurt this bad.”

      “Yes, I did. You just ignored me,” Nick said. “I’m fine now, though. It’s a quick heal.”

      Somehow, I doubted that. “You aren’t fine. You still must hurt.”

      “I’ll never admit it,” he retorted. That was fair. I could see Basanelli refusing to admit to having pain. “I was thinking maybe I should put off proposing to Tessa.”

      “No,” I said, bolting upright and then grimacing as pain lashed down my arm. “You can’t. You can’t let other people determine your life, Nick. Come on.” I couldn’t let him ruin this.

      His tension ticked over the line. “It might be better if she’s not caught up in this, especially if Pierce is about to arrest me.”

      I took several deep and calming breaths. “No, you are not going to let them win. In fact, I have a great idea.” Plans started formulating in my mind.

      “I am not proposing down by the lake,” he said.

      “I know, I know,” I said. “But there’s a men’s basketball game tonight, and a bunch of us will be there to support Violet.” I’d have to somehow acquire flowers, but I figured I could talk one of Aiden’s team into going to the store for me. I didn’t have a vehicle, so I didn’t have a way, but Donna was home, too. Maybe I’d call her.

      “What are you thinking?” Nick asked.

      Images ran through my brain. Romantic ones. “What if you propose in front of whatever family’s there after the game? It’d be nice for Violet to be a part of one of our family events. Plus, Tessa loves basketball, surprises, and family. It’s perfect.”

      Nick was quiet for a moment. “You don’t mean for me to propose on the big screen or anything like that?”

      Both of them would strongly dislike that, and they deserved the perfect moment. “No, no, no,” I said. “Just maybe after the game. I know it’s not as romantic as a candlelit dinner, but—”

      “I do like the spontaneity of it,” he admitted. “All right. I’ll bring the ring if you’re sure this is something she’d want.”

      I really liked how he seemed off-balance about the whole thing. “I’m positive,” I said. “Trust me.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Great.” I clicked off and then called my sister, Donna. She’d have to pick up the roses.
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      I wore a cardigan over my long-sleeved shirt for the basketball game to better camouflage the bandages on my shoulder and adjusted my hair to cover the bruise on my forehead. The lump and swelling had gone down, and only a light purple mark remained. I barely kept Aiden from carrying me from the truck into the elementary school gym. While he’d seemed to calm down a bit, an edge still showed in his eyes.

      If he got his hands on the lead Cupid, the robber would regret his life choices.

      A part of me was concerned that Aiden would get himself into trouble, and the other part was all girly and squishy about how much he wanted to protect me. Living in Aiden’s world involved a strong sense of safety and security. I supposed living in mine involved many meddling family members coupled with madcap danger. Yeah, he was a patient man, no question.

      We met Uncle Buddy, Aunt Yara, and Violet at the doorway. Violet had somewhat dark circles under her eyes, and Yara kept sending nervous glances her way.

      I forced what I hoped was a bright smile. “Everybody ready for a basketball game?”

      Uncle Buddy leaned forward and kissed my forehead before shaking Aiden’s hand. He was a barrel of a man who worked in the mine and had raised six pretty tough men. Yet he’d worn a good flannel and slicked his grayish-black hair back for the jaunt into Timber City. “You bet. Sometimes, these men’s league games get wilder than the high school kids’.”

      Yara motioned us all inside. “Let’s get out of the wind.” She leaned up and kissed Aiden on the cheek. “I’m so glad you’re back in town.”

      His cheeks reddened slightly. “As am I.” He grinned at Violet. “Do you like basketball?”

      She shrugged and blushed, her gaze dropping to her boots. “I guess. The rules have never made a lot of sense to me.”

      “I’ll explain it to you,” Aiden offered.

      She looked up and smiled. “That’d be cool.”

      Yeah, Aiden could be a charmer. We moved inside the building just as Tessa and Nick ran up the stairs, shaking off snow. I gave Nick a wink when Tessa moved to hug Aunt Yara.

      He seemed a little pale beneath his bronze skin.

      I swore Aiden chortled behind me, but when I turned to glare, he was looking innocently at the men warming up in the gym. I grasped Violet’s arm and pointed at Judge Grizzio, who wore black shorts and a light blue jersey sponsored by Smiley’s Diner. He also wore a bright pink headband that mopped up the sweat from his hair. “That’s our judge.”

      Her jaw slackened. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.” I waved at him, and he waved back before catching the ball from a teammate and trying for a three-pointer. He missed.

      “Huh,” Violet said.

      Had he worn the bright pink to look more casual? If so, that was sweet. Or perhaps it was a nod to February and Valentine’s Day.

      Buddy ushered us all inside the small gym that held spectators on both sides. Not many, considering this was men’s league, but still, there wasn’t a lot going on in February for entertainment, so Nick would have a bit of an audience for his proposal.

      He looked like he was heading into battle.

      We climbed the bleachers to the middle rows and filed down to sit. Violet sat between Yara and Aiden, and she listened raptly as he explained some of the game.

      Movement by the door caught my eye, and Donna walked in, looking regal in her black wool coat with a large Louis Vuitton Neverfull bag over one arm. It was big enough to hide roses, for sure. She waved and made her way to us, gracefully climbing the bleachers in stunning black boots. They were still appropriate for winter, but man, they shone nicely.

      “Those are new,” I noted, my eyes no doubt gleaming.

      “Keep your paws off them,” she said easily, sitting in front of me. Tessa dropped down to sit next to her. “How about me?”

      Donna nudged her with an elbow. “Nope. You two are grownups now. Buy your own boots.”

      Aiden tilted his head. “You like fancy boots?”

      “Yep. Just can’t afford them. Yet.” Older boots and shoes lived in my closet—some hand-me-downs from Donna. “Someday, I’m going to line up a whole row of red-bottom shoes on a shelf.” Maybe.

      The buzzer let loose, and the teams headed to their appropriate sides. We’d sat on the judge’s side, of course. Also, Tessa was now part owner of Smiley’s, so it made sense.

      Violet leaned in front of Aiden to look at me, appearing much more relaxed than she had earlier. “Should we cheer for him or play it cool?”

      Good question. “Let’s cheer for the team overall.” Of course, the Clumsy Penguin sponsored the other team, so I had friends on both sides.

      The ref blew the whistle, and the teams started playing. Whoa. Men’s league was much rougher than high school basketball, and fouls weren’t called all that much. The judge had a good first half by scoring fifteen points. At some point, Uncle Buddy bought us all popcorn and sodas, and I was feeling pretty content watching the game.

      At halftime, Violet handed me her popcorn. “Be right back. I’m running to the restroom.”

      I nodded and noted that she had more butter in hers than mine. Maybe I should mix them together.

      Aiden slipped an arm over my shoulder and he pulled me into his hard body, making me feel safe and protected. “When’s the proposal?” His heated breath brushed my ear, and I shivered.

      How did he know? The guy knew everything, darn it. “After the game,” I whispered back.

      We watched the cute halftime show of elementary school dancers, and then the game resumed. Minutes passed. I looked up and caught Yara’s concerned gaze.

      “I’ll go.” I handed my goodies to Aiden. Violet probably got caught up talking to some friends. I stepped carefully down the bleachers and along the side to the restrooms, which were empty. Huh. That was weird. Shaking off a sense of dread, I headed to the concession stand, not seeing Violet anywhere.

      A slim blonde behind the counter motioned me toward her. “Are you Yara or Anna?” she asked.

      “Anna.” Unease slammed through me.

      She handed me a folded note and Violet’s cell phone, which was turned off. “A girl with really blue eyes said to give this to you.”

      I unfolded the paper to read. I’m sorry, but I can’t stay. XO Violet.
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      We met in the area between the concessions and bathrooms, several of us accustomed to being in charge. Ultimately, Uncle Buddy took point.

      Yara looked around wildly, her face pale and pinched. “Should we stop the game?”

      Tessa winced. “The judge is out there. Will it hurt the adoption proceedings if he finds out she took off?”

      “It wouldn’t help,” I admitted. “But if she’s in danger, we need all hands on deck.”

      Buddy drew air in and then slowly exhaled. “All right. Tessa and Donna, you search this place from top to bottom and don’t be obvious about it. Nick and I will hit all the teenage hangouts around town. Yara, go home in case she goes there. Rory and Bosco will pick you up in a few minutes. If she isn’t at home, stay there while they search the Silverville spots. Anna and Aiden, look where she used to live and check any of her other usual haunts.”

      Aiden pulled on his dark jacket. “We’ll give it until midnight, and then those of us on this side of the pass will meet at my place. If we haven’t found her by then, we need to call in the authorities.”

      My knees wobbled. At least the note showed that she hadn’t been kidnapped. But why had she run? “Yara? Do you have any idea what’s going on in her head? Has she had a chance to meet with a counselor yet?”

      “No.” Yara threw up her hands. “We haven’t made an appointment yet, but I wasn’t worried. She was quiet for a couple of days and then snapped out of it. I figured she was just worried about the judge. Once we decided to meet up here and see the judge in a normal setting, she seemed fine. I just don’t know what could’ve happened. I thought she was having fun learning about basketball from Aiden.”

      I looked toward the concession stand. “Everyone stay here for just a second.” I headed back to talk to the blonde. “Hi. I need to ask you about the note you gave to me from the blue-eyed girl. Do you go to school here in Timber City?”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      I tried to look calm. “My name is Anna. I’m a friend of Violet’s—that’s her name. What’s yours?”

      “I’m Kami. I’m not in trouble, am I?” The girl’s eyes widened.

      I gave her my most reassuring smile when all I felt was pure panic. “Not at all. I’m just wondering about Violet. She used to attend school here in town before moving to Silverville. Is there any chance you recognized her?”

      “No. Sorry. I’m just a freshman, so I don’t know a lot of the older kids. Is she in trouble?”

      “No. Something spooked her for some reason, and I’m trying to help her.” I wanted to run outside like a wild woman and scream Violet’s name. “When she gave you the note, how did she seem?”

      Kami frowned as if trying to concentrate. She had a rounded heart-shaped face with light blue eyeshadow glimmering under the fluorescent lights. “I don’t know. I guess she seemed kind of stressed, like she was in a hurry and didn’t have time to find you to give you the note.”

      Where in the world would Violet need to go?

      The outside door opened, and I turned, hoping against reality that Violet had returned. Instead, my cousins Rory and Bosco Albertini hurried into the building, tall, broad, and looking grim. They reached their mother, towering protectively over her. It struck me then how much they looked like Buddy. He nodded at his boys, all business.

      “I’ll be right back, Kami.” I hustled toward my family. “Everyone follow Uncle Buddy’s instructions. I’ll finish talking to the girl at the concession stand, and then Aiden and I will drive over to Violet’s former apartment.” I didn’t think there was any way she would return there, but sometimes people stressing out needed to return somewhere familiar, and since I’d had her creepy former landlord arrested, she might feel safe there.

      The group nodded.

      Nick hesitated. “If we have a runaway, we need to report it.”

      “We don’t know that yet,” Yara protested, paling. “It’s been ten minutes. Maybe twenty. We know she left on her own because of the note, so let’s try to find her on our own, okay?”

      “Until midnight,” Nick agreed.

      Everyone dispersed.

      Aiden looked down at me. “Want me with you?”

      I looked back at Kami. “I might have a rapport with her. If I need your charm, I’ll signal.” I headed back to the quiet concession booth. “Sorry about that.”

      She looked toward the now empty doorway. “Everyone seems kind of stressed out. Is that Violet chick in trouble?”

      “No,” I said. “But I am worried about her. Did you see anybody talking to her before she gave you the note?”

      Kami tilted her head. “No, but she kept looking toward that side of the bleachers.” She pointed to the Clumsy Penguin’s side. “I don’t know if she was looking at anybody in particular, but she glanced there a few times before handing me the note and phone and running out the door.”

      I turned toward the bleachers and didn’t see any obvious threats. “Did anybody follow her out?”

      “I don’t think so, but I didn’t really watch,” Kami said. “The hotdogs needed to be turned, so I was concentrating on those.”

      “All right. Is there anything you can add to help us find her?”

      Kami shook her head. “Not really, except she bought about forty dollars’ worth of food to stuff into her backpack. Mainly chips and things.” She winced. “But I don’t want to get her into trouble. Junk food isn’t that bad.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I hurried into the restroom again to look for any clues, but there was nothing. Finally, I met up with Aiden, who was scrolling through his phone. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting my team on alert in case we need them.” Concern glittered in his too-blue eyes. “Besides her old place, I have no idea where to have them search.” He took my hand. “Let’s go, Angel.”

      I nodded, my nerves jangling. We had to find her.
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      The entire family met up at Aiden’s place at midnight, dejected and somewhat panicking. Nobody had found any sign of Violet on either side of the pass. Yara was beside herself at home.

      “We need to call the police,” I said as Donna and Tessa raided my freezer for prepped meals to cook for everyone.

      Uncle Buddy nodded. “I agree.”

      I took a deep breath and dialed Pierce’s direct number.

      “Pierce,” he mumbled sleepily.

      I winced. “Hi, it’s Anna.”

      Bedclothes rustled. “What’s up?” He sounded more alert now.

      I took a deep breath. “I should’ve called the station but wanted you on this. Violet disappeared. The girl my aunt and uncle are moving to adopt? She just took off.”

      Pierce cleared his throat. “How old is she?”

      “Sixteen,” I said.

      “When?”

      I gulped. “About five hours ago.”

      “Is there any sign she was kidnapped?”

      “No. She left a note saying she was sorry.”

      Pierce sighed. “We have a possible runaway? Did the note hint at suicidal intent?”

      The idea hadn’t even occurred to me. “No. I mean, I don’t think so.” Tears instantly filtered into my eyes. “We don’t know why she took off, Pierce. We have no idea.”

      “All right.” More movement sounded across the line. “I’ll call in a BOLO and head into the office. Text me a current picture of her and meet me there, okay?” He sounded gentler than normal, as if he understood that my mental state was rapidly sliding into pure panic.

      “Okay. A lot of people searched tonight, but we have no idea where else to look,” I said in a rush.

      He sighed. “You were a teenager once, I assume. Where would you go?”

      I would’ve gone to one of my aunt’s or uncle’s homes, but we already searched everywhere familiar for Violet. “You’re right. Let me talk to Aunt Yara again and see if anything comes to mind. Then I’ll meet you at the station to fill out any paperwork.” This would mess with the adoption proceedings, but right now, getting Violet home safely was all that mattered.

      Pierce clicked off.

      Nick scrubbed a hand through his hair. “He’s a decent guy when he’s not trying to put me in prison.”

      “Ditto,” Aiden said dryly.

      I called Aunt Yara.

      “Hello? Did you find her?” Yara asked, her normally calm voice rising.

      “No,” I said. “I need you to think hard right now. Violet has lived with you for weeks. If you were her, where would you go if you were scared and wanted to be hidden and safe for a while?”

      Quiet ticked over the line. “I’d go to your place.”

      I looked around. Violet was nowhere near us right now. I hadn’t looked at my office downtown, but the doors were locked and very secure with the new system Aiden had made sure was in place. “All right. If not there, where?”

      Yara sighed. “I don’t know, Anna. But I think you’ve made her feel safe from the beginning, so where would you go?”

      I’d go to Aiden’s or my parents’ house. We’d already checked both places.
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      Aiden drove to the police station as I settled back in the seat and tried to ease the ache in my shoulder. We’d quickly changed the bandage, and I’d taken some ibuprofen. Hopefully, that would kick in soon. My knee was better, so at least there was that, but I couldn’t stop worrying about Violet. It was a cold night, and I wasn’t sure she had found somewhere warm to sleep.

      We reached the station and walked up to Pierce’s office. He sat in ratty jeans and a torn T-shirt, obviously having rolled out of bed to meet with us.

      “Thank you for coming in on this,” I said. “I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “Happy to help,” he said, even his dark-blond hair looking tired. “Go through everything for me again, will you? I’ve already put out a BOLO for her.”

      “What about an Amber Alert?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. We only put those out when a kid is taken or if we believe they’re in imminent danger. For teenage runaways, unless we fear for their lives, we put out BOLOs.”

      This was my first missing teenager, so I hadn’t been sure. I ran him through the entire night and added that she had been nervous about the upcoming hearing.

      “She was having fun tonight,” Aiden said. “Something happened between the time she ran to the restroom and left. I don’t know what, but there was an intervening cause in this.”

      “Okay,” Pierce said. “Give me a list of everybody you know who was at the game.”

      Aiden reached into his back pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. “This is everybody I saw and knew.”

      I looked over. It was smart of him to have created the list. He had descriptions more than names. “You saw all of these people?”

      “I’m trained to see all of that.” He slung an arm over my shoulders.

      Very good point. I, however, was not. Still, I recited all the people I knew, which wasn’t that many.

      “We should also talk to both teams,” Pierce said. “I’ll get a list from the league as soon as I can get ahold of somebody later. For now, you’re probably our best bet for having an idea of where she went.”

      I shook my head. “We looked everywhere we thought she’d go.” I hoped she hadn’t headed into Spokane. The city was no longer safe at night. It had been all right when I was a kid, but things had changed. Washington state was kind of a mess in many of the cities right now. Plus, where would she go? “I guess there’s Spokane.”

      Aiden nodded. “I sent a couple of my guys to the bus station there and to wander the streets a little bit. They haven’t seen her, and I think she’s smarter than that. I don’t think she’d put herself in deliberate danger.”

      Neither did I, but still, I also didn’t think she’d run off in the middle of the basketball game. I tried to think through every second of the game but just couldn’t figure out what had spooked her.

      Pierce nodded. “I feel like you’ve done the most you can tonight and should get some sleep. We can all start searching again at first light. Did the rest of the family go home?”

      “No,” I said. “Everybody’s still out. Nobody knows where to look, but nobody’s going to stop.”

      Yara and Buddy had six boys. Three of them lived in Timber City, one in Silverville, and the other two over the Montana border. All of them had headed home to help search for Violet.

      “What about friends?” Pierce asked.

      “Yara’s on that,” I said. “She’s trying to track down anybody that goes to school with Violet. Unfortunately, Vi’s only been in Silverville for about a month, so I don’t know how many friends she’s made. It’s also the weekend, so it’s not like you can make an announcement at school.”

      “Yeah,” Aiden said. “But it’s Silverville. There are phone trees upon phone trees. I’m sure if Yara activates it...”

      “I don’t think Violet went back over to the valley. If she’s running away, she would go in the opposite direction, which means Spokane, which just isn’t smart, but she is smart. My guess is she’s here in town somewhere,” I said, going with my gut.

      The panic I felt was one unknown to me. I’d been worried about family members before, but not like this. Violet was a scared teenage girl on her own in the middle of a blizzard. “She’d seek shelter,” I said. “She’s smart. But where?”

      “Put yourself in her shoes,” Pierce said tiredly, reaching for a cup of coffee. He took a deep drink and grimaced. “Ugh, this is crap.”

      My chest compressed. “We have to find her.”

      “I have everybody on duty out looking, but nothing,” Pierce said.

      I had already figured out where I’d go. “I’d go back to Silverville, where it’s safe, but my gut feeling is that’s not what she did. She’s not at my office. She’s not at Aiden’s house. We checked Donna’s, and we checked Smiley’s. She’s not anywhere.”

      “Okay,” Pierce said. “Once you get about three hours of sleep, when dawn comes, it’ll be a lot easier to look. I’d check by your office again. She doesn’t have a key to get in, does she?”

      “No, but we have keypads now. I don’t believe she has the code, though. Plus, we searched the whole building.”

      “I would look there again,” Pierce said. “On your way home, and then... I don’t know. I really don’t. But don’t worry, we’ll find her.”

      Aiden nodded. “Thanks for the help, Pierce.”

      “You’ve got it.” He nodded at me. “Like I said, you need to concentrate on this and get Basanelli another lawyer soon. If nothing else, call Clark.” He brightened. “Hey, did you call Clark? Check his place?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I also called Oliver, just in case.”

      “Doesn’t he have a little crush on her?” Aiden asked.

      I thought about it. “Yeah.”

      Aiden nodded grimly. “We’re heading out to Oliver’s on the way home. We’ll check the office, and then his home. If we find anything, we’ll call you, Pierce.”

      “Thanks. I’ll keep on it until then. Talk soon.”

      Aiden and I left the police station and drove back to my office, where we keyed in the code and searched the entire building. Violet was nowhere to be seen.

      We then drove outside of town toward McLerrison’s farm. McLerrison was a widower who’d had Oliver arrested for riding dirt bikes on his property. Once I’d introduced them, I’d figured they were both kind of lost and lonely, so Donny took Oliver in. What Oliver didn’t know was that Donny had also put Oliver in his will, and Oliver would inherit millions someday. Hopefully in the far, far, far future.

      The lights were already on, which was suspicious. I knocked on the door, and Donny McLerrison opened it, his overalls worn and his gray hair under a blue cap. “Anna Albertini, what are you doing out at this time of the morning?”

      He pulled us inside, and I introduced him and Aiden. “I’m looking for Violet. Why are you up so early?”

      “I am a farmer. I’m always up early,” he said. “Come on in.”

      We went inside. “What about Oliver?”

      “He usually gets up early, too, but he’s sleeping in. Why?”

      Man, I hoped Violet was hiding somewhere in the warm farmhouse. “Could you get him for us, please?” I asked.

      Donny stared at me. “Is everything okay?”

      “No, but he’s not in trouble.”

      “All right.” Donny lumbered to the back of the farmhouse and returned with a sleepy-looking Oliver.

      His red hair was all over. He wore faded sweats and no T-shirt, showing his newly muscled chest and ripped abs. The kid had met his goal. Panic lit his eyes. “Anna, what are you doing here? What’s wrong?”

      “We can’t find Violet,” I said.

      His eyes widened, and his jaw slacked. “What?”

      My heart sank. Oliver had no idea where she was.
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      Around eight in the morning on Saturday, my phone buzzed as I put on another pot of coffee. My heart leapt at seeing the caller as Detective Pierce. I fumbled for it across the counter and yanked it to my ear. “Pierce? Pierce. Did you find her?”

      “No,” he said. “We’ve had no sightings, and I still have the BOLO out. Any news on your end?”

      My shoulders hunched. “No. We have people looking on this side of the pass and in Silverville, and a couple cousins headed into the Spokane area to search. We’re thinking about looking into Montana, but my gut feeling is that she would stick around here, not knowing where else to go, unless she decided on somewhere warm.”

      “I have officers watching the buses heading to California and farther south,” he said.

      “Oh, good. Thank you,” I murmured. “We also have Oliver Duck and some of his friends on it, calling all their buddies and looking at any other teenage haunts we might’ve missed.”

      Oliver had been beside himself. I’d never really seen the kid panicked before, even after being arrested for riding dirt bikes on McLerrison’s farm. I’d have preferred for him to be hiding her there. That I could deal with. This not knowing was killing all of us.

      “I appreciate the phone call, Pierce,” I said.

      He cleared his throat. “That’s not why I’m calling.”

      My heart sank. “What’s going on?”

      “I need Nick Basanelli to surrender himself at the station within the hour. That’s as long as I can give him until I have to go looking for him and arrest him publicly.”

      “Pierce,” I protested. “You’re kidding. We can’t handle this right now.”

      “I put it off for as long as I could, Anna. Honestly, he comes in now, or the next BOLO that goes out is for Basanelli, and that’ll hit the news faster than a rumor in Silverville.”

      I looked over to where Nick and Tessa were poring over maps of the area around the lake, just in case Violet had sought shelter in a summer cabin that had been closed up for the season. “All right, we’ll be right down.”

      Aiden reached for several mugs to begin pouring coffee. “What’s going on?”

      I looked at Nick. “We need to drive down to the station.”

      Tessa jumped up and whirled around. “Why? Did they find Violet?”

      “No, this is about Nick’s case,” I said calmly.

      She threw up her hands, somehow still looking Irish-lovely after searching all night with her strawberry-blond hair up in a ponytail, and her pale skin a mite paler than usual. “Nick’s case? We don’t have time for Nick’s case. We need to find Violet.”

      Nick stood, carefully expressionless. “How bad?”

      “We have to go,” I said, not wanting to alarm everybody in the room, which was foolish.

      Nick sighed. “All right.” He leaned over and kissed Tessa on the cheek. “Anna and I will go take care of this and be back shortly.”

      I let him have that one since he knew a lot more about the criminal defense system than I did. I hoped I could get him bonded out within the day, but it was Saturday. However, I figured Pierce was at least on our side for now. That wouldn’t last if this case proceeded any further.

      “I’ll drive,” Nick said grimly.

      Fine by me. My car was still in the shop.

      “Do you want me on this?” Aiden asked.

      “No,” I said. “Keep managing the search teams.”

      Tessa reached for her jacket tossed over one of Aiden’s barstools. “I’m coming with you.”

      I nodded. “I think that’s a good idea, actually.” I looked at Nick. He wore faded jeans and a gray sweater. His hair was ruffled, but I guessed he didn’t have to look his best to be arrested. “Give me a sec,” I said.

      I ran into our bedroom and quickly changed into black slacks, a red shell, and a black jacket before adding boots and pinning my hair up. I needed to look somewhat official as Nick’s attorney.

      Donning my heavy coat, I hustled out into the once-again-swirling snow and jumped into Nick’s truck. We made the drive silently and arrived at the police station to walk inside, where Pierce was already waiting near the reception area.

      “I’m sorry about this,” Pierce said.

      “Is it really necessary to do this today?” I stomped snow off my boots.

      “Yeah, I’m getting pressure from higher up. As I said, I held off for as long as I could. I’ll take you back to process you, and then we can meet in the interrogation room,” Pierce affirmed.

      Tessa wrung her hands. “What should I do?”

      Pierce jerked his head toward the stairs. “You can sit in my office until he’s released. After processing, I’d appreciate an interview, Basanelli.”

      I took a deep breath. “You managed to get a judge to come in today?” It was early on Saturday, and there was a chance Nick would’ve had to cool his heels in a cell until Monday to get a bail hearing.

      “Yeah,” Pierce said. “In fact, Judge Williams is looking over the arrest and booking information, and I provided recommendations from not only myself but other officers and a couple of attorneys in the prosecuting attorney’s office. We asked for judicial review. If she grants such, Nick should be released without a bail hearing.”

      “What are the chances?” I asked.

      Pierce shrugged. “I have no idea. We have to do everything by the book, and a special prosecutor has not been appointed yet. However, Basanelli has strong ties to the community, has done a good job as the prosecuting attorney, and I think there’s a decent chance the judge will trust that he won’t run.” Pierce stared at Nick. “Right?”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Nick said grimly.

      “Good.” Pierce nodded toward a couple of uniformed officers waiting down the short hallway. “We’ll meet in the interrogation room in about fifteen minutes, Anna. Tessa, you can’t be there.”

      She held up her hands. “Fine. I’ll go hang out in your office again. Do you have any doughnuts?”

      “No.” Pierce took Nick away.

      I couldn’t believe this. The timing could not have been worse. I walked up to Pierce’s office with Tessa and got her settled in. She was already on the phone with our cousins, having everybody check in about Violet.

      “Why don’t you set up a group text?” I asked. We’d all been calling each other all night, and it was getting tedious.

      “That’s a good idea,” she said. “I’ll do that so everybody can be involved. We’ve been scrambling so much all night. I’m surprised we didn’t think of that before.”

      Panic would do that to a family. I hurried out of the room, stopping by the bullpen to get what smelled like a fresh cup of coffee. I turned to see Bud Orlov in the doorway. “Hey, Bud,” I said.

      “Albertini,” he returned.

      Bud was a uniformed police officer who had provided protection duty to me more than once. I’d accidentally gotten him shot, so he always stepped warily around me. “I heard about Basanelli.”

      “Yeah, he didn’t do it,” I said.

      “I hope not. We all make mistakes when we’re kids.” Bud was a broad guy with a buzz cut and seemed to be in a philosophical mood today.

      “How’s the wife?” I asked.

      He gave me a look, turned on his heel, and disappeared. I had thought he was interested in my sister Donna for a little while, and then we’d found out he was married but separated. Rumor had it his wife was in town, but that was all the information I could obtain. Not that it was any of my business. Still, curiosity sometimes got to me.

      I took my coffee down to the warmer of the two interrogation rooms and sat inside, waiting for Pierce and Nick to return. They soon did, and Nick looked none the worse for the wear. It must have been a quick procedure to get fingerprinted and all.

      Pierce engaged the cameras on the walls and gave the date and time of the interview of Nick Basanelli with his attorney present. “Did you kill your father?” Pierce asked right off the bat.

      “As I said before, no,” Nick returned.

      “What evidence do you possibly have?” I asked.

      Pierce pulled the knife out of his briefcase, still encased in the evidence bag. “The knife has your prints on it, Basanelli.”

      “It’s my knife—or it was years ago. I had no idea what happened to it.”

      “Are there any other prints on it?” I asked.

      Pierce shook his head. “Nope.”

      Great. “I find that odd. Didn’t everybody use that knife?” I asked.

      Nick nodded. “Yeah, anybody who wanted it used it. At least one of my brother’s prints should be on there—and my dad’s, too.”

      “We just have yours. There are some smatterings and smudges toward the tip of the handle, but nothing we could identify,” Pierce begrudgingly shared.

      “We know it’s the murder weapon?” Nick asked.

      Pierce turned the bag around. “Yes. This has been identified as the murder weapon. Is there any chance you and your father got into a scuffle or fight?”

      “You know we did. Everybody probably knows we did at this point,” Nick said.

      “Tell me everything.”

      I looked at Nick. We had to explain. Obviously, DNA had been found.

      Nick nodded. “My brothers and I came home from football practice and found my dad. He’d smacked my mom around, and we lost it. We beat him up pretty good, packed his bags, and kicked him out. He was very much alive, as you know, since he was seen with Imogen Wilson at the Pig’s Tavern on the way out of town.”

      “He wasn’t wearing anything bloody,” Pierce said.

      I stiffened. “What was he wearing?”

      “From the best of everyone’s recollection, he was wearing a white button-down shirt and jeans. We found him in the same clothing. Plus, the blood was found on Imogen, not your dad.”

      “I didn’t go anywhere near Imogen,” Nick said.

      Pierce’s green gaze narrowed on Nick. “Your blood was found on her shirt, and unless you can explain that, a special prosecutor will be appointed this coming week to pursue a case against you. Also, the blood of both victims is on the knife bearing your prints, which again, is the murder weapon.”

      “I can’t explain it,” Nick said. “But I expect you to do a better job of figuring it out, because I did not kill either of those people.”

      “It doesn’t look good,” Pierce said. “There’s going to be an outcry that you were let out without bail, just so you know.”

      Wonderful. Just what we needed. More bad press. “I understand,” Nick said.

      Pierce pulled the evidence back. “There will also be pressure to bring you in until a pre-trial conference.”

      “It’s too late. Can’t do that now that I’ve been let out without bail,” Nick said.

      I didn’t know that, but I didn’t practice criminal law like he did, so I was going with him on that.

      “We’ll see,” Pierce said. “Don’t leave town.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” Nick said.

      Pierce leaned back. “Okay. I’d like to go into more detail about your relationship with your father. How often did he hit you and what did he do to your mom?”

      I stood. “This interview is over.” Anything else Nick could possibly say would only incriminate him further.

      “Do you have an alibi for the murders?” Pierce asked.

      “Since we don’t exactly know the time and place of death, you’d have to give me more information,” Nick said smoothly. “I’m sure I have several alibis for that time, but you need to nail down the timeline.”

      Pierce’s gaze narrowed. “I’m asking about the night your father and Imogen disappeared. Maybe during that weekend. Do you have an alibi for that time?”

      “It’s well known that I was camping with my brothers,” Nick said.

      “Did anybody else see you?” Pierce asked.

      I pulled on Nick’s good arm, wondering belatedly how his arrow wound was healing. Mine was much better, at least if the stitches didn’t pull. “That’s all the information we’re willing to give up at this time, Detective Pierce.”

      It was one thing to speak and give Pierce details he already knew, especially since we’d gleaned some facts in return, but Nick needed to be quiet now. There was a reason suspects had a right to remain silent. Nick needed to do so right now.

      I cleared my throat. “We’re leaving now. We have to find Violet.”

      Nick stilled as if he’d forgotten about the girl. “Of course, yes. Let’s go.” He stood and looked at Pierce. “Was there any other DNA found at the scene?”

      Pierce lifted his chin. “Your attorney needs to make a request for evidence.”

      “I will,” I said.

      Nick smiled. “There’s other DNA. Blood?”

      Pierce clicked the cameras off. “Yes. Can’t be identified. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

      Nick’s face looked like it had been carved from granite. “Thanks.”

      We walked out with chills sliding down my back. Tessa met us in the hallway, her gaze concerned. Nick gave her a sharp nod and said, “Let’s go.”

      I could almost feel the distance starting to widen between them. He was going to be an idiot and push her away in an effort to protect her from everything about to come. Damn it. I wished he’d been able to propose at the basketball game. That was the third time we’d failed. Apparently, bad things did come in threes.

      We walked down to the main floor, and cameras instantly started snapping.

      Jolene O’Sullivan elbowed her way in front of several other reporters, shoving her microphone toward Nick. “Prosecutor Basanelli, is it true you were just arrested for killing your father?”

      I was wrong. Bad things came in fours.
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      Sunday morning arrived after Aiden and I had grabbed about three hours of sleep. The family was pretty much sleeping in shifts on both sides of the mountain pass while searching for Violet. Her situation had hit the front page of the newspaper, on the bottom fold beneath Nick’s case—which held center stage. There was a picture of us walking down the police steps with Detective Pierce.

      The headline read: Prosecuting Attorney Gets Special Treatment in Murder Case. The byline, of course, was by Jolene O’Sullivan.

      I didn’t think she truly understood the enemies she made with that statement. Nonna Albertini had already ordered a special wooden spoon with Jolene’s name on it. Besides, Nick qualified for the judicial review, and Judge Williams was as honest as they came. So when the reporters started calling me, I ignored them. I had nothing to say.

      Aiden dressed quickly, as did I, and we headed out to his living room. It was just the two of us this morning since everybody had scattered to their own places to either sleep or regroup before searching some more.

      “I had the witness in the missile case brought up today instead of tomorrow,” Aiden said. “I figured since we had the guy in custody, we should just get a move on it now, especially since Nick was just arrested for the murder. The sooner I figure out what’s happening, the better.”

      “You know there’s a chance the two cases aren’t related,” I said, having stared at my murder board on the laundry room wall for over fifteen minutes. I still needed to buy pencils to start labeling everything.

      He finished his mug of coffee. “I think it’s entirely possible the two aren’t related, but I don’t like the timing. How about you stick with me today?”

      Ah. The over-protective gene was back. “I’d rather search for Violet. I’m armed and I’ll make sure I’m safe.”

      He sighed. “I think you’re safe for now. Even if the main Cupid knows where we live, nobody is out there now, and I’ll make sure we’re not followed.” He glanced at his watch. “You can drop me at my office. Keep your gun with you, and don’t hesitate if you need to use it. Got it?”

      I glanced at the clock. “When is your guy getting to town?”

      “He should be there later this afternoon. I need to prepare for the interview and go through all of his work history, do a deep dive on his internet usage, and investigate his classified searches in each database. Unless you want me with you today.”

      If I had any clue where to look for Violet, I would ask for his help. “No, that’s okay. Really. I’m just spinning wildly. I thought I’d return to her old apartment again, and then...” I just didn’t know what to do, but I couldn’t stop looking. Sitting home and waiting wouldn’t work.

      We left the door unlocked and the security alarm off in case she returned, along with a big note for her to call us. We’d also left her phone next to the note. Hopefully, if she saw it, she would call, but at this point, I was starting to wonder if we’d find her at all. She was a smart girl. If she really wanted to disappear, she could, but her resources were limited. Way too limited.

      “All right.” Aiden gathered me in for a hug once we shut the door, warming me from head to toe. “We’re going to find her. She’s smart enough to stay safe until we do. Okay?” He kissed the top of my head.

      “Okay.”

      I also needed to track down Oliver and make sure he wasn’t going absolutely insane. I was afraid he hadn’t slept since the morning before when we woke him up. I knew he’d been to every teenage hangout in town and then started his own phone tree that led to more and more kids. Hopefully, somebody had at least seen her.

      We headed out to Aiden’s snow-covered truck, and he scraped it off while I sat inside, trying to get the heater to hurry up. How was Violet staying warm right now? The fear felt like it wanted to choke me. Aiden stretched inside the rapidly warming truck, backed out of the drive, and drove through town to his office building on the lake. When he parked and stepped out, I scooted over to the driver’s seat, inching it far closer to the steering wheel. “Thanks for letting me take your truck again.”

      “Not a problem.” He leaned in and kissed me, his lips firm and warm. He leaned back to study me, his body solid against the wind and his eyes so blue it almost hurt to look at them. “We weren’t followed, and you’re in my truck, so I think you’ll be fine. Do not get out of the truck, and call me to check in every hour.”

      I patted my overlarge purse. “I’m packing, and I’ll watch my six.”

      He glanced at my purse, and his jaw tensed. “Every hour. I’ll text you if I get anything from this guy that’ll help Nick. At the very least, I’ll be able to get a feeling about him during the interview.”

      “All right,” I said. “Thanks.”

      I drove out to a somewhat rough area of town and looked at the dilapidated building where I’d found Violet in what seemed like years ago. Then I waited to make sure I wasn’t followed. After about fifteen minutes, I figured that was good enough. I hadn’t promised Aiden I’d stay in his truck, and I was feeling pretty safe.

      Shrugging, I jumped out of the truck and kicked through the snow on the unshoveled walkway to climb the stairs to her now abandoned apartment. She wasn’t there. I knocked on several doors, and like before, nobody answered. Either folks were out working or didn’t want to be disturbed.

      Saying a silent prayer for Violet’s safety, I made my way back to the still-warm truck and turned on the heat. I hoped Violet wasn’t too cold, wherever she was. I called Aunt Yara again. “You have something?” she asked instantly.

      “No. Do you? I should have used the group text, but I just wanted to hear your voice,” I said quietly.

      She sighed, sounding worried. “I can’t believe we can’t find her. I raised six kids, and I’ve had foster kids stay with us before. They always go somewhere familiar when they’re afraid. Somewhere they first felt safe.”

      “She first felt safe with you,” I said.

      “No,” Yara said. “She first felt safe with you.”

      Violet and her dog had stayed at my place with Aiden there, and I thought she’d learned to trust us. How could she leave her dog behind? She loved him and must have been terrified to leave him. “She hasn’t come to our place.” Even my bones felt tired. “I’m going out to that diner where she used to work. I’ll call or text you later.”

      “Okay. Thanks, honey. We’re going to search around the school here again.” Yara clicked off.

      I did a U-turn and headed back toward Lilac Lake. Yara’s words kept spinning around in my mind. Violet had first felt safe with me. I’d taken her to Smiley’s Diner, then back to her crappy apartment, and then finally home with me.

      Wait a minute. At that time, I wasn’t living with Aiden. I’d lived in my little cabin on the outskirts of a bigger estate, and my place had partially burned down. But only partially. My heart leapt into my throat, and I pressed the pedal down, driving faster. It wouldn’t be a good place to hang out, so she probably wasn’t there, but it was the one place I hadn’t thought to look.

      We’d abandoned it because it wasn’t safe.

      I pulled up to the cabin and noted the horrible fire damage not only to the structure but also to several of the outlying trees from the bombs. I’d had a stalker for most of my life, and he had made his move by finally bombing my place and burning half of it down. But Jareth Davey was dead. The owners of the estate had decided not to rebuild, and a part of me wondered if it was because they didn’t want me renting from them again.

      If so, I couldn’t really blame them.

      I jumped out of the truck and kicked my way through the snow to what had been the front door. It hung haphazardly, with the framing burned black beneath a dusting of snow. Wincing, I stepped inside, noting that most of the roof had burned away.

      Snow covered the entire living room. The left side of the house, which had held the laundry room and my bedroom, had taken some damage, but not as much. I opened the bedroom door to see an empty room with snow scattered across the formerly pretty wooden floor. My gaze caught on the sliding glass door to the outside deck.

      Man, I’d loved that deck.

      I looked closer. A makeshift fire was at the edge of the deck, still smoldering. Excitement grabbed me. “Violet,” I called out.

      I looked around and noticed the closed closet door. Running forward, I yanked it open, looking down to see Violet huddled beneath her coat, her eyes wide. Several empty potato chip bags were scattered on the floor to her side. I ducked in and grabbed her, pulling her out for a hug.

      She pushed against me. “What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?” I snapped. Although I had to give her props for building the fire outside to stay warm. If she kept the glass door open, some of the heat would still come in, although it was lucky she hadn’t burned the rest of the place down.

      “I told you I was sorry. I can’t come back with you.” Tears filled her eyes.

      I looked at her. “You’re hungry and wet. You’re cold and exhausted. You think you can take me right now?” Now that I’d found her safely, anger at what she’d put us all through filtered through me. Even so, the concern ran deeper.

      “Probably,” she said, her chin lowering.

      I grinned. “Okay, I like the spunk. Come on, let’s get in Aiden’s truck and turn the heat on full blast.”

      She looked beyond me. “Aiden’s here?” Hope filled her voice.

      “Hey, he’s my crush, not yours.” I slung an arm over her shoulders, trying to sound normal and not start bawling since I’d found her safe. I didn’t want to scare her away again. “Come on, you have a million people out looking for you. You’ve even hit the press.”

      She winced. “I’m in the paper?”

      “Yeah, you’re in the paper. You’ve been missing since Friday night.” I gently pulled her along.

      She grabbed her backpack and came with me outside through the snow, wearily climbing into Aiden’s truck.

      I started the engine and turned the heat on full blast. “All right, what happened?”

      She looked at the vent and held her hands out, moaning. “I can’t tell you.”

      “You’re going to have to tell me.”

      “No,” she said. “I can’t. I won’t.”

      I grabbed my phone and sent out a text to the entire family. I FOUND VIOLET. SHE’S OKAY. I DON’T HAVE ANY DETAILS YET.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      I looked over at her. “The entire family is out looking for you in the snow and cold right now. So is Oliver Duck and pretty much everybody we know.”

      She hunkered down in her coat. “I didn’t want anybody to look for me. I’m sixteen years old. I’m old enough to live on my own.”

      “In the closet in my old, burned-out house?” I asked gently.

      A small smile played on her lips. “I didn’t say it was ideal.”

      “Violet, come on. You have to tell me what happened.”

      She crossed her arms. “No, I’m sorry.”

      “Huh.” My text dinged. I looked down to see that it was from Uncle Buddy. He said he would meet us at Aiden’s place.

      “All right.” I pulled the truck out. I wasn’t very far away from my new home. “Buddy would like to speak with you.”

      “Hell no.” Violet scrambled for the door.

      I grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “Are you afraid of Buddy?”

      She blinked. “Yes.”

      My breath caught. How could anybody be afraid of Buddy?

      Her chin dropped. “I don’t want him to think badly of me. I like Buddy. He wanted to be my dad.”

      “He still wants to be your dad,” I said. “No matter what you’ve done or what has happened, Violet, we’re going to be family. We’re going to help you.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not how it works. He’s not going to want me anymore, and I’d rather just go.”

      Dread started to slide down my back. What exactly was she talking about?
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      We were quiet for the remaining drive until we reached Aiden’s place. “Come on. You might as well face the music,” I said. “I wish you trusted me.”

      “I do trust you,” she said. “But we just have to leave things the way they are.” Tears filled her violet-blue eyes. “I’m really sorry.”

      “So am I.” I wanted to help her more than anything.

      We jumped out of the truck and crossed through the billowing snow to the front door. She walked inside, and Buddy instantly pulled her forward into a hug. I was gratified to see her grab him tight and hold on. He drew her over to a sofa near the fireplace.

      I frowned. “When did we get a sofa?”

      “Rory brought it over earlier this morning after you left,” Buddy said. “We keep meeting here. We needed furniture. There’s more coming later.”

      It was one of Rory’s creations. He had carved it out of wood and added thick, black cushions. The piece looked wonderful.

      Violet sat, and Buddy knelt before her. “Are you okay? Were you hurt?” he asked, his voice calm and gaze intense. Compared to her, he was a barrel of a man and towered over her, but he seemed to be trying to be gentle.

      She shook her head. “I’m not hurt. I got a little cold, but I built a fire to stay warm.”

      “Smart,” he said with approval in his gaze.

      She blinked and then blushed. “It wasn’t that big a deal.”

      “It was intelligent,” he said. “And you took food to survive. That’s good.”

      She looked away and then back. “Thanks.”

      “Why did you leave?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I can’t tell you. I don’t want you to know.”

      He nodded. “I understand that. I’ve done things in life that make me sometimes wonder if they were right or wrong. But they are what they are. Violet, what you don’t seem to understand is that you’re not alone. No matter what you’ve done, no matter what danger you might be in, it’s not just you anymore. It’s us. We will handle it. All of us.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “What if you don’t approve?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “We’re a family. We don’t need the judge to sign those adoption papers. It’ll be nice when he finally does, but we don’t need that. We’re family. If there’s a problem, even if it’s one we created, we fix it. It’s a we situation, not a you situation. You need to understand that.”

      Tears finally filled her eyes and started to drop. I wasn’t surprised to find that my eyes had filled, as well.

      “Now tell me,” he said gently. “Whatever it is.”

      She gulped. “There’s a man.”

      Buddy straightened, just slightly. “Go on,” he said very calmly.

      Tears hung on her lashes. “There were times my great-aunt couldn’t pay the rent at the apartment.”

      “Did this man help?” he asked.

      She looked down at her hands. “Yes. Kind of, I guess.”

      Nausea rolled in my stomach. “For what?” I asked, not really wanting to know.

      She sighed. “I know how to pickpocket.”

      That was not what I’d expected her to say. “You know how to pickpocket?”

      “Yeah.” She winced. “I can lift a wallet or purse pretty easily.”

      “You robbed people?” I asked.

      Her face turned crimson. “Yes, quite a bit. I also stole certain things from different stores. Just slipped them into my pocket and walked out. I can look pretty innocent sometimes.”

      “You were a thief?” Buddy asked, relief filling his voice.

      “Well, yeah.” She focused solely on him.

      Buddy rubbed his chin, his shoulders relaxing. “Huh. That’s an interesting talent I never thought we’d need, but you never know. What else did you do?”

      “That’s all,” she said. “But I stole from people, Buddy. The judge isn’t going to let you adopt me. I mean, you don’t have thieves in the Albertini family.”

      Uncle Buddy snorted. “You’d be surprised what we have, sweetheart, but I need you to tell me the full truth. Did this man ever hurt you?”

      She plucked at a string on her worn jeans. “No. He did threaten me a couple of times.”

      “Did he touch you?”

      “Oh, God, no,” Violet said. “Not at all. Nothing like that. But he found out I was going to be adopted by you and said he wants me to get him into Yara’s antique store so he can rob it.”

      She looked under her lashes at me. “He also wants into your office, Anna. I told him you don’t have anything valuable, and he said that all legal files are valuable. That it’s good for blackmail. I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to help him, but he said he would tell you all what I’ve done, and he’d tell the police and get me arrested. Then I saw him at the game like he knew I’d be there. So, I ran away instead.”

      Anger burned through me. “He’s taken on the wrong family. If he turned you in, he’d have to turn himself in, as well, Violet. He’s blowing smoke.”

      Buddy patted her knee. “You’re with us now, sweetheart. There’s no more protecting us and going off on your own, okay? Do you know what the primary job of a dad is?”

      She looked up. “I don’t know. I’ve never had one.”

      That hit me right in the chest.

      “Um, I guess to make sure there’s food on the table?” she whispered.

      He chuckled. “That’s one of the things, but mainly it’s to protect you. Period. It goes one way. If you have a problem, if you have a fear, you come to me, and I take care of it. If something happens to me and I can’t take care of it, you’ve got six brothers as well as a fierce mom. Got it?”

      Violet still looked uncertain, but she nodded. “Okay.” Tears finally fell down her face, and she ducked forward into a hug, holding him tightly.

      An odd idea formed in my head. “Violet, what does this guy look like? Is he in really good shape, good-looking, tall?”

      “No,” she said. “Not at all. In fact, he’s short and very wide. Fat, I would say.”

      “Was his name Lenny?” I asked quickly.

      She scrunched up her face. “No, it’s Saul Nelson.”

      Could that be the other Cupid?
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      Buddy took Violet to the police station to meet with Detective Pierce and close out her case while I drove through the chilly town and turned around Lilac Lake toward Aiden’s office. I figured since we’d found Violet, I needed to concentrate on getting Nick cleared from this murder charge. On the way, I called Jolene O’Sullivan, somewhat sorry I had her direct number, but some bad things in life were necessary.

      “O’Sullivan,” she answered.

      “Hi, it's Anna Albertini.” I slowed to maneuver around an icy berm.

      Dead silence met my proclamation for a moment. “Hi. Are you angry about any of the coverage lately, and would you like to make a statement to that effect? Maybe whine a little bit?”

      “I’m calling you to let you know that Violet Maseretti was found safely. She was camping out in Hayden.”

      “Why did she run away from all of you?” Jolene asked.

      Irritation smacked me, and I shoved it away. “She didn't run away. She was camping. That's all I have for you, but I thought you should at least print the truth.” I clicked off before she could ask any more questions and pulled into the nicely shoveled parking area of Aiden's wide building.

      Shaking off Jolene cooties, I jumped out of the truck and hurried across the salted ground to the front door, stepping inside. Saber sat behind the reception desk with stacks of file folders around him. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Getting organized,” he said. “We need to hire somebody for the front desk, but I figured I’d put all our cases in the appropriate file cabinets. These just arrived, so I unpacked them.”

      “Great,” I praised. “Did your guy get here yet?”

      “Yep, he’s here. He’s in the interrogation room with Aiden. I suppose you want to watch?”

      Did I ever. “Yep.” I didn't lie and say that Aiden had said it was okay. If Saber assumed, then that was on him.

      “Come on this way.” He opened a divider, and I walked behind the reception desk. “To the left,” he said, pointing to a door he opened with a keypad. I followed him down a long hallway and then turned left into a small room. Saber flipped on the light. The room was vacant, and a one-way mirror looked into a rather stark-appearing interrogation room with dark walls and no windows. The lake was on the other side of the building, so I wasn't surprised.

      Aiden sat with his back to me, and a profusely sweating man sat across from him.

      “Thanks, Saber,” I said.

      “Sure thing. I think there’s coffee in the kitchen if you want any.” With that, Saber turned and loped away, but I didn’t want to miss anything. Even though coffee sounded really good.

      Aiden looked relaxed, at least from behind, and the man in front of him appeared to be maybe around six feet tall with short, gray hair, a goatee a few shades darker, and blue eyes behind rimmed eyeglasses. Aiden clicked the button on the table, and twin cameras lit up on either side of the room.

      Anticipation chilled my veins. I hadn’t missed anything. They’d just started.

      “State your name for the record,” Aiden said, his tone rather congenial for him.

      “Um...um...my name is Milton Sandpaper,” the guy said, wiping his brow. He had to be in his mid-fifties.

      Aiden reached for a pad of paper and a pen. “Where do you work?”

      “Um... I work at the JAG Legal Center and School in Charlottesville, Virginia. Why am I here?” It seemed like he’d tried to drum up some outrage, but he was failing miserably.

      “I think you know why you're here,” Aiden said, kicking back. “How about you tell me everything I want to know, and I’ll let you go without arresting you?”

      Milton fidgeted. “Um, I really don’t have any idea why I'm here.”

      “Alrighty, we’ll play it that way, then.” Aiden pulled a file folder to his side and flipped it open. “About a month ago, you conducted some pretty in-depth research into a case involving Nick Basanelli as a JAG officer regarding the theft of missiles. Do you remember that?”

      “Vaguely.” Milton’s gaze darted away and then back. “I do a lot of research, man. That’s my job.”

      Aiden’s head lifted, and he must’ve given Milton his badass and slightly pissed expression because Milton paled. “Not to this degree. I’ve obtained a warrant for your email and cell phone records, and I spent the day going through those. You call several numbers a lot, including one Mistress Dominica.”

      Milton turned beet-red. “That...well, that’s none of your business,” he sputtered.

      “Probably not, but I did find it interesting. Do you meet up once in a while, or does she just spank you metaphorically over the phone?”

      Milton coughed. “That’s, ah, that’s irrelevant.”

      Aiden waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it, Milton. Lots of folks like to be spanked. In fact, my adorable and sneaky girlfriend keeps putting herself in situations where she’s looking to find herself tossed over my knee.” He glanced over his shoulder very quickly, his eyes a blazing blue.

      My butt hitched. Or tingled. Or maybe both. But the damage was done, and here I was. Perhaps I should’ve asked to sit in on the interview. Hopefully, I didn’t get Saber in trouble. Probably not. Aiden knew me.

      He turned back to Milton. “There were several other often-repeated numbers in your records. One belonging to your brother, one for some friends you apparently golf with once in a while, and then there was an unknown number I couldn’t track, which means it’s a burner. You know what, Milton?”

      “What?” Milton stuttered.

      “I’d really like to know who was on the other end of that burner phone.”

      Milton crossed his arms, his hands visibly shaking. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      I could hear the change in Aiden’s voice, so he must have smiled, and when he smiled and used a loaded tone, he could be downright terrifying. Given how Milton shrank back in his chair, I’d say he agreed with that assessment.

      “Now,” Aiden said calmly, “I can go through the effort of tracing the burner phone, finding where it was purchased, looking for all CCTV in the area, and discovering who this person is, or you can help me, save me the trouble, and then I won’t come after you with everything I have. What do you think you should do right now, Milton?”

      Milton paled and looked around again. “Should I get a lawyer?”

      “That is entirely up to you. Right now, you’re not under arrest. If you want a lawyer, you can get one, but then all offers to help you are off the table. You want to be on the opposite side of this from me, you’ve got it. I'm more than happy to take you down. But if you want to help me, wouldn’t you rather have me for a friend than an enemy?”

      I found myself nodding along with Milton. Having Aiden for an enemy was a death sentence. Milton was no dummy.

      “Hey, I didn't do anything wrong,” he said.

      “Actually, you did,” Aiden returned. “According to the emails that also went to an address I haven’t yet identified, you sent records that you shouldn’t have had access to. I’m sure you know how to get around a few of the firewalls given how long you’ve worked at the Legal Center and School, but this involved a case years ago. And we’re talking about missiles.”

      Milton audibly gulped. “But…”

      Aiden cut him off. “Not only that, these weapons have supposedly made their way into the United States. If you obstruct justice here, I have to wonder, are you a part of this? Are you planning a terrorist attack on the United States?”

      Milton looked like he was about to faint. He turned the color of mushy chalk and gagged. I reared back out of instinct, but Aiden didn’t move.

      “I don't know anything about missiles or an attack on the U.S.,” Milton gasped, his arms dropping. “Honest. I’d never do anything like that.”

      “Then I strongly suggest you help me,” Aiden said, his voice no longer even remotely nice.

      Milton wiped off his brow. “Okay. Okay, I will. It was just a favor for a buddy. I mean, we knew each other in high school, and he contacted me asking if I knew anything about a Nick Basanelli, who used to be a JAG officer. Said it’d be a great help if he could know about a few of Basanelli’s cases. Just a couple of details. That’s all, I swear. That’s all.”

      “Did you ask him why he wanted to know?”

      “No. I mean, he just kind of hinted that he was playing a practical joke and maybe he... I don’t know. They were buddies. I thought he was playing a practical joke. Yeah, that’s it.”

      Milton had apparently decided upon his avenue of response.

      Aiden tapped his pen on the file folder, somehow making even that sound intimidating. “Why the focus on the missile case?”

      “Something about them never being found caught my friend’s attention. So, I dug up all the info I could.”

      Aiden shook his head. “You should’ve known better than to discuss missiles with anybody, and I’m quickly losing the desire to help you out. I want the truth, and I want it now. What’s his name?”

      “You have to keep me out of it, man. You have to promise me.”

      “I'm not promising you a damn thing,” Aiden said. “Cooperate now, and at the most, you'll probably just get fired from your job. It’s not up to me whether you get charged with anything by the Navy for looking at records and passing them on when you shouldn’t have. That’s not my purview. I’m with the ATF. But I will let everybody know you cooperated fully, and I imagine getting fired will be the worst of your days. Maybe some community service.”

      Milton was obviously trying to hold on to his one piece of leverage, but it was a losing battle. “You’ll really go to bat for me?”

      “Yeah, I'll tell the truth. How about you do that now?”

      “Fine,” Milton said. “He was just a friend from high school, and I wanted to help him out. His name is Saul Nelson.”

      Holy crap. It was the same guy who had been trying to blackmail Violet.

      We had to find him. Now.
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      I turned the seat heaters on extra high as Aiden and I drove away from his office. “What are you going to do with Milton?” I asked.

      “We’ll turn him over to NCIS.” Aiden slowed to turn onto the main lake road. More snow had fallen, and a layer of ice still covered the asphalt beneath the new powder.

      “Do you think he’ll get in a lot of trouble?”

      “Not really. I’ll send a recommendation that he not, but he needs to be fired.”

      I put my elbow on the door by the window and rested my cheek on it. My stitches protested but didn’t pull out. “I can’t quite connect the dots here. Why would one of the Cupids have dug up information about Nick just to mess with him for a while?”

      Aiden shook his head. “I don’t know. This happened right after that first robbery.”

      “You think Nick somehow identified one of the robbers? Like maybe he knew him and just didn’t put it together?” That seemed weak to me. “I think it’s more likely that it has to do with the murder charge. I mean, the more Nick gets bombarded at one time, the less time he has to devote to defending himself. Plus, well, there’s a lot of bad press. Maybe that’s it,” I murmured. “Maybe somebody wants him to look bad.”

      “Who do you think wants his job?” Aiden asked.

      Excellent question. “I assume anybody in the prosecuting attorney’s office right now. I’ve never liked that Orrin.” Orrin ganged up on Violet previously, which is why I had initially jumped into the case. “Or,” I mused, “it has to do with the murder charge. Maybe the real murderer wants Nick and everybody else preoccupied with other matters.”

      Aiden sighed. “Yeah, but who could that be? So far, Saul doesn’t have a connection to Nick, neither did Lenny, and the lead guy doesn’t fit the description of anybody associated with the case.”

      True. The Wilson brothers were older and rather dumpy. Plus, Spencer had been on a boat in Alaska, and Wayne, although married to Imogen at the time, hadn’t left prints or DNA at the scene. Of course, that didn’t completely clear him. “My money’s on Lisa Robinson,” I said. “We need to see if there’s any connection between her and Saul Nelson.”

      I reached for my phone and dialed Detective Pierce.

      “Hi, Anna. What’s up now?” he said by way of answer.

      I held my breath. “Is Violet finished, and did you let her go home with Buddy and Yara?”

      “Yeah, we just sent her home with your aunt and uncle.”

      Relief filtered through me. “What a relief. There was no problem with the temporary custody?”

      “Yeah, there was a problem. I had to fight Idaho Department of Health and Welfare because they said they couldn’t let her go home with a family she’d run away from until we had a hearing. Unfortunately, or, well, I guess fortunately in this situation, no temporary foster homes were taking kids, so we didn’t really have a choice.”

      It scared me that she might’ve had to go somewhere else. She was fragile right now, and I was thankful that Pierce had intervened and at least helped her go to Yara and Buddy’s.

      “It doesn’t look good for your hearing this coming week, though,” Pierce said.

      My limbs chilled. “Did Violet tell you about the upcoming hearing?”

      “Yeah, she seemed really worried. I don’t know what you’re going to do, but you’d better think of something.”

      “I will.” I had no idea what, but I had a bit of time since the hearing wasn’t until Thursday. “For now, the ATF has authorized me to inform you that Saul Nelson, our second Cupid robber, is the one who had a friend with military record access research Nick’s past cases and found the one about the missiles. Whoever sent the anonymous letter was based on that.”

      “That’s interesting,” Pierce said. “Someone’s messing with Basanelli big time.”

      I nodded my head, even though we were on the phone. “My guess is either somebody wants his job, or they want him preoccupied during this murder investigation.”

      “All right,” Pierce said. “I’m already conducting a background check on Saul Nelson based on Violet’s statement. I’ll add a search for any connection between him and Nick Basanelli, Richard Basanelli, and Imogen Wilson. We’ll see if we can figure this out.”

      “Thanks, Pierce.” The man sounded exhausted. “Why don’t you get some sleep? I promise I won’t bother you until tomorrow, at least mid-morning.” Maybe he could even take the morning off. Although, considering it would be Monday, it was doubtful.

      “Yeah, you get some sleep, too.” Pierce clicked off.

      Almost instantly, both my phone and Aiden’s blew up with a loud buzzer. “What the heck?” I turned it over.

      He grabbed his and read the face. “The alarm at your office just activated.” He took a sharp right turn to go directly into Timber City instead of driving around it toward our cabin and lifted his phone to his ear. “Yeah, Saber? I need backup. Anna’s office. Okay, good.” He clicked off. “Saber’s already in his rig and on the way.”

      “My alarm goes to your office and not the police?” I guess I’d never questioned that.

      “Yeah, my office is alerted instantly,” he said. “We can get to your office building faster, most likely, and I know the entire system since I installed it. If my team’s ever out of town, I can transfer the alarm notifications to the Elk County Police Department, but for now, it’s all me. Are you armed?”

      “Yeah, I’m armed.” I removed my S&W LadySmith from my bag.

      “Okay.” He pulled behind my building into the back parking area, and I saw that the door was ajar. “Stay here.”

      Not in a million years. “No way. I’ll back you up.”

      Saber was at least five minutes behind us.

      “All right, but stay behind me.” Aiden jumped out of the truck and removed his Glock from the back of his waist, edging forward to kick the door open. He swung in high, and I went low. We’d practiced this a couple of times, just in case.

      He flipped on the light. Melted snow on the stairs led to the second floor. He crept silently up the steps to the hallway, and I tried to do the same, my boots squeaking on the wet wood. He didn’t flinch or turn around; instead, he kept moving gracefully in that way he had, trying to open the few office doors on the way to mine at the end of the hallway. They were all locked.

      My office door had been kicked open hard, and the frame was destroyed. Aiden surveyed the hallway again and then pushed the door open farther with his shoulder, stepping inside and flipping on the light.

      I followed him and gasped at what I saw. Saul Nelson sat on the wooden floor, slouched against the reception desk, an arrow shaft protruding from his heart. His eyes were wide, and blood had dribbled out of the side of his mouth.

      “Stay here,” Aiden said. “Back to the wall.”

      I sidled with my shoulders to the wall and kept my gun at the ready. Aiden edged into Clark’s office and then made his way down the hall, clearing each room before returning.

      Saber appeared at my side from the hallway, his gun out.

      “The office is clear,” Aiden said. “Search the rest of the building again and then scout the area. Whoever broke in and dumped the body did it fast. When you’re done, check the camera feeds.”

      Saber took off.

      I looked at the dead man on my floor and sighed, returning my gun to my bag and reaching for my phone.

      “Pierce,” the detective answered.

      “Hi. Remember when I said I wouldn’t bug you again tonight?” I asked tentatively. “Well...”
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      Aiden helped me finish cleaning the blood off the floor on Monday morning after a few hours of sleep Sunday night. The police had searched the entire building again, and it had taken the crime scene techs a few hours before they finally removed the body. We’d subsequently been interviewed by Detective Pierce and then headed home for some rest.

      “Thanks for this,” I said.

      “No problem.” Aiden threw the remaining rag in a plastic garbage bag. “I’ll take this out.” His phone buzzed, and he looked down. “I have to go, Angel. The police have a guy on your office for the day, and I’ll pick you up tonight. Okay?”

      “No problem.” I nodded at Bud Orlov, who had already taken point near the door. He held a cup of coffee and seemed to be in a decent mood. At least his hair looked cheerful with its buzz cut standing perfectly on end.

      Aiden gave me a kiss and then left. I took a deep breath and walked back to my office, having worn comfortable slacks and a pink sweater as a nod to the upcoming Valentine’s Day holiday. I didn’t have court today or much else on the books, so it would be a paperwork-filled day, which I enjoyed quite a bit.

      Oliver, Pauley, and Clark soon showed up, each popping into my office to ask why Bud was once again guarding us. After I explained, Oliver shook his head.

      “I’m telling you, this is a far more exciting place to work than I ever thought.” He didn’t sound very down about it, so I figured, at the very least, it gave him something to talk about with his friends at school. He moved to tidy the bookshelf to the left of my door, reaching down to lift the entire thing up with one hand just so he could move it an inch.

      “You’ve been working out,” I mused. Good for him. I should follow suit.

      A smile spread across his face. “Yeah. I know I can’t ask a girl like Violet out yet, but someday.”

      The guy definitely had a crush. I sighed. “Listen, Oliver. Depending on what Buddy and Yara think, you could probably ask Violet out after she turns seventeen, but there can be no physical intimacy before she’s eighteen, if you know what I mean. And maybe way, way, way after that.”

      He blushed a deep red. “Dude. I just like her. I wouldn’t push her. In fact, I’d do anything for that girl.”

      “Does she know that?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Sure. I’m surprised she didn’t call me for help when she took off, but I think she was really trying to figure out how to leave town, which meant me, too.”

      I cocked my head. “Would you have helped her?” Just how deep did this crush go?

      He looked down at his tennis shoes. “Helped her? Yeah. To leave town? No. I would’ve talked her into telling you the truth because I know you would’ve helped her—like you did. It’s like me and Donny McLerrison. We’re family, and that comes first, you know?” The front desk phone buzzed, and he turned to head down the hallway, muscles rippling down his broad back.

      Yeah, I really needed to work out more.

      Holding my breath, I clicked on the online version of the Timber City Gazette, which usually released a day before the print version. The headline wasn’t about the dead body found in my office, but instead a declaration that prosecuting attorney Nick Basanelli had been put on unpaid leave pending the murder investigation. I winced and dialed him up.

      “Basanelli,” he said.

      “Hey. I read about you being put on leave. I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s the right thing,” he said. “Especially during the pendency of this investigation. I just got a call from a source at the police department that the second Cupid was found dead in your office?”

      Nausea rolled around in my stomach. “That was the other reason I was calling you. Saul was shot through the heart with an arrow. So, we only have the lead Cupid guy out there now.”

      “Sounds to me like he’s tying up loose ends,” Nick said. “Did you look at the second article?”

      “No.” I scrolled through the article.

      Oh, no. It was an exposé about me being at two of the four Cupid robberies and how suspicious it was—considering my wild past. Anyone asked to comment had refused to do so, except for Lisa Robinson. She’d said that it appeared to her that the sexy lead Cupid and I had some sort of familiarity with each other, at the very least.

      I smacked my hand against my head. I could not believe she had said that. Sure, I’d left her tied up for a little while until the police arrived, but geez, she had thrown paint on me—among other things. Later on in the article, it mentioned that Lisa had once dated Richard Basanelli, whose body was found not too long ago with the main suspect being his son, a certain Nick Basanelli, to whom I was intimately connected.

      Intimately? He was dating my sister. Not me.

      Lisa had been asked about Nick or his brothers possibly killing their father, Lisa’s ex-lover, and she had declined to comment, but Jolene had worded the declination as if Lisa were afraid of somebody. That was complete baloney. Lisa Robinson hadn’t seemed afraid of anything to me.

      I sighed. “It looks like Jolene is out to get you as much as she is me right now.” He had turned on her and scared her a little bit, which, if I knew Jolene—and unfortunately, I did—meant she’d be out for revenge. “I’m sorry about this, Nick.”

      “It’s not a problem. We’ll figure out who killed my dad and Imogen. Remember, there were at least two DNA samples found at the scene. That’s the only reason I’m out via judicial review right now. Otherwise, Pierce would’ve had to keep me in custody, at least until I posted a pretty serious bond.” He cleared his throat. “Pierce also took DNA from my brothers, but mine would’ve shown a familial connection, so I think he’s just upping the pressure on them. None of us killed our dad.”

      I cleared my throat. “Pierce hasn’t told us everything. There’s probably DNA on your father’s clothing besides yours, Nick. Neither of your brothers is a flight risk. We have to know more about where Ricky went that night.”

      “We already know,” Nick said shortly. “Rick took pictures all the time back then, and I believe him. If he’d done anything to our dad, he would’ve told me long ago. Plus, the police don’t know that Rick left for a few hours that night, and they’ll never know. We’re under no obligation to incriminate ourselves.”

      Yeah, but if a prosecuting attorney questioned Dom or Nick at trial, they’d be under oath. If Nick ended up being the defendant, he wouldn’t have to testify, but Ricky still would. So would Dom, for that matter. “There’s no privilege between the three of you that would let you keep that information out of the record.”

      “Like I said, the police don’t know about that.”

      I hated that he was being so stubborn. “If I were prosecuting a case against you, I’d subpoena your brothers, and the first question I’d ask was if you all three were together for every second of the weekend your dad disappeared. You and I both know you were not.”

      “Like I said, nobody else besides our attorney, who is bound by privilege, knows that,” Nick said through what sounded like gritted teeth.

      I shook my head. “I’m not arguing about this any longer.” All I needed was to deal with perjury charges against the Basanelli boys. “We’re a long way from any trial, and Detective Pierce knows what he’s doing. Hopefully, he’ll find the real killer soon.” Although the deaths had occurred fifteen years ago. Nick was, by far, the strongest suspect at the moment.

      “Good. Pierce wants to call my mom in for a voluntary interview, and I’ve advised her to refuse. He has nothing to arrest her for, so I see no reason to let him scare her or get her to admit anything. Your thoughts?”

      “At the moment, I agree,” I said. Sandrine was under no obligation to assist the police with their case against her son. Sometimes, silence was the best defense. I shook out my shoulders to release painful tension. “Okay, so that does give you more free time to handle your personal life.”

      “No,” he said. “I’m not proposing to Tessa with all this going on. We’ll just have to shelve that idea for a while.”

      Irritation clocked through me. “Nick, you’re not putting your life on hold, and neither is Tessa. You can’t let them win like this.”

      “I’m done talking about this,” he said. “Talk later.” He clicked off.

      Why did men always think they could end a conversation by just disconnecting a phone call? He didn’t know me at all if he thought I’d let this go.

      I glanced at my watch. Oh, we were definitely dropping by Nick’s place after Aiden picked me up tonight. I dialed Detective Pierce next.

      “Pierce,” he answered.

      “Hi. I’m wondering if you have anything on last night’s break-in,” I said.

      “Nope. Still going through the CCTV footage Aiden provided.”

      I’d already seen it. The lead Cupid had hefted Saul’s body over his shoulder and walked through the building to dump him in my office. He’d been fully dressed up with the gold wig and tight shirt. The police had tried to find tracks of his boots in the outside parking lot to make molds, but they’d been unsuccessful.

      “Do you have anything else on the Cupid case?” I asked.

      “Not in the four hours since we chatted last,” he said.

      Enough small talk. “All right, you know why I’m really calling.”

      “Is this about Basanelli?”

      “Yeah. Anything there?”

      He sighed heavily. “I just received the DNA results for Lisa Robinson.”

      My heart leapt into my throat. “Please, tell me hers is the unidentified blood from the scene.”

      “Nope. Sorry. We don’t know whose blood that was.”

      Darn it. I’d really wanted the blood to be hers. “That still gives me reasonable doubt. Since you arrested my client and the governor is probably about to appoint a special prosecutor, I’d like to formally request all the evidence you have in the case so far. I’ll send over the paperwork later. Give me something now.”

      “Fair enough. We found Nick’s blood on Imogen’s shirt as well as on his father’s jeans. As you recall, Nick vowed that he hadn’t seen Imogen that weekend at all.”

      Well, crap.
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      After a lunch of pure protein obtained by Oliver because, apparently, that was his new eating plan, I finished drafting a timber contract, my mind still on Nick and Tessa. I understood that life was crazy right now, and everything was up in the air, but I truly wanted them to get engaged before Valentine’s Day. I had scheduled a meeting with the Basanelli boys for the following morning, and I wasn’t above pulling in Nick’s brothers as co-conspirators on this one.

      My office phone light blinked a bright red. “Hey, Oliver, what’s up?”

      “Um, you have a couple of gentlemen here to see you without an appointment,” he said, sounding tough.

      That could be anybody. “Who’s here?”

      “A Wayne and Spencer Wilson.”

      That was strange. “Send them back, would you?”

      “Sure. Gentlemen, you may go on back. In fact, let me show you,” Oliver said, a low thread of threat in his voice. I rolled my eyes. Between Oliver at the front desk and Bud covering the front door, I couldn’t be more protected right now.

      The two brothers made their way back, and Oliver gestured them inside. “Ms. Albertini, would you like the door open or closed?” he asked formally.

      “Please close it, Oliver,” I said. “Thank you.” He gave them another hard look and then disappeared. Man, all I needed was for him to start learning self-defense from Aiden as he’d requested last week.

      I looked at the two Wilson brothers. Wayne sat to the right, looking slightly irritated with crossed arms, while his brother had ditched the three-piece suit for a cherry-red golf shirt. dark jeans, and a nice brown leather jacket. He looked dejected, and even his red hair had lost some of its curl.

      They sat and were the same height at about five nine, but Wayne seemed to have found his spine while Spencer now hunkered down in his chair. The guy looked like he’d much rather be back in Montana with his case files.

      Wayne smiled. “You’re probably surprised to see us.”

      “A little bit,” I admitted. “What can I do for you?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Since you asked, how about we meet for coffee tomorrow? It’s on me.”

      His brother sighed. “This is so dumb.”

      I looked from one to the other. “Again, I’m in a serious relationship, Wayne. But thanks.” Apparently, he’d more than gotten over the fact that his wife had died.

      He lost the smile. “I’m trying to move on, you know? You’re pretty, and like I said at the diner, I don’t see a ring on that finger.” His shoulders hunched a little bit.

      “She said no, Wayne,” Spencer said, his red shirt two shades darker than his hair. “Get to the nonsense so I can go home.”

      Wayne sighed and smoothed back his too-black hair. He should have let a little gray show at the temples, at the very least. “Fine. We need to file a suit against Lisa Robinson, and you’re the only attorney we know in town.”

      I cast a look at his brother.

      Spencer shrugged. “I’m licensed in Montana, not Idaho, and I don’t want to go through the process so I can practice here. I think it’s a stupid case, but Wayne needs to concentrate on something other than the fact that his wife was found dead.” He sounded resigned but patient. He patted his brother’s shoulder, his hand already showing a couple of liver spots.

      “Against Lisa Robinson?” I asked. “Why would you want to sue her?”

      Wayne reared up. “She attacked us. We went to her place yesterday, figuring she’d be open on Sunday since, you know, she owns an antique store, and the woman went crazy. She is seriously unhinged.”

      Spencer nodded. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she killed Imogen and Richard. To be this angry a decade and a half after they disappeared... I hope the police are seriously looking at her.”

      “I believe they are,” I said. However, her DNA was not found at the crime scene. Of course, she could’ve had an accomplice or somehow managed to kill them without leaving DNA. She was very tall, and fifteen years ago, she was probably even stronger than she was today. I made a mental note to talk to Pierce again about Lisa. “What happened?” I asked.

      Wayne swallowed, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “We just went to talk to her, and the minute she found out who we were, she accused me of being a terrible husband. Said if I had kept Imogen happy, she wouldn’t have run off with Richard.”

      Spencer nodded, looking tired. “I tried to intercede and tell her we all wanted the same thing, to find out who had killed them, and she lost her mind. She threw paint at us. Threw some picture frames. She even threw what looked like ink.”

      That seemed to be a favorite pastime for Lisa.

      “She ruined your good suit,” Wayne said.

      Spencer ducked his head. “It’s just a suit, Wayne. I don’t think it’s necessary to sue the woman. She’s obviously very upset.”

      Wayne frowned, the handsome lines of his face growing fierce. “I don’t care. You only have one good suit, Spencer, and she ruined it. We need to sue her and teach her a lesson.”

      Spencer shook his head. “I’ll buy another suit.”

      “Not by practicing obscure tax law in the middle of Montana.”

      “Hey, my practice is getting stronger,” Spencer objected.

      Wayne gestured in the air. “You bought that suit in Italy.”

      Spencer sighed. “See what I’m dealing with? He just wants to concentrate on anything but Imogen’s death, which I understand. But come on.”

      I nodded. “You know you can file suit in Small Claims Court. The suit wasn’t worth more than five grand, was it?”

      Spencer shook his head.

      Wayne snorted. “No, but it was a nice suit.”

      “Take it to Small Claims Court. You shouldn’t have to pay for a lawyer,” I said.

      “Yeah, we could do that if you want.” Spencer looked at his brother. “It’s really not that big of a deal to me.”

      Wayne looked at me. “I think we should file charges then. For assault and battery. We should go speak with the police right now.”

      Spencer shook his head. “I just don’t think we need to deal with this.”

      “But you cut your hand,” Wayne said. “You’ve been damaged.”

      Spencer looked down at his hand, and I did also. There was just a little nick.

      “I ran into a bookshelf,” he said. “Trying to get away from the splashing paint.”

      Wayne leaned forward. “Would you please help us? We don’t know the Idaho court system.”

      Small Claims Court was pretty dang easy, but I wanted to go talk to Lisa again. Something had been bugging me, and I just couldn’t quite put my finger on it. “I’ll tell you what, if I get Lisa to agree to reimburse you for the suit and whatever other clothing she destroyed, will you guys drop the case?”

      “Absolutely,” Spencer said instantly before his brother could intervene.

      Wayne crossed his arms again. “I don’t want to let her off. She’s a bad person. Plus, I think she killed my Imogen.”

      “Let me talk to her,” I said. “Maybe I can find something out.”

      Wayne didn’t look convinced, but Spencer nodded. “Honestly, let’s just get back to Montana,” he said.

      Wayne reared up. “We’re not leaving until we find out who killed my wife.”

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Come in,” I said.

      Oliver poked his head in. “I just wanted to check on everybody and see if you would like some tea, coffee, or water.” He looked at the two men as if making sure everything was all right.

      “No, they were just leaving,” I said. All I needed was one more overprotective male in my life. Oliver was eighteen years old. Enough was enough. “Would you please escort them out?”

      “I would love to,” Oliver said, opening the door wider and standing out of the way.

      Wayne stood, and I did the same. He leaned over and took my hand, shaking it and patting it with his other. “You really are lovely. If you would like to reconsider a coffee date, I would be truly honored.” His eyes sparkled with sincerity.

      “She has a boyfriend, bud,” Oliver said before I could answer.

      I cut him a look. “Thank you, Wayne,” I said. “I do appreciate it, but I am very happily involved with somebody.” Going with discretion, I didn’t mention that my somebody could probably kill him with two fingers.

      Wayne sighed. “It was worth a try.”

      His brother headed out of the office as Wayne followed. Oliver quietly shut the door, and I sank back in my chair. I really did want to speak with Lisa, but I didn’t want her to attack me again. So, I gathered my belongings and was just about to leave when my phone buzzed. I looked down and immediately answered.

      “Hi, Nonna. What’s up?”

      “Hi, sweetheart. I thought I should make you aware that I’m going to go see Camille Rulegson tomorrow morning. She was Lenny’s girlfriend, may he rest in peace. Poor guy. Just wanted to make a little money and obviously fell into the wrong crowd. I decided to turn my attention to the Cupid case because I heard about the dead body found at your office, and that is just unacceptable. Plus, that miscreant shot you with an arrow.”

      Dread slid through me. “I don’t think you should get involved.”

      “Oh, yes, it’s happening,” she said. “My firm is taking this on. I’m going to Zoom with Thelma and Georgiana later today to plan for my interrogation of Camille. We haven’t quite figured out Zoom yet, dear, but I know I can do it.”

      I barely kept from groaning. “Nonna, I think you mean interview, not interrogation.”

      “Tomato and all of that, il mio tesoro.”

      I loved it when she used Italian endearments. “I can’t talk you out of this?”

      She snorted in a totally cool and elegant way. “Absolutely, not.”

      I couldn’t let her investigate by herself. “How about we go together? I have a meeting first thing in the morning but I’m free after that. You could pick me up before we both go out and see Camille. All right?”

      Nonna was quiet for a moment. “I suppose you could offer to be backup, considering my partners are in the Caribbean.”

      Relief blew through me. “All right, Nonna.”

      “Do you have a trench coat?”

      “I have my old gray wool coat,” I said, wincing. “I think that will do.”

      “All right, I’ll bring you sunglasses.” She ended the call.

      I needed ibuprofen. My temples ached in a way that ticked through my entire skull to land in my neck. This was shaping up to be a bad day. I made my way out of the office and down the hallway to where Bud waited in full uniform, leaning against the wall. He straightened.

      “You know, you could sit down once in a while,” I said.

      He didn’t answer, his alert gaze focused on me.

      All right. I might’ve gotten him shot, knocked out, and then fired upon more than once. Yet he made excellent backup. “I need to run an errand, and I wouldn’t mind if you were there.”

      “If you’re running an errand, I will be there,” he said.

      “Great,” I murmured. “You’re going to love Lisa Robinson.”
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      After a brief argument where Bud wanted me to sit in the patrol car’s back seat, and I insisted upon sitting in front, I won. I may have winced a little and pretended my shoulder hurt worse than it did to gain sympathy. I wasn’t sure it worked because he rolled his eyes as he opened the front door. But yet, here I sat in the front, oddly tempted to play with the siren.

      “Leave the siren alone,” he said, driving away from the main hub of town.

      “I didn’t even move.” I kicked my feet toward the warm heater. “Bud, when are you going to forgive me?”

      “For what? You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Well, I got you shot at, knocked out, and attacked—more than once.” I winced. “You know, all of it was an accident.”

      He flipped the windshield wipers on faster. “Of course, it was an accident. I’m not mad at you.”

      That was somewhat reassuring. “You don’t seem to enjoy being around me.”

      His snort was totally unlike him. “A guy can only take so many bullets, Albertini.”

      I smoothed my slacks down. “You make a good point.” Perhaps I should reassure him of his safety. “I promise, we’re just going out to the antique store. You’re in your uniform, and you look tough. There won’t be any problems.”

      His silence seemed disagreeable.

      “I mean it,” I insisted.

      “Fine.” He turned down the heat.

      I watched as we entered a more rural area and glanced up toward the white-capped mountains. Thank goodness we’d had a heavy snowpack this year. It would be good for fire season in the summer. “How’s it going with the wife?”

      “That’s personal,” he said.

      “But we’re friends.”

      Somehow, his shoulders straightened. “I don’t think we’re friends.”

      “I think we’re friends.” I turned and stared at him.

      A light flush crept over his broad cheekbones. “Sheila doesn’t like Idaho, and I don’t like living in the city.”

      I perked up. “Which city?”

      “Oakland,” he said.

      I winced. “Isn’t Oakland full of crime? I just saw something on the news where businesses were telling their employees not to eat lunch outside of their offices in the city.”

      He nodded. “I like the pace here, but her family is there. We were having problems before I took this job. I don’t know.”

      “I’m sorry.” Bud was a great guy. “You deserve to be happy.”

      He glanced at me. “Everybody deserves to be happy. Aiden seems solid.”

      I hid my surprise. That was as personal a statement as Bud had ever made to me. “He is. I like him a lot.”

      “The man must be a saint.” Bud looked back at the snowy road.

      Had Bud Orlov just made a joke? I decided not to push my luck and stopped questioning him. Plus, we’d pulled up to the once-again-empty parking lot in front of the Rustic Relic.

      Bud looked around. “Cute place. Didn’t know it was here.”

      I nodded. “That’s the general consensus. They need to start advertising because they have some pretty cool stuff. At least they did before they were robbed.”

      “Huh,” Bud said.

      We both stepped into the snowy day and stomped up the wide wooden steps to push open the door, which made the little bell jingle merrily. I kicked the snow off my boots as Bud did the same, both of us looking around. Lisa had cleaned up the mess, but many of the shelves remained empty.

      She came around the corner, dusting her hands off. “Hello? May I—?” She scowled. “What are you doing here?”

      Bud instantly stepped in front of me, blocking my view.

      I angled to the side to see around his square body. “Hey, Lisa. I just wanted to talk. This is Bud Orlov.”

      “You brought a cop with you,” she said with a sneer.

      “I’m under police protection. One of the robbers ended up being dumped at my office with an arrow through his heart.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Like dead?”

      I nodded. “Definitely dead.”

      “The hot, sexy one?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “No. One of the other guys. In fact, both of the other two are dead. Only the tall, sexy guy is still around.”

      Bud cut me a frown over his shoulder.

      I shrugged. “Compared to the other two, the guy is fit.”

      Lisa sighed, her shoulders going down. “Fine. What do you want?”

      “A couple of things.” I edged carefully to Bud’s side and ignored how he bristled. “First, Wayne and Spencer Wilson came into my office. They want to sue you for assault and battery.”

      She looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. “What a couple of morons. Honestly, if that Wayne had kept his wife satisfied, I’d probably be happily married to Richard Basanelli right now. We’d be sailing off around the world and having fun.”

      What was it with Richard Basanelli and sailing off? I shook my head. “Maybe. Or maybe you’d be dead in the basement of a mansion, your bones having just been discovered.”

      She snorted. “That’s a good point. Are you their attorney now, too? The Wilson twats?”

      I guess I was their attorney. “How about you pay for a new suit for Spencer, and they’ll drop the case?”

      She eyed me. “Spencer was the redhead, right?”

      “Yeah. The guy with the suit you ruined by throwing paint.”

      “It wasn’t a very nice suit,” she retorted.

      I saw Bud’s lips twitch from the corner of my eye. Was he actually smiling? Close. Not quite there, but close. This was certainly a whole new side of him. Perhaps he’d accept being my friend.

      “Fine,” Lisa said. “I will pay for a new suit for the redhead. I’ve always had a thing for redheads.”

      “No, you haven’t,” I protested instantly. “Richard Basanelli was as Italian as they come.”

      “Yeah, he had a little bit of red in his hair,” she said.

      No, he hadn’t, but the argument wasn’t worth it. “I think Spencer’s single.” He and Lisa seemed to be about the same age.

      “Yeah? Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten so angry. I mean, his brother was the dope that let Imogen get away. Spencer didn’t do anything wrong. He’s a lawyer, right?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I believe tax law, maybe estate planning, over in Montana.”

      She crossed her arms, wearing dark jeans and a light green sweater that somehow made her look softer and more approachable today than she had the other day. “If he’s a lawyer, why are you here?”

      “He’s licensed in Montana, not Idaho.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I figured y’all could practice everywhere.”

      We did have reciprocity with some states, but it took paperwork and effort. “No, different states have different laws.”

      “I see. Tell you what, I’m going to counter your offer.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “All right.”

      “You tell that Spencer that I will buy him a new suit if he doesn’t sue me, and if we can go out to dinner for Valentine’s Day on Thursday.”

      Spencer wanted a new suit and not a date. But I could promise to ask. “I like that idea. I don’t suppose you have a friend who could go out with Wayne?” It was time for the guy to move on from his deceased wife, but not with me.

      She chewed on her lip. “You know, I do. We could make it a double date. Yeah, let’s do that. That sounds like fun.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Sometimes, a meeting just worked out better than planned.

      Lisa kicked a marble across the floor. “I still haven’t picked all of these up,” she said. “They keep coming out from under the furniture. I guess I should also offer to buy you a new coat.”

      “Nah.” I waved a hand in the air. “That’s okay. I like this gray one. I understand it’s been an upsetting time for you. I don’t suppose you’ve gotten any of your stuff back from the robbery.”

      “I have,” she said, brightening. “I was just going through it all in the back.”

      No wonder her mood had improved from the other day. “What was returned?” I asked.

      “All of the Depression glass, some of the Belleek, a couple of the hunting knives…none of the cash,” she said. “I’m still going through the boxes, but they didn’t break any of the stuff they took, although they made quite a mess of some of the cheaper vases I had. They weren’t worth much, though.” She shook her head. “They think they’re acting like they’re such great Robin Hoods, but honestly, they kept plenty of my glassware and cash.”

      “Yeah, that’s their MO,” I said. “Sorry about that, but I am glad you received some of it back.”

      “Me, too,” she murmured. “Not only that, but that article about you in the paper has brought in tons of business. I know nobody’s here right now, but it was busy like crazy this morning.” She winced. “I should get back to work so I can get everything on the shelves again. Do you need anything else?”

      Good to know my embarrassing picture in the Gazette had helped somebody. “Nope. I’ll talk to the Wilson brothers and then give you a call.”

      “Great.” She rattled off her number.

      Spencer already knew about Lisa’s temper, and the guy did sound like he could use a good romance. “I’ll be in touch, Lisa.” I turned for the door, but Bud didn’t move. I paused. “Bud?”

      He cleared his throat. Lisa looked at him.

      “Do you have any antique watches?” he asked.

      She perked up immediately. “Yeah, over here in this wider booth.” She walked around a corner, her kitten heels clomping on the older wooden floor.

      “Come on,” Bud said.

      I was too loyal to the Basanellis to buy anything. “I’ll look around here.”

      “No.” He grasped my good arm and started walking toward Lisa. “You stay in my sight.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Geez, Bud, you’re taking this protection thing a little too seriously.”

      “Ha,” he muttered.

      We turned the corner, and Lisa pulled out a drawer from a lovely looking china hutch. “These are the ones I have organized right now. Quite a few were stolen, but the Cupids didn’t bother opening this drawer. Unfortunately, I haven’t gone through all the boxes returned to me to find what other ones I may have to sell.”

      Bud leaned forward and oohed and aahed. They were sounds I had never heard from the tough cop. He grasped one and lifted it under the light. The pocket watch was gold and open-faced, with a couple of scratches on the face. He looked closer. “This is eighteen-karat gold with an approximate manufacturing date of 1925 to ‘29.”

      He squinted as he opened the back lid to look inside. “It has been repaired and has a replacement bow.” The guy sounded almost giddy. “How much?” he asked.

      Lisa shook her head. “I couldn’t let that go for less than four thousand.”

      I looked closer. “Four thousand dollars?”

      “That’s a decent price for this.” Bud shook his head. “I can’t do it right now, but when I can, I’ll be back. It’s a beaut.” He gently laid it back in the felt drawer and then lifted another watch. It looked to me like a silver one. “You also have an Elgin National Watch Company pocket watch.”

      I squinted to read the script, noting the timepiece's beauty and polished surface, its bold script complemented by Roman numerals.

      “This is a nice one. Thick and heavy,” he murmured. “It’s an older one, probably made in the early 1800s. The classic white dial is lovely.” He took a deep breath. “How much do you want for this one?”

      She peered closer and then studied him. “I could let that one go for two hundred.”

      “One hundred,” he countered.

      “One-fifty,” she said.

      He scratched his chin. “I’ll give you a hundred and twenty-five, final offer.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “Deal.” She held out a hand, and they shook.

      Bud’s grin split his face. He looked like a kid with a new toy.

      “I’ll wrap it up for you,” Lisa said.

      He reached for his wallet from his back pocket. “Excellent. Thanks.”

      I looked at him.

      “What?” he asked. “Everybody collects something.”

      I was learning more and more about Bud. “See, now I know even more about you. We are friends.”

      He lost the smile.
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      Bud dropped me off at home, and I walked into Aiden’s cabin, stopping short. We had furniture. It took me a second, but I recognized the twin chairs from my Uncle Sean and Aunt Rachel’s basement. The landscape painting was from my Nana O’Shea’s lake cabin, and the sofa tables were from Aunt Yara’s antique store.

      “Aiden?” I called out.

      “We have furniture,” he called back.

      It was probably a good thing because it felt like we would never get around to shopping. I took off my boots and hung my coat by the door, taking a moment to appreciate the crackling fire.

      Then I made my way past our new furniture to where I thought his voice had originated. He had to be in one of the two guest bedrooms. I took a guess and moved toward the largest one. “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey.” Office furniture had been placed nicely in the room, with a desk against the front window, a credenza against the side window, and a large glass board on the full wall.

      “Cool furniture. Is this from Aunt Yara’s antique shop?” I asked.

      “Yep,” Aiden said.

      I winced. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      He shook his head. “Not at all. We were never going to get around to it. We did get in a bit of a scuffle when I insisted upon paying for it.”

      I grimaced. “Yeah, I can see that. Don’t tell me Nana O’Shea let you pay for the painting.”

      “Not in a million years,” he said. “That’s one woman I wouldn’t mess with. Everyone thinks Nonna Albertini is so tough with her wooden spoon. But I’m telling you, the Irish are dangerous, and Nana O’Shea could probably turn us all into toads.”

      “You would know.” I leaned up, kissed his cheek, and then paused, looking at the array of pictures and notes he’d created on the glass board. “This is the Cupid case.”

      “Yep,” he said again.

      I looked at him. “That is not an ATF case.”

      “This board is not at my ATF office,” he returned.

      “Fair enough.” I studied it. He had grainy surveillance photographs of the tall main Cupid and pictures of Saul and Lenny on either side. Then he had a neat row of photos of each of the businesses that were hit, along with lists of what had been taken, and which charity received which stolen goods. A good percentage of the items had been returned.

      Then over to the side, he had still-missing goods, most of which was cash. Lisa Robinson’s list of missing items was there, but not what had been returned.

      “Lisa has some of her stuff back,” I said. “She was going through boxes today.”

      “Good. I’ll drop by there tomorrow.”

      I studied the list. “Do you see any pattern?”

      “Not at all. It’s obvious why they kept the cash, but I don’t know why they kept Belleek china, old bottles from the Clumsy Penguin, emeralds and not diamonds from the jewelry store, etcetera. There just doesn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason. I can’t see them fencing one thing easier than the other.”

      I nodded. “I talked to Cousin Wanda a little bit. She said this guy, the main one, the real tall Cupid, has probably got some sort of narcissistic personality disorder. The whole robbing from the rich and giving to the poor thing.”

      Aiden studied the board, looking tall and broad in ripped jeans and a dark gray T-shirt. “Yeah, but every idiot knows the businesses end up getting their stuff back. I mean, we’re a small community.”

      “She said the point was that he gives it away. It’s all about him and not about what ultimately happens to the stuff.”

      “Hmm.”

      I squinted and moved closer. “I hadn’t heard the loot from Pete’s Pawn Shop was donated to hospice.”

      “Yeah. I just got a call from Detective Pierce about an hour ago,” Aiden said. “Along with the list of what was taken. We obviously don’t know what has been returned yet.”

      “How much cash did they get from Pete’s?” I tried to read Aiden’s handwriting better.

      “About five grand.”

      So much for Cupid being a real Robin Hood. “That was a good chunk of change.” I wondered how much the tall Cupid would return to Pete, especially since he’d been shot with an arrow. “The lead Cupid has killed both of his co-conspirators,” I said quietly. “Do you think that means he’s done?”

      Aiden shrugged. “I don’t know. He hired two local guys who needed money. We’re doing a countrywide search to see if this has happened in other places. Maybe this guy does this in an area and then moves to another, hires a couple of local people, and then moves on. But so far, we haven’t found anything.”

      “He could just be getting started,” I said. “He didn’t choose very well in Lenny or Saul this time.”

      Aiden nodded. “True,” he said. “Now wait a minute. How do you know Lisa Robinson’s antiques were returned?”

      “I dropped by her place on the way home.”

      “You did what?” he asked, turning on me suddenly.

      “I think I set her up with one of the Wilson guys. I was playing matchmaker,” I said lamely.

      Aiden frowned. It looked sexy on him. “Are you kidding me? You went out to that place again, when that’s where you got robbed?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t think the Cupid would come back. Plus, Bud Orlov was with me.”

      Aiden shook his head. “I can’t believe he’d go anywhere with you.”

      “True that. I think we’re becoming friends.” I cleared my throat. “I figure the main Cupid left town, and I no longer need a bodyguard all day.” Bud was cramping my style, and he had more important things to do, anyway.

      “No.” Aiden kept watching the board.

      My chin dropped, my eyebrows lifted, and my hackles rose. “No? Just no?”

      “Yeah. Just no.” He sounded way too relaxed.

      I was tired, irritated about my stitches, and over my head with Nick’s murder case. “You don’t get to decide that.” I kicked him in the fleshy part of his calf. Well, the muscled back part, where there would be softness if he had any.

      He turned faster than I could imagine, and I found myself up against the murder board, his arms on my hips, and my feet off the ground. Way off the ground. “Did you just kick me?” His nose was an inch from mine.

      “Yes.” Then I brought one elbow down on his shoulder like he’d taught me. He didn’t so much as move. I tried again, frowning.

      His frown beat mine, hands down. “That only works if you use both elbows, and if you do, you’ll pull your stitches out of your other shoulder.” His eyes blazed an unholy blue, but the hands on my hips remained relaxed. Gentle but firm. I tried to squirm away and didn’t gain an inch. He was too strong. “Right now, you’re keeping security with you. A dead body was dropped at your office, which isn’t a very rare occurrence for you.”

      I stopped fighting him. “If I’m too much trouble for you, you need to tell me right now.”

      Irritation sizzled in his eyes. “You’re too much trouble for anybody, but like I said, I’m not going anywhere. I am, however, going to take steps to keep you safe, whether you like it or not.”

      I kind of liked it. But a girl had to have some pride. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Yeah? Put your feet on the floor.”

      Oh, he did not. I shoved him, wriggling, and ended up being pressed harder against the board, my legs spread around his hips, his erection against my core. Desire flashed through me, stealing my ability to think. “That’s not fair,” I breathed.

      “What in the hell ever made you think I’d play fair?” He kissed me. Hard.

      I kissed him back, not surprised when my shirt ended up over my head, somehow not hurting my shoulder as the cotton flew away. My bra followed—also discarded without pulling on my bandage.

      How he could be so sexy and careful with me while holding me up was yet another mystery to the Irishman who held my heart. He kissed me again, taking me deep in that way he could, in control of us both. I pulled away to nip at his jaw, enjoying the stubble. “You’re too bossy,” I whispered.

      “You love me bossy.”

      He said the L-word. Neither of us had completely said it, and it wasn’t from fear. The words were just words and not enough for how I felt. There weren’t any words for how I felt. “Not all the time, I don’t.”

      “Right now, you do.” He bit the shell of my ear, and fire shot down through my body, zinging in every direction. “You done fighting me?”

      “Probably not.” I bit the tender area beneath his ear where his hard jaw met his neck.

      His chuckle held threat. “Good.” He turned and walked out of the office and toward our bedroom, somehow unbuttoning my slacks and shoving them down on the way.

      I kicked them to the floor, along with my panties, leaving me only in socks.

      Then I reached for his shirt and pulled up, admiring how he ducked his head yet kept walking gracefully. I let the shirt fall to the floor. At this point, he’d usually toss me onto the bed and let me bounce, but this time, he gently laid me on the covers—protecting my shoulder. Then he moved down me, kissing and nipping, finding me ready and willing.

      His mouth should come with a warning sign.

      He went at me, mouth, tongue, and teeth, until I writhed on the bed, my legs over his shoulders. “Stop moving so much. If you pull those stitches, I’ll be pissed.”

      I slapped the top of his head, and he bit my thigh. Hard. I yelped and clutched my fingers into the covers, knowing I’d wear that mark for a week. Good thing it wasn’t bikini season. Then he moved back to my core, driving me up, tossing me over the edge into an orgasm that had me gasping his name.

      He lifted up, removed his jeans, and was on me. Full on, hot-bodied, covering me.

      I loved him over me. Yeah, the L-word again.

      He entered me slowly, his gaze on mine. Dark and blue, sparkling with possession. I ran my hands through his hair, urging him on until he filled me completely. Pleasure and pain combined, and then he began to move, and there was only pleasure.

      I held him tightly, climbing again and exploding in an orgasm that filled every nerve in my body.

      He shuddered against me, his mouth over my collarbone. Then he leaned up and kissed me on the nose. “I’m garna keep you safe, Aingeal. Period.”

      Yeah, that sounded like the L-word on a deeper level. So, I just kissed him, giving him everything I could ever be.
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      In the morning, I dressed in my good blue pantsuit with a light pink shell because I had misdemeanor court for an hour in the morning before I headed back to my office with Bud at my side.

      “How long have you been collecting pocket watches?” I asked as we trudged down the quiet hallway toward my office.

      “Since my grandpa gave me his when I turned ten,” Bud said.

      Wow. It was nice to have him opening up a little bit. “What’s your theory on this Cupid case?”

      He stood tall next to me, his gaze scanning the area. “I think he’s nuts. Likes to dress up like Cupid for the effect and to hide his identity. Even though he’s given back much of the stolen possessions, he has kept plenty for himself. My guess is now that he’s tied up loose ends with Saul and Lenny, he’s already halfway across the country. Will probably set up in another town, maybe as St. Patrick in March. I’d like to get my hands on him, though.”

      “As would I.” The stitches in my shoulder itched today. I’d love to kick that jackwad in the balls. “Why do you think he left Saul at my office?”

      Bud shook his head, stopping outside my office door. “You investigated him, found Violet, and knew Saul’s name. Plus, you’ve been at two of the robberies, and while I wasn’t there, I’m sure you were a smart-ass. That sometimes brings out the worst in people.”

      I drew back. “I wasn’t a smart-ass. In fact, I tried to protect Lenny.” Though the main Cupid might be ticked that I tried to help Lenny and then escaped with only a few stitches in my shoulder. “By now, he has to know Lenny didn’t give me his name. Otherwise, the police would have a BOLO out for him.” That made me safe. “I’m probably safe from him.”

      “Probably,” Bud said, surprising me. “Still, the fact that Saul was dumped in your office shows the guy has you in his sights. Unless he left town, which would be good for you and terrible for the case.” He opened the door.

      I left him in the waiting area and paused on the other side of the reception area, nodding at Oliver, who seemed to be doing pushups behind the desk. “What in the world are you doing?”

      He stood gracefully. “I missed my workout today.”

      I looked up at his reddened face. He wore a nice button-down shirt and dark jeans and looked professional. “Maybe keep that to non-business hours.”

      He sighed. “Fine. Another example of the man telling us what to do.”

      I couldn’t wait until he was a multi-millionaire. Then we’d see how he felt about employees. Well, I could wait because I really liked Mr. McLerrison. But still. “Oliver, get a grip. All right?”

      He nodded. “Okay. Also, the Basanelli brothers are in your office.”

      I patted his arm before heading back to my office, where the three Basanelli men waited. A testament to their mama, they all stood as I entered. “Hi. Sorry I’m late. Court went long,” I said.

      “I understand,” Nick said. “Were you in front of Judge Williams?”

      I dropped my briefcase to the floor. “Yes, and she’s usually pretty efficient. It was just a busy morning. I have to tell you, that Orrin from your office? He’s a real dick. The guy fought me on everything. Definitely not a team player.”

      Nick shrugged. “I don’t think he’s a big fan of yours, either.”

      “Probably not. I stole Violet’s case from him when he wanted to put her away and let the rich kid off.” I shook my head as I sat. “I’m telling you, he’s not good for your office.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement,” Nick said wryly, sitting down between his brothers.

      Dominick and Ricky both dropped back onto their chairs. “Are we off the hook yet?” Dom asked, grinning.

      “I doubt it,” I said honestly. “Nick is in trouble, considering his DNA was found on Imogen. How do you explain that?” I looked directly at him.

      “Yeah, how do you explain that?” Dom shoved Nick in the shoulder. “We have to know to be able to explain that in court. I’ve been racking my brain, but I’ve got nothing.”

      “That’s because you’ve got nothing in your brain,” Ricky retorted over his brother.

      Dom reached around Nick and punched Ricky in the shoulder with a loud pop.

      “Knock it off,” Ricky snapped, scrambling to punch him back.

      “Both of you, stop it,” Nick said, rolling his eyes. “What are you, moronic teenagers?”

      “He’s just cranky because he’s the baby,” Dominick snorted, sitting back, his long, dark hair pulled away from his face.

      “I may be the baby, but I’m four inches taller than you,” Ricky retorted, crossing his muscled arms.

      Dom shrugged out of his jacket. “You are not. You’re like three inches taller.”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “I’m going to jail, aren’t I?”

      “Probably,” I said. “You’re all morons.”

      They just looked at me, obviously having heard that before.

      “Before I forget,” Ricky said, “I brought your Jeep back. It’s fine.”

      Relief took me. It’d be nice to have my own transportation again. “Wonderful. How much do I owe you?”

      “Ahh, you’re about to be family, or at least your sister is. Don’t worry about it,” Rick said.

      “No, I do worry about it.” I’d heard Rick’s new business was struggling, and I wanted to help. “Honest, I want to pay.”

      “All right,” he said, giving in gracefully. “I’ll send you a bill. I’ll give you the family discount.”

      I smiled. “Perfect.”

      He winked. “Now that Tessa is going to marry a Basanelli...”

      “If she says yes,” I reminded him.

      Dom snorted. “Why would she say yes? This guy’s an idiot.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Nick retorted.

      What was it about brothers that they acted like they were twelve when they got together? The Albertini brothers were just as bad.

      “Anyway,” Ricky said, all charm. “What do you think about Donna becoming a Basanelli?”

      Both Nick and Dom laughed at the same time. “You couldn’t get Donna Albertini to look twice at you,” Dom snorted.

      “I could, too.” Ricky frowned. “I’m a successful businessman.”

      “You’re a businessman,” his twin retorted.

      I sighed. “Can we be serious for two seconds?”

      “I was,” Ricky said. “I’ve thought Donna was beautiful since we were, like, four.”

      “Donna has always been beautiful. I don’t think she’s dating anybody,” I said. “Call her and ask her out.”

      Ricky’s chest puffed out. “I will.” He cast an irritated look at his twin over his older brother’s head. “She’ll say yes.”

      “I’ll take that bet,” Dom muttered.

      I looked at Nick. “How did your blood get on Imogen’s shirt?”

      He shook his head, his tawny eyes somber. “I have no clue. I beat on our dad pretty good before I got him to leave. What if he hugged her? Could it be as simple as that? Could he have transferred the blood?”

      “That’s the only explanation I’ve got,” I said. “I can’t get much from Pierce right now. I’ve requested all the evidence, but they have a few more days to comply.”

      Nick nodded. “We’ll want to hire a lab to independently verify the county’s evidence.”

      I nodded. “I know. We need to at least find out what kind of sample they have because you’re right. It could have just been trace. If your blood was on your dad’s shirt, and he hugged Imogen or even put his arm around her, the transfer could have been that simple.” Pierce said there wasn’t blood on Richard’s shirt, but he could’ve had a jacket on before that. Or perhaps his shirt decomposed more than Imogen’s did.

      “Plus, there’s that unknown DNA,” Nick said.

      I ground my palm into my eye. “It hasn’t matched any of the suspects. The Wilsons are out. Lisa and her dead husband are out. I’m still trying to track down your dad’s other girlfriends.” I winced. “Sorry.”

      Nick shook his head. “No, it’s fine. I mean, the police have my profile. Subsequently, we know the unidentified sample isn’t from either of my brothers or our mom since that would have indicated a familial connection. At the very least, that unknown DNA does raise reasonable doubt. We need to know how much blood and DNA was at the scene.”

      “I agree,” I said. “As soon as I get the information and evidence from Pierce, I’ll let you know.”

      Movement sounded down the hall, and the door opened to reveal Oliver with his elbow extended like a gentleman, and my Nonna Albertini with her hand through it.

      “Why, Oliver, you’re such a sweetheart to escort me all the way down to Anna’s office.” She smiled up at him.

      He blushed, his shoulders going back. “Yes, ma’am. Your grandmother is here,” he said formally to me.

      All three of the Basanelli men stood. Nonna moved in and kissed each one on the cheek. “Now, Nick Basanelli, shouldn’t you be engaged by now?” She peered up at him, her hand on her overlarge purse.

      He looked down at the purse, no doubt knowing there was a wooden spoon in there. “Yes, ma’am. We keep trying, but things keep getting in the way. Now, I thought, since I’m in a little bit of trouble...”

      She waved her hand in the air. “Don’t you be silly. We all know you didn’t kill your father and that twit. You’ll be cleared in no time. Anna is the best attorney around, you know.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Nick said wisely.

      “Well, then, you go ahead and propose. Valentine’s Day is Thursday,” she said.

      Nick nodded. “I do know that.” He began to edge toward the door. “Anna, since your grandma is here, you must have an appointment. I hope you ladies have a lovely day.”

      She frowned. “Nick, I would like to know your plans. Perhaps I can help.”

      “Oh, no,” he said quickly. “I’d very much like to surprise Tessa.” He pushed Ricky toward Nonna. “Ricky was just talking about asking Donna out. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      Nonna lit up like a Christmas tree. “Nice? Why, Ricky, you good Italian boy, you! I think you’d be lovely for our Donna. It appears you’ve been working out, and aren’t you the tallest of all the Basanellis?”

      Ricky gulped but didn’t have the guts to give his brother a dirty look. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, edging toward his brother with his smile in place and his gaze averted from the dangerous purse.

      Dominick grinned. “Mrs. Albertini, it was lovely to see you today. I hope you have a nice time with your granddaughter.”

      “You’re a sweet one, Dominick Basanelli,” she said, patting his arm. “I have several nieces I think you should meet.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, his eyes wide. “It is so kind of you to think of me, and I know my mother would appreciate any advice you may give. However, why don’t we get Nick and Tessa engaged first?”

      Nonna turned back toward Nick, who had made it to the door. “Oh, that’s right. We should start there.”

      Nick nodded and shuffled out of sight. I could almost hear his sigh of relief. His brothers followed.

      Nonna clapped her hands together and focused on me. “All right. Are you ready to solve this case and find this mutinous Cupid who dared to shoot you with an arrow?”
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      I took a deep breath. “I’d love to solve this case, but chances are, the main Cupid has left town.” I hoped.

      Nonna appeared to be every inch the gumshoe in her beige trench coat, lace-up brown boots, and scarf over her salt-and-pepper hair. The sunglasses had been tucked into her right pocket. “Did you bring your trench coat?”

      “My gray coat,” I said.

      She sighed. “I brought you glasses. We really do have to get going, Anna. Daylight is wasting, and I’d like to get this taken care of before lunch.” She turned and led the way down the hall, pausing at the reception area. “Oliver, I hope you have a wonderful day.”

      Oliver stood and beamed. “You, too, Nonna.”

      Apparently, she had given him the instruction to call her Nonna.

      He cleared his throat. “I’ll order in lunch today, Anna. I know I’ve been buying a lot of protein lately and thought you might want to choose.”

      It also seemed as if Nonna had reminded him to use his manners. “How about something from Margo’s Thai?”

      “You’ve got it. I’ll have it here by noon,” he said, half-bowing to my grandmother. “Would you like to join us?”

      She patted his muscled arm. “You’re a sweetie, Oliver, but I’ll need to work through the lunch hour. We don’t have much time to solve this case, you know.”

      Bud sighed, not so quietly.

      She moved toward him, and he hastily opened the door. “I’m so glad you’ll be accompanying us today, Officer Orlov.” She gifted him with a dazzling smile.

      He shuffled his feet. “Of course. I’m more than happy to help out.”

      How did she do that? I followed them out of the office and into the parking area behind the building.

      Nonna easily won the argument with Bud, and we took her Cadillac to the Sunnyside Retirement Community, with Bud driving and Nonna in the passenger side seat, her glasses in place.

      I sat in the back, secretly gleeful that she had won, and we weren’t arriving in a marked police car. Bud had given in gracefully because he didn’t have a choice. There was no way he was going to haul my grandmother into a police car.

      “There you go. Turn left,” she said. We drove by Thelma and Georgiana’s duplex, and I noted that their sidewalk hadn’t been shoveled in quite a while. They weren’t due home for about a week, but I made a mental note to get that ice and snow off with some de-icer before they returned.

      When they traveled, they sometimes hired me to water their plants, yet they hadn’t done so this time. I may have killed one or two last time, so I kind of understood.

      “Another left,” Nonna said. Bud obliged. “There you go. That little house right there.” Nonna pointed to a cute ranch-style home painted a light purple with bright white trim. I blinked. That purple was something. It was kind of pretty, considering it was close to Valentine’s Day.

      Bud stopped the car and stepped out before crossing around to open my grandmother’s door. I jumped out and noted what looked like lovely holly bushes against the whole front side of the home.

      We walked along the freshly shoveled walk to the stark-white front door that held an adorable heart-shaped pink decoration where a wreath would be at Christmastime.

      My grandmother rang the bell. The door opened, and a woman who appeared to be in her late fifties stood there, a good foot taller than me. I don’t know why, but I expected Camille to be around my height, or at least petite, considering Lenny couldn’t have been more than five-and-a-half feet tall.

      “Elda Albertini,” the woman said, holding out her hand. “My goodness, come in. What are you wearing?”

      “It’s my work outfit,” Nonna said, taking the woman’s hand. “We’re so sorry to bother you like this.”

      “Oh, no, not at all.”

      Nonna turned. “Anna, this is Camille. Camille, this is my granddaughter, Anna Albertini.” We shook hands.

      Camille had curly blondish-gray hair piled on the top of her head and light-green eyes. Her skin was surprisingly smooth, and when she smiled, not much of her face moved. My guess was Botox. But her eyes twinkled. “I have seen you featured in the paper quite a bit, Anna. It’s nice to meet you in person.”

      I grinned. “Yes. For some reason, I get covered a lot.”

      “Please, come in,” she said.

      Nonna swept inside. “This is Officer Bud Orlov.”

      “Hello, Officer.” Camille shook his hand. “I hope I’m not in trouble.”

      As a pretty tall guy, Bud stood eye-to-eye with the woman. “No, ma’am. I’m just trying to keep Anna out of the paper.”

      “Sounds like a full-time job,” she said, smiling.

      He nodded, apparently warming to the woman. I decided to act like an adult and not roll my eyes.

      Camille ushered us all inside a quaint living room with upholstered furniture with light pink flowers. “Please, have a seat. Can I get you anything?” she asked.

      “Oh, no, no. We’re good. We’re here on business,” Nonna said, sitting.

      Bud waited until both Camille and I sat before taking a chair by the door. I sat on the sofa near Nonna.

      “We’re here to talk to you about Lenny. I’m so very sorry for your loss,” Nonna said.

      Camille sighed and put her hands in her lap. “Thank you. He was a nice guy. I don’t know what he was doing, robbing people so he could buy me jewelry. Honestly, I did not see a future. We were just having fun.”

      “I understand,” Nonna said.

      “You know, those guys hit fifty or sixty years old, they take the blue pills, and they can go all night,” Camille said.

      I coughed, and Bud shifted his weight uneasily.

      Camille leaned forward as if telling a big secret. “There’s something about being much taller than a guy. They work so hard for it.”

      I tried not to gulp, and I noticed Bud looking anywhere but at Camille.

      Nonna nodded wisely. “So I’ve heard. Anyway, we were wondering if you had any idea who was the head of their gang?”

      “I don’t,” Camille said. “I’ve talked to the police several times. First after Lenny was killed, and then after Saul was murdered. He was a decent guy, too. They just wanted to make some extra money. I assume they found it somewhat romantic to act like Cupids and give the riches away to the poor.”

      Nonna whipped off her glasses, her brown eyes sparking. “They kept plenty of it.”

      Camille nodded. “I read that in the paper. Maybe Lenny and Saul were looking for adventure, or they just needed some extra cash. But I truly have no idea why they decided to rob people. Then that Cupid started actually shooting people with arrows.” She looked at me. “I’m so very sorry you were hurt. Lenny never would have wanted that.”

      “I know,” I said. “We were trying to get to safety when it happened. I’m truly sorry you lost him.”

      “He was a good friend,” she said, winking at Bud. “You’re cute.”

      Bud turned the color of my Nana O’Shea’s crimson damask curtains. “Thank you.”

      Camille brushed a curl away from her cheek. “Are you dating anybody?”

      “I’m married,” he said instantly. “Very, very, very happily.”

      That wasn’t true, but I wouldn’t contradict him.

      “If it doesn’t work out, you should give me a call.” Camille winked. “I like standing eye-to-eye with a man. You know what I mean?”

      I’m not sure any of us knew exactly what she meant. But I tried to save Bud when he made a choking sound. “Lenny never told you anything about his friends, the other two robbers?”

      “No.” Camille reached for a framed photograph of the two of them with coolie cups in their hands. It looked like it had been taken down by the river in the summer. “He seemed to have a lot of friends, but nobody I would expect to rob people around town. From the description of the ringleader, I just can’t think of anybody. Rumor has it he was tall and fit like you.” She looked at Bud again.

      He cleared his throat. “That’s our understanding, yes.”

      I looked at Bud. He did have a nice body, and he was tall. Huh, interesting. May I?” I asked Camille.

      “Sure.” She handed me the picture. In it, Lenny looked happy, and her smile was also genuine. It did appear as if they’d had a good time together. Something tickled in the back of my mind, but I didn’t quite get there. “Did Lenny take a lot of pictures?”

      “All the time,” Camille said. “I haven’t been to his place since the police searched it, but he liked to memorialize all the fun times.”

      “My sister’s like that,” I noted. Tessa liked to take pictures and record our lives. If I ever needed a picture of an event, I called her.

      Nonna’s phone buzzed, and she lifted it to read. “My partners want me to ask where you were during the times of the robberies.”

      Camille sat back and then chuckled. “Seriously? Thelma and Georgiana want to know my alibis?”

      “Yes,” Nonna said. “We just have to clear you, of course.”

      A small smile played on Camille’s face. “As much as I love the idea of being a suspect, the police already have my alibis. For the jewelry robbery, I was already setting up for bingo in the Elks Lodge and have about ten witnesses.”

      Nonna held the phone closer to Camille. “You’re on speakerphone.”

      Camille leaned in. “During the timeframe for robbery at the pawn shop, I was in Spokane. My bridge club attended a concert and we stayed the night at the casino. Played all night and came home early the next morning. I have other alibis.”

      Nonna’s face fell. “I really didn’t think it was you, Camille. But it would make for a good story.”

      Camille’s eyes sparkled. “I’m sorry, Elda. It wasn’t me.”

      Nonna sighed. “All right. If you can think of anything that will assist in our case, will you please contact Three Hens Investigations?”

      “Of course, I will,” Camille said. “You know, with Lenny gone, I have some free time if you ever need someone to do a stakeout or follow a perp.”

      Nonna brightened. “I’ll keep that in mind. The three of us are getting pretty well-known around town with our agency. It would be excellent to have some people in the wings who aren’t recognized by the general public.”

      “Consider me to be available in the wings,” Camille said.

      Bud quickly stood. “All right, ladies. Thank you for your time, ma’am,” he said to Camille.

      “Anytime, handsome.” She stood. “I don’t suppose you have a card?”

      He backed away. “Uh, no, ma’am. Not with me.”

      “That’s okay, Bud. I know how to get ahold of you at the station just in case.”

      The look he cut me lacked humor. I sighed. This whole trying-to-be-friends thing with Bud was difficult.

      He opened the door, and I stopped moving as a thought slammed into me.

      “What?” Nonna asked.

      I launched back into motion and strode down the sidewalk, grabbing my phone from my purse and sliding on the snow. Bud grabbed my arm and steadied me. “Thanks.” I quickly dialed Lisa Robinson.

      “The Rustic Relic,” she said, sounding chipper.

      “Hi. It’s Anna Albertini. I haven’t talked to Spencer yet, but I have a question for you. When I first arrived at your place, I noticed some cool old frames hanging on the far wall. They were silver and old-looking.”

      She sneezed. “Yeah. I had about five of them and received three back. Do you need a frame?”

      Anticipation licked through me. “No, but did you have photographs in them?”

      “Of course. They sell better with pictures.” She sneezed again. “Sorry about that. I bought a bunch of stuff at an estate sale, and it’s all dusty.”

      “That’s okay. Were any of the pictures of Richard Basanelli?”

      She was quiet for a moment. “Yeah. He was in all five. I’m grateful to have three of the pictures back.”

      “Tell me about the other two.”

      She coughed. “Um, one was of Richard with some friends fishing, and the other was of Richard and me by the lake at night. I really miss that one.”

      Of course. Was this whole thing about a picture? “What friends were in the other picture?”

      “I don’t know. They were fishing and snowmobile buddies. I just found the photo in some of his stuff that he left behind and framed it. Shoot. I really don’t know who they were.”

      “That’s okay. Um, is there any chance you took pictures of your antique store for that website you told me about?”

      She cleared her throat. “Yeah. I actually took pictures of the whole place but only put a few up on the website. It’ll take me a few minutes, but I can text them all to you if you want.”

      “Thanks.” Anticipation trilled through me. This might be a crazy idea, but what if? I clicked off, and my phone buzzed again. I looked down, my heart thundering. “It’s a 911 from Oliver. He had a distress call from Don McLerrison and is headed out there right now. He needs help.”
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      We bundled into Nonna’s car, and Bud sped off, looking in the rearview mirror at me. “What do you mean Oliver needs help?”

      I quickly dialed Oliver, but the call went to voicemail. “He said Donny McLerrison fell and refused to call an ambulance, so he headed home. It was a quick text. He probably did it while he was driving.”

      My heart thundered. McLerrison was a stubborn old guy, and I could see him doing just that. I chewed on my lip. “Maybe we should call an ambulance just to be certain.”

      Nonna looked over her shoulder. “We don’t know that he’s hurt. Call again.”

      “Okay, Nonna.” I called Oliver again, and it went directly to voicemail like last time.

      “He could be driving through the storm.” She stared out the window. The wind had picked up; snow billowed all around. It would be a white Valentine’s Day.

      “Better safe than sorry. I want backup as well.” Bud clicked on his radio and then stopped. “What’s the address?”

      I quickly rattled off the farm’s address. “We’re only a couple of minutes away.” It was a good thing we were out in the middle of nowhere. I knew some life-saving techniques, but Bud was probably an expert. I was glad we were close.

      “All right.” Bud called in the request for an ambulance and backup. We soon turned down the long drive along the fenced area and headed toward the farmhouse. Oliver’s truck was parked haphazardly to the side.

      “Backup?” I asked.

      Bud nodded. “Yeah. All cases like this when we call in an ambulance, and all cases concerning you require backup.”

      Fine. My phone dinged, and I looked down to see the pictures from Lisa. I scrolled through several of a much younger Richard Basanelli, doing everything from waterskiing to hunting, and then paused on one of him in front of the river, holding up several largemouth bass. I frowned, peered closer, and then widened the picture.

      Bud screeched to a stop and slid several feet. “You two stay here while I go see how badly he’s hurt.”

      “No way.” I jumped out, and Nonna did the same, her trench coat and sunglasses back in place. The chilly air washed over me. I leaned over to Nonna. “Aren’t these the Wilson brothers with Richard?”

      It kind of made sense, considering they all worked the mine back then.

      She paused and lifted her glasses. “Yeah, of course.”

      I shook my head. But the picture didn’t make sense. I could tell who was who, even back then. Wayne’s nose was hard to miss. But in the picture, Wayne had red hair, and Spencer’s was dark. “I don’t understand.”

      “What? That’s Wayne and Spencer Wilson. I’d forgotten how good-looking they were when they were younger,” she said.

      “Yeah, but Spencer has red hair in real life these days, not Wayne.”

      She leaned back and looked at me. “Not true. Wayne always had the red hair. Spencer was dark-haired.”

      It hit me then. They’d switched hair color? I hadn’t had Nonna label them when we put the pictures up in my laundry room. I shook my head, my gaze catching on the knife in the redhead’s hand. Nick’s knife. Even his initials were visible in the photograph.

      She snorted. “Come on, let’s find the farmer.” She slipped her arm through mine and pulled me along in the snow.

      My instincts flared awake. “Why would they change hair colors this late in life? Is the red hair symbolic of the family?”

      Nonna kept tugging. “Oh, well, they’re not related by blood, sweetie. Their mom already had Wayne when she arrived in Silverville. I believe Jack Wilson adopted him.”

      My thoughts came screeching to a halt. We reached the front door, and Bud knocked, opening it.

      Nonna gasped. “Oliver?” she breathed.

      I looked up to see the tall main Cupid dressed in his black outfit right before his hand shot out, and something sizzled. Bud dropped like a stone to the snowy front porch, his body twitching wildly.

      Oliver? Did my grandma just say Oliver? I hurriedly pushed her behind me. The Cupid raised his other hand to show a silver-plated nine-millimeter.

      I tried to remain calm. “It looks like you’ve moved on from arrows.”

      He shrugged, so much taller than me that I could easily rush and hit him full-on in the gut. “I wouldn’t,” he said, the voice still tinny. “Come inside.”

      I looked at Nonna. “Run,” I whispered.

      “You run? I shoot.” He didn’t sound like he was joking.

      She straightened to her full height. “Now, listen, young man—”

      “Inside,” he barked.

      I looked down at Bud, who was still twitching, and then at the stun gun in the ripped Cupid’s other hand. “Oliver?” I asked, trying to make sense of Nonna’s statement.

      Nonna pushed me inside, and I smoothly slid by the Cupid, hitting a button on my phone to forward the picture to Aiden before shoving it into my back pocket, not my purse. Then I gasped.

      Oliver Duck lay on the floor, his arms bound in front of him, a sock in his mouth, and a bruise on his temple. He wasn’t moving. Forgetting the Cupid, I rushed forward and dropped to my knees, reaching to find Oliver’s pulse—steady and strong.

      So Nonna had seen him from the doorway.

      I looked over my shoulder. “What did you do?”

      “I knocked him out.” The Cupid shoved the stun gun into his pocket but kept the handgun pointed at us as he reached down and yanked Bud inside by his collar. Grabbing Bud’s handcuffs, he quickly cuffed the cop and then stunned him again.

      Nonna cried out, and I stepped in front of her. “Don’t you think this has gone far enough?” I asked.

      “Give me your phone,” he said, holding out a hand. I opened my purse and scrambled around. He grabbed my purse and threw it across the farmhouse to land on an old, quaint table in the kitchen. It skidded across and fell, dumping out all the contents. “The one in your back pocket.”

      I wanted to charge him, so I set my stance.

      He moved his aim to my nonna. “I’ll shoot her. I won’t think twice.”

      He looked strong and ripped in the tight outfit, but it didn’t make sense. None of this made sense. I handed over my phone. He pressed a button and then looked closer. “Fuck.”

      I winced and leaned over to see the picture I had brought up. Had I been able to forward it to Aiden? There was no way for me to know without the phone. Suddenly, all the pieces came together. It was about the DNA. “Hi, Wayne,” I drawled, sliding my body in front of Nonna again.

      He looked at me for several moments, then tore off the mask and wig. In front of me stood who I had thought was Spencer Wilson, red hair and all. It all made sense now. He was actually Wayne, who his brother had pretended to be in order to take the DNA test. He glanced down at an unconscious Bud.

      “Where’s McLerrison?” I asked.

      “I knocked him out in the barn. He’ll probably freeze to death,” the real Wayne said carelessly. “Let’s go. I’m sure the cop called for backup.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Nonna said.

      He lifted the weapon and fired into the ceiling, causing plaster to rain down.

      I jumped and instantly tried to cover Nonna.

      “Last chance,” he hissed.

      “Fine.” I looked at Oliver.

      “I will kill him, but I don’t need to,” Wayne said carelessly. “He didn’t see my face when I grabbed him outside your office, so he has no idea who I am, and I didn’t leave prints on his phone when I texted you. But move now, or I’ll shoot him in the head.”

      I gulped.

      Wayne forced us outside and into Nonna’s older Cadillac, getting in the back with a gun pointed at me in the driver’s seat. Nonna’s purse rested on her lap, with both her wooden spoon and a nine-millimeter in it. In a swift motion, he reached over the seat and grabbed her bag. She tried to fight for it, but he put the gun to her head.

      “Stop,” I yelled, panicking.

      She released the purse.

      He tossed it out the window. “Now, start driving. I only need one of you to make sure I get out of town.”

      Great. We were hostages he’d shoot the second he was safe. We’d both seen his face and could identify him to the authorities. Trying to stay focused, I put the car into drive and headed back down to the main road. “Where to?”

      “Lilac Lake Road. Our cabin is around Turney’s Corner. Drive on the periphery of town. Don’t make me shoot you.”

      My hands trembled, but I did as he ordered, trying to keep from sliding in the snowy conditions.

      When we reached the end of the country road, the ambulance roared past us.

      “Damn it. Hurry up,” he said.

      I pressed the gas, careful in the snow, trying to think of a way out of this. Aiden knew we were in trouble, and he would be coming. Unfortunately, my phone and any GPS were back at the farmhouse. But I had sent him the picture. I didn’t know if he’d put it together, though, because he didn’t have Nonna’s information about the Wilson brothers.

      I shook my head. “So, your brother pretended to be you when he gave his DNA?”

      “Yep,” Wayne said. “You thought I was Spencer. You thought he was Wayne. When his DNA cleared, you figured we were both clear.”

      “His DNA cleared because you’re not genetically related,” I said. How had we not known that? How had anybody not known that? They shared a last name, and they’d grown up in Silverville. “How old were you when Jack Wilson adopted you?”

      “I was just a baby. Very few people would even remember that we weren’t brothers,” he said, bragging now that he’d been revealed.

      “That was quite the camouflage you wore,” I said, remembering his slumped-over posture and thicker body.

      He chuckled, sounding delighted with himself. “Yeah. No shit.”

      Nonna gasped. He didn’t apologize for the crude language, but why would he, considering he had a gun pointed at us?

      “It was pretty easy. When I worked on the cruise ship, I often helped with some of the shows and learned makeup and how to camouflage. But boy, wearing three sweaters at a time sure got hot in that interrogation room,” he chuckled.

      “What about the height?” I said. “You’re under six feet tall.”

      “It’s the boots,” he said. “You thought they were part of the outfit. They make me a hell of a lot taller.”

      I shook my head. “Why did you go through with all this?”

      “I needed those pictures,” he said. “If I had only robbed the antique store, everyone would look more closely at what was taken from there. Nobody thought twice about certain objects since I robbed so many places.”

      I thought about the picture of him with Richard Basanelli, and it hit me. “It’s the knife, isn’t it? The knife was in your hand.”

      “Yeah. That was Nick Basanelli’s knife. His dad used it often, and I had it in my hand when we caught those fish and were photographed. I had to get that picture.”

      Lisa had sent me the photo.

      As if reading my thoughts, he said, “Don’t worry. My next stop will be to see Lisa Robinson. She won’t survive the next sundown.” Which meant neither would we.

      “What about the getup?” Nonna asked, looking back at him. “The whole silly Cupid thing?”

      He shrugged. “It kept you from recognizing me, and it was kind of fun. Plus, I didn’t need all the crap. I just needed to keep enough to retain the pictures.”

      I slowed down on the outskirts of Timber City, wishing I could head straight into town. “Your brother was in on this the whole time?”

      “Of course. He’s my brother. We figured we’d be out of town by now, but I started to worry about that picture I remembered. We saw it when we scouted the area.”

      “You could have just taken it off the wall instead of doing all this,” I protested.

      He shook his head. “What fun would that have been? This is the best time we’ve had our whole lives.”

      The man really was crazy. Cousin Wanda had been right. This wasn’t just about robbing and giving it away. He was completely into his role.

      “You killed Richard and Imogen?” I asked.

      “I couldn’t believe that bitch wanted to leave me.” He shook his head. “Have you seen my body? I was even more ripped back then, and I was a good husband to her. A very good one. I followed them to the Pig Tavern that night, and nobody knew I was there waiting in the parking lot.”

      I shook my head. “Why did you bury them in the Marsh Mansion?”

      He chuckled, the sound much more like him now that the voice distorter had been removed from his mouth. “Imogen headed out to our cabin to get the rest of her stuff. The two of them did. Can you believe that? And then they decided to stay the night there, thinking I was in Silverville.” He shook his head. “They didn’t know what was coming.”

      “You stabbed them both to death?”

      “Yes,” he chuckled. “Basanelli had his kid’s knife on him. Tried to defend himself. I took it, and well, they regretted it. It was the middle of summer and about four a.m. when I finished. I needed to put them somewhere. Dawn was coming, and I knew about that basement room in the Marsh Mansion. We all did. We used to party there. So I dumped both their bodies and then caused the cave-in so nobody would find them.”

      This was unthinkable. “A couple of weeks ago, you heard the rumors about the two bodies being found before any of us knew who they were?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he said. “Rumors went far and wide about those bodies, and I did know who they were, which is why we had to get on this. We headed into town and just happened to see that picture at the antique store.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “I went to check out Lisa Robinson to see what she knew about the bodies and spotted the picture. But it was one of those days when she was busy with a tour bus from Spokane, so I couldn’t just take it. Plus, I didn’t know how much she knew about the photos.”

      He’d wanted to make a big production of the situation. “So, you came up with this elaborate stupid-Cupid plan?”

      “I needed the money, too,” he said. “Things haven’t been great, and there was a chance we’d have to make a run for it. If you ask me, I’m a mastermind.”

      “If you ask me, you’re a psycho,” I said.

      His chuckle wasn’t reassuring. “I knew Saul from back in the day, and he brought in Lenny. I hadn’t planned on killing them, but things happen, right?”

      “Then why did you later want to sue Lisa for ruining your suit? That just brought attention to you.”

      He snorted. “So? She is kinda cute.”

      Wow. Egomaniac there. He really hadn’t been worried about getting caught.

      I made it around Timber City and headed toward Lilac Lake. His cabin was about five miles around the icy road. But first, I had to pass Aiden’s office. There was no doubt Wayne planned to kill us once we reached his cabin.

      I looked over to see Aiden’s truck barreling out of his parking lot. Taking a deep breath, I nodded at Nonna, motioning for her to duck. She clasped her hands together. I hit the gas, turned suddenly, and broadsided Aiden.

      The crunch of metal was deafening.

      Spencer, or rather Wayne, flew into the back of our seats. Screeching, I turned and jumped for him, trying to shove the gun out of the way. It went off, and pain exploded in my leg. I scrambled, fighting with him, trying to get the weapon.

      Nonna opened her door and made it out of the car. Thank goodness. Then, the back door was open, and Wayne was ripped away. The gun flew away, and then the sound of fists hitting flesh echoed through my head. I looked up, my vision swimming, to see Aiden pummeling Wayne. I felt a moment of gratification before the darkness tried to swallow me.

      The last sound I heard was Aiden’s strong voice. “Angel?”
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      The somewhat-too-familiar scent of bleach and lemon cleanser filled my nose as I slowly came awake to an also familiar beeping sound. Sighing, I looked down to find myself in a hospital bed with Aiden sitting next to me on one side and Nonna on the other.

      I came fully awake. “Nonna, are you okay?” I asked urgently.

      “I’m fine, dear.” She leaned forward and patted my hand, having ditched the trench coat and glasses. “How are you?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Aiden leaned forward from the other side. “You were shot in the leg. It was the side of your thigh. You lost more blood this time, Angel.”

      This time. How many times was I going to get injured in February? My memories returned slowly. “How are you, Aiden? I hit your truck. Is it okay?”

      He didn’t move. “I’m fine and so is the truck.”

      “Did I have surgery?” I asked somewhat groggily.

      “No, you just took a lot more stitches than in your shoulder. You’re going to be sore for a while,” he said, his eyes alert and still a pissed blue.

      I blinked, and the memory of the day crashed through me. “You didn’t kill Spencer—I mean, Wayne—did you?”

      “No, but he’ll have trouble breathing for a while,” Aiden muttered. “He could be choking up his food for a time, too.”

      I should probably be concerned about the level of violence I knew Aiden had likely meted out, but at the moment, I couldn’t care less. The jerk had pointed a gun at my nonna.

      I gasped. “Oliver and Donny.”

      “They’re fine,” Aiden said. “As is Bud. They were all checked out, and Oliver and McLerrison headed home.”

      I winced. Oh, Bud. He was tased twice and handcuffed. “Are you sure Bud is okay?”

      Finally, a small smile lifted Aiden’s lips. “I’m sure he’s all right, but you may not be friends anymore.”

      “It wasn’t my fault,” I protested weakly as running footsteps sounded and both of my sisters barreled into the room.

      “Are you okay?” Tessa asked, reaching the bed, her hair wild around her head.

      “I’m fine. Just some more stitches,” I said.

      Donna moved slower toward Nonna. “You’re good?”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      She reached our nonna and gave her a hug. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “You sweetheart. This is just an ordinary day for Three Hens Investigations. We solved another crime,” Nonna said happily.

      I wasn’t exactly sure who’d solved the crime, but I didn’t care at the moment.

      Detective Pierce moved into the room. “You okay?” he asked.

      “I am.”

      “You should probably get a parking spot here. Don’t you think?” he asked.

      I glared at him but didn’t really have the energy to make it stick.

      “Give me your statement,” he said.

      I did, and he nodded.

      “That corroborates what Oliver Duck and Don McLerrison said. In addition, we have your phone and the photograph as evidence.”

      I cleared my dry throat. “What about the real Spencer? Did you catch him?”

      “Absolutely. We have both Wayne and Spencer in custody. Spencer started babbling like a wild brook the second we arrested him. He already has confessed.”

      “Did he have any part in the actual murder all those years ago?” I asked.

      Pierce shook his head. “No, he really was out of town. I mean, the real Spencer was out of town. I can’t believe I thought they were brothers, but all the background checks we did were just speaking with people from Silverville. Most of them didn’t know the real Wayne had been adopted. I should have gotten DNA from both of them.”

      Aiden leaned back in his chair. “It happens, man. You would’ve figured it out eventually.”

      “Yeah, but I have two bodies on my conscience now, Saul and Lenny.”

      I didn’t like seeing the shadows in Pierce’s eyes. “They chose to go into business with Wayne Wilson, AKA sexy Cupid.” I tried not to gag. To think that I’d thought he had a sexy body. It was shocking. He really had camouflaged it perfectly with clothing and posture, down to the fake liver spots on his hand. I was quite irritated with myself that I hadn’t caught it. “What about Lisa Robinson?”

      “She’s fine. She gave a statement and has already parlayed the situation into some good PR for the Rustic Relic. She gave Jolene O’Sullivan a full interview, just so you know,” Pierce said.

      I shrugged. “Fine by me, so long as I’m not involved.”

      Aiden and Pierce winced in unison.

      I sat up straighter. “What?”

      “She might’ve gotten a picture of you being brought into the hospital,” Pierce said, looking away.

      “I tried to block her,” Aiden added. “But I was helping your nonna over the ice.”

      “Okay,” I murmured. “That is a worry for another day.”

      More footsteps sounded, and my parents ran into the room, followed by Aunt Yara, Uncle Buddy, and Violet.

      Violet reached me first. “Are you okay? I can’t believe you’re back in the hospital.” She patted my arm nervously. “You got shot. Are you sure you’re okay?” Tears filled her wide eyes.

      “I’m fine, Violet. Just a couple of stitches to the leg.”

      She looked around. “You come here a lot.”

      Aiden chuckled, but the sound completely lacked humor. “Yeah. We’re going to have a little talk about that later.”

      “This wasn’t my fault,” I protested again.

      “Nobody said it was,” Aiden said.

      I thought fleetingly to his comments about locking me down.

      Violet wrung her hands together nervously. “How long do you have to be in the hospital?”

      “I should be out in about an hour,” I said.

      “No,” my mom contradicted instantly, her slight Irish brogue coming through. “You’re here until tomorrow. I spoke to the doctor.”

      Nobody moved. Nobody protested. Nobody even thought about arguing.

      “Until tomorrow?” I asked.

      She patted my blankets back into place. “Yes, tomorrow’s Wednesday. You don’t have anything going on. I already spoke with Pauley at the office.”

      “If I recall, I have a couple of meetings,” I said weakly.

      “They’ve been moved,” she said.

      Truth be told, the hospital had excellent ice cream milkshakes with extra vanilla. I wouldn’t mind a little rest. “Fine, but we have Violet’s hearing on Valentine’s Day.”

      Violet’s eyes widened. “We can move that, right? We don’t have to go.”

      “Oh, no,” I said. “The hearing’s happening. You’ve been seeing the psychiatrist recommended by the court since you’ve been home, right?”

      “Yes. I saw him two days in a row, and we had another home visit just to be certain,” she said.

      We needed to get in front of the judge. Soon. “Okay, I have all the other paperwork from the school counselors at your old school and your new one, as well as some family affidavits. We are having that hearing on Thursday, Violet,” I said firmly.

      She gulped. “What if he says no?”

      “If he says no, we’ll just ask for more time. Next time, he’ll say yes. It doesn’t matter. You’re family,” I said, looking at her. “How much did you panic when you learned I’d been shot?”

      She paled. “I seriously panicked. You’re going to be my cousin. You can’t get shot all the time, Anna.”

      “Amen, sister,” Aiden said.

      Yara put her arm around Violet. “We just wanted to make sure you were okay. We’re going to head out to dinner.”

      Tessa and Donna looked up. “We’ll come with you. The nurse is about to kick us out anyway.”

      “I’ll see you all soon,” I said. They left, soon followed by my parents.

      Aiden looked at Nonna and me. “I’m going to run back and check on Bud. He’s been cleared, but the doctor wouldn’t let him leave last time I checked. After that, you and I are going to have a little talk, Anna.”

      “Great,” I mumbled.

      He left. Nonna watched him go. “He is very sexy, even though he isn’t Italian.”

      My heart warmed. “Thanks, Nonna. I appreciate that.”

      She chuckled. “That was a fun case, wasn’t it? I will get better at this, sweetheart. You shouldn’t have gotten shot.”

      It was a chance I’d had to take. If he’d gotten us to his cabin, he would have killed us, and I’d figured ramming Aiden’s truck would at least get him involved in time to save my nonna, even if I got shot—which I had.

      “You were very brave. I spoke with Thelma and Georgiana earlier when you were still getting stitches,” Nonna said.

      I sat up fully. “You did?”

      “Yes. We decided to offer you a position with Three Hens Investigations. We think you might be a valuable asset to our firm.”

      I lay back against the pillows, trying to find the right words. “Nonna, I don’t think you should be in a business where people are shooting at you.”

      “Well, you are, Anna,” she said. “In fact, you’re the only one who’s been shot with either an arrow or a bullet in our little company.”

      “I’m aware of that, but that could change. If you keep looking into cases like the Cupids or Nick’s dad’s murder—which turned out to be the same darn case—you could get hurt. Nobody wants you to be harmed.”

      “I promise we’ll be very careful, dear. What do you say?”

      Truth be told, I was torn. I didn’t want anything to do with them being in dangerous cases, but if they were going to follow through with this, I wanted to be there to protect them. “I accept. With a caveat that my actual job takes priority. I’m a lawyer first.”

      “That’s fine.” She patted my hand. “We need a lawyer. Thelma’s becoming quite good at breaking and entering, you know.”

      I groaned. This was just a little bit too much to deal with right now. “Do you have any Valentine’s Day plans?” I asked her, wanting to talk about anything except their detective agency.

      Nonna smiled. “Of course. Your grandfather’s quite the romantic, you know? I’ve been hinting at a necklace I want.”

      “What kind?”

      She waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter. He never buys what I hint at, so I don’t hint at anything I want. He thinks he’s quite creative, so he’ll get a necklace, but it won’t be the one I talked about. If he goes to Duke’s, Duke will lead him in the right direction.”

      I chuckled. The woman was brilliant. “What did you get him?”

      She looked away and then back. “This might be a little on point and a bit odd, but I found him a new fishing knife. That was before Nick’s case, of course.”

      “I think that’s sweet. Did you put his initials on it?”

      “No. I inscribed an Italian love saying. He likes that kind of thing.”

      I reached out and held her hand. “Who doesn’t? I was really scared I might’ve gotten you shot. You need to be careful.”

      Her chuckle was reassuring. “You need to be careful. We knew what we were doing, Anna. Don’t worry so much. Things worked out the way they should.”

      She looked up as Aiden walked into the room. “All right, you two, I’m going to get going.”

      Aiden wavered and looked from me to her. “I could drive you.”

      “Oh, no. I’m sure Donna and Tessa waited for me since my car isn’t here.”

      Aiden went into the hallway, looking the other way before returning. “Yep, you’re right. They’re by the front door.”

      “Of course, they are,” Nonna said.

      He held out his elbow. “You sweet boy,” she said, grabbing her trench coat. “We’ll need to drop by McLerrison’s farm and pick up my purse.”

      “The police are already on it. They should have it back to you soon,” Aiden said as they disappeared down the hallway.

      I took a moment to breathe. I loved my family, but sometimes, they were a bit overwhelming.

      Aiden returned and sat by the bed. “Here we are again.”

      “I know.” I winced. “Sorry about that.”

      “Crashing into my truck was a good move. It forced Wilson against the back of the seat and gave you a chance to get the gun away from him,” Aiden said. “You did everything right this time, Anna, including having a police officer with you, calling for an ambulance, sending the picture, and calling me.”

      “Yet, here I am,” I said.

      “Yeah, but here you are in one piece.”

      I grinned. “You’re not locking me down?”

      “I didn’t say that. There will be a few changes around here, but you probably won’t notice them.”

      Somehow, I thought I would.
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      For court on Valentine’s Day, I wore a bright pink shirt beneath my black skirt suit jacket that matched my skirt and polished black dress boots. My stomach cramped, and acid kept trying to climb up my throat. I’d already eaten a bottle of Tums and taken some ibuprofen, but I couldn’t dispel the nerves. This was a huge deal for Violet, and I didn’t want to blow it. But the fact that she had run away after the basketball game on Friday and had a BOLO out for her was just bad news.

      I stood at my table in the district court with Violet next to me. Uncle Buddy flanked her other side with Yara next to him.

      “All right, everybody take a deep breath.” I looked at Violet. “No matter what happens today, the adoption will go through. It could be postponed because the judge can take all the time in the world to make sure this is a good placement.”

      She tugged nervously on her ear. “But he could decide yes today, right?”

      “I have the paperwork for him. I just don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

      “I talked to the guy for two hours earlier,” she said.

      The judge had agreed to an ex parte meeting with Violet earlier today, where they had tea in his chambers. It wasn’t common, but it wasn’t completely unheard of, either. When children were involved, a judge could meet with them and make sure they knew exactly what was happening. I liked that Judge Grizzio had taken the time to speak with Violet personally. He was a good man. Yet I also knew he would make his decision based on caution, which I understood.

      Bailiff Frederickson emerged from the side door, and his beard looked even fuller than usual. I didn’t know how he did it. Maybe he used some special beard cream. “All rise,” he said.

      We were already standing, but nobody said anything. Judge Grizzio walked in, his blue eyes intelligent and a pink tie peeking above his dark robe.

      “Sit down,” he said. “Everybody relax.”

      Yeah, right. Nobody was going to relax. We all sat, and Violet reached over to hold my hand. My heart turned over. This was so important to her—and to all of us.

      The judge tugged a pair of reading glasses from somewhere in his robe and perched them on his nose. “Ms. Albertini, I reviewed all the paperwork, and everything’s in good order.” He shuffled several papers. “The counselors and teachers from both the high school in Timber City and out in Silverville speak highly of you, Violet. They say you’re intelligent, thoughtful, and mature. I have the psychiatrist’s report claiming that you understand the proceedings and know what you want, as well as several letters from friends and other teachers. I also very much enjoyed our talk today.”

      “So did I, Your Honor,” Violet said. “And I will give basketball a thought. I’m not really tall, but I could probably learn the game.”

      “You should. It has excellent cardiovascular benefits,” the judge said.

      I started to relax a little bit.

      “However, as you know, I am very concerned that your first response to being faced with danger this weekend was to run,” the judge said.

      “Don’t forget the home study. Please, Judge,” she said. “It went well, too.”

      He smiled, looking more approachable. “I understand that, Violet. I’ve read through the home study, but your reaction still concerns me.”

      She started to stand.

      He shook his head. “You’re fine sitting. You don’t need to stand. Just relax. We’re only talking here.”

      “Okay.” She stared down at the table. “I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t know you were supposed to go to family instead of trying to protect them.” She looked over at Buddy. “Buddy explained it to me.”

      “What did Buddy say?” the judge asked.

      Violet cleared her throat. “That a dad’s job is to take care of problems, and it’s a one-way street—at least until I’m older, and until he’s way, way, way older because he’s not old at all.” She smiled. “That’s what he said.”

      “I see, and what do you think about that?” the judge asked.

      She nodded. “I think I understand it. At least, I do better than I did the other day.”

      He studied her. “What if you were in that situation again? What if somebody threatened you now?”

      “I’d go to family,” she said instantly and without thought. “I have a lot of them I could go to. Even if you don’t sign the papers today, that won’t change.” Her voice was sure.

      I had to swallow over the lump in my throat.

      The back door opened, and the bailiff moved closer to us. “This is a closed hearing,” Judge Grizzio said.

      “We’re part of it,” Rory Albertini returned.

      I turned to see Yara and Buddy’s six sons walk into the room. They ranged from their mid-twenties to early thirties and were all tall, broad, and very Italian-looking. Three of them held hands with the loves they’d recently found, and I nodded at Heather, Serenity, and Marlie.

      Bosco, the youngest of the brothers, stepped up. “We’re Violet’s brothers.”

      Heather grinned. “We’re going to be her sisters-in-law.”

      They filed into the row behind us.

      “I see,” the judge said. “You can all sit.”

      “Do you mind if we stand?” Vince, the eldest, asked. “We’d like to watch everything carefully.”

      A flash of a smile lifted the judge’s lips. “All right, you may stand.”

      The door opened again. “You have more kids?” he asked Yara.

      “Oh, no, just seven,” Yara said, nodding at Violet.

      I turned to see my Nonna and Papa Albertini move into the room.

      “Grandparents, I take it?” the judge asked.

      “Yes,” Violet said, her voice thick.

      The judge lifted a hand. “Hey, Enzio. Hey, Elda.”

      “Hey, Judge,” my papa said, his voice booming. “Great game the other day.”

      “Thanks. I was definitely on.”

      They stepped into the pew on the other side of the boys.

      The door opened again, and Wanda Versaccio hurried inside, her hair a curly mess like usual. “Hey, Judge,” she said.

      “Hi, Wanda.” The judge shook his head. “You’re not involved with this case. Violet saw a different psychiatrist, who is not part of the Albertini family.”

      Wanda smoothed her hair back into some semblance of order. “I know, Judge. I still wrote a nice letter.”

      “I read it. Your penmanship was excellent,” the judge returned.

      “I thought I should be here since I’m family, not because I’m a shrink.” She sat over by my grandparents.

      More aunts and uncles and cousins started filing in. Violet’s eyes widened. “There are a lot of people here.”

      I paused at seeing my Nana and Bampa O’Shea move inside with my sisters, followed by my parents. “It looks like the O’Shea family is here as well, Judge. We do have a lot of picnics together.”

      “Hi, Judge.” Nana O’Shea waved. “How are you feeling? Is your knee any better?”

      “Hi, Fiona,” the judge answered. “Yes, the salve has worked wonderfully. I really appreciate it.”

      She filed into a pew with my sisters following her. “I’m so glad to hear that.”

      “Who are you two?” the judge asked.

      Tessa cleared her throat. “We’re Anna’s sisters, which means we’re Violet’s cousins.”

      He frowned. “Ah, didn’t you sell me my house?”

      “Hi, Judge,” Donna said. “Someone else from my firm did, but I probably saw you in the office. How are you enjoying it? I thought the columns out front were lovely.”

      “Yeah, I like the columns,” the judge said dryly.

      The door opened again, and I knew who it was without looking. I could feel Aiden’s presence.

      “Hey, Devlin,” the judge said. “Is the ATF involved with this?”

      “Nope, just family.” Aiden headed over to take a spot next to my parents.

      Nick Basanelli, his mom, and his brothers arrived next.

      The judge pinched the bridge of his nose. “Prosecutor Basanelli, you are not related to anybody here.”

      “I know, but I’m dating somebody here.”

      “All right.” The judge held up his hands. “Nobody else comes inside this courtroom.”

      We had a full house, so of course, the door opened, and Oliver and Pauley walked in.

      I looked over my shoulder. “They work with me, Judge. Plus, the kids are friends with Violet.” I looked closer as Clark entered, stacks of files in his hands. “And that’s my law partner.”

      The judge took a deep breath. “I see. Violet, are you sure you want all of this?”

      As one, we all stood. This felt like a moment to stand.

      “I’m absolutely positive, Judge,” she said. “I promise this is what I want and what’s best for me.”

      The judge looked down at the paperwork. “After last weekend, I had considered extending this hearing for at least another month, but in the face of overwhelming evidence of love and support, I’m going to sign the documents today.” He signed and then stamped them.

      Violet gasped. “That’s it?”

      His gaze softened. “Yes. You’ll need to get your last name changed to Albertini, but I can do that right now. Everybody else has already signed the documents, and we will notarize them.” He looked around at the gathered mass. “I hope you know what you’ve gotten into.”

      Buddy pulled Violet in for a big hug before handing her over to Yara, who also hugged her.

      “Me, too, judge,” Violet said, her voice muffled. She turned to him and wiped tears off her face, and I found myself doing the same thing. “Thank you for this.”

      The judge grinned. “You’re welcome, and I wish you the best of luck.”

      Yara held Violet close. “We’re going to have a party to celebrate tomorrow night, Judge. We hope you can make it.”

      The judge tugged on his pink tie. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      We trooped out of the courtroom, and Tessa cleared her voice. “Hey, lunch is on Smiley’s Diner since I’m part owner. Let’s head over there and celebrate.”

      “What a marvelous idea,” Nonna Albertini said. “I’m starving.”

      “Wait a second.” Nick held up a hand.

      We all stopped outside the courtroom in the main hallway.

      “What is it?” Tessa asked.

      He shook his head. “I’ve been trying to do this for weeks, and honestly, I might as well do it right here in front of family.” He dropped to one knee and yanked the velvet box out of his back pocket. “Tessa Albertini, I’ll love you until the day I die. I’ve adored you for years and was finally fortunate enough to catch your attention. I know it’s soon. We can have the longest engagement you want, but here, with all our family as witnesses, I ask…will you marry me?” He flipped open the box.

      A whisper went through the crowd.

      “I said yes,” my dad said, his voice deep. “Just in case you wondered.”

      Tessa gasped, delight filling her eyes. “Yes,” she said.

      Nick instantly slid the ring onto her finger and stood, kissing her deeply. “Finally,” he said. “All right, let’s go celebrate family.”
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      Aiden and I lounged on the thick rug in front of our fireplace, drinking cabernet and watching the flames for our Valentine’s Day celebration. Just the two of us tonight. We’d had a romantic chicken cacciatore dinner and talked about Violet’s adoption and Tessa’s engagement.

      “I hope Basanelli knows what he’s gotten into,” Aiden said.

      I chuckled, feeling freer than I had in eons. Oh, my shoulder still ached, and the fresh wound in my leg pounded, but ibuprofen kept the pain at bay. “He should know. His family’s huge, too. It was nice that he got reinstated today, as well, since he’s no longer a suspect.”

      Aiden nodded. “Yeah, he’s a good prosecutor. I have a case in LA and need to leave the day after tomorrow,” he said. “Thought you should know.”

      My heart sank. I missed him when he was gone, but he was good at his job. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

      “I’m not sure. It could be a couple of weeks.” He looked up, his gaze intense. “Are you sure you’re still okay with that?”

      “With your job? Yeah. You’re good at it, Aiden. I would never ask you to be anybody other than who you are. I’ll miss you, but you text and call when you can. That’s all I ask.”

      He leaned over and kissed me. I knew he worried when he was gone because of some of my cases, but how often did a friend of mine get accused of murder? It really didn’t happen too often. “I promise I’ll take lame contract cases while you’re gone,” I said.

      “Ha. I doubt that. Do you want your present?”

      “I do.” I loved presents. “But first, here’s yours.” I reached beneath the sofa and drew out his gift, which was in a bright pink box.

      “Pretty in pink,” he murmured.

      “I also have an outfit for you later,” I said.

      His gaze warmed. “An outfit that you’re wearing or I’m wearing?”

      I laughed, feeling safe and happy. “That I’m wearing.”

      His mouth curved into a smile. “That’s what I was hoping to hear.” He opened the box and then grinned. “These are gorgeous.”

      “Do you like them?” I held my breath. I’d bought him Celtic knot cufflinks. He had to wear a suit occasionally for work, and he’d need one for Tessa and Nick’s wedding. “I figured they’d bring you good luck.”

      “They’re beautiful.” He kissed me again. “Thank you.”

      Aiden was tough to buy for, so pleasure filled me.

      A knock sounded on the door and I pulled free. “Who would bother us on Valentine’s Day night?”

      “I think it’s your present.” Aiden stood. “Stay here.”

      My present arrived via a knock on the door? That was interesting.

      He crossed around our new sofa. I heard muffled voices, and then Aiden returned with the cutest dog I’d ever seen.

      “Sit,” Aiden said. The dog instantly sat, and I swore he smiled at me.

      My heart exploded. “He’s adorable.”

      “Anna, meet Brickhouse. Brickhouse, meet Anna.”

      “Brickhouse?” I asked.

      The dog held out a paw. I shook it. He was beautiful with a dark black coat and lighter brown markings around his jaw, chest, and paws. “He’s perfect.”

      “He’s a two-year-old Rottweiler created for protection work.”

      Oh, I loved him. “Can I hug him?”

      “Release,” Aiden said.

      The dog instantly bounded toward me and licked my face. I giggled and held him close. “He’s perfect. I’m not sure about Brickhouse, though.”

      “It’s his name. You could probably rename him, but he’s two years old,” Aiden said. “He’s a good search and rescue dog but is too easily distracted, so he won’t make it with a police force. However, he’s an excellent protection dog, and now he’s yours.”

      Aha. So this was what Aiden had meant when he’d said things would change. The dog licked my face again, and I giggled, rolling around on the floor with him. “I love him.”

      “He can go to the office with you. He’s very well-behaved,” Aiden said. “We’ll get a dog bed for a corner, and I have instructions for you. You need to keep up with his training, and I’ll help you, but I’ll sleep better knowing he’s here when I’m gone.”

      “So will I,” I said.

      “He’s not sleeping on the bed with us,” Aiden said.

      I snorted, kissing the dog. “We’ll see about that.”

      “I’ll be right back.” Aiden disappeared into the still-unused bedroom and returned with a dog bed, bowls, and some toys. “I had these hidden in there. Was hoping you’d be too busy to look. However, I would’ve rather you looked and not been shot.”

      I laughed. “Aiden, he is a perfect gift.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I thought so, too.” He reached down and plucked me off the ground. “Now, I want to see that outfit you mentioned.”

      I snuggled into his chest and kissed his neck. He made me feel safe and cherished every day. “You know…” The words caught in my throat, but I cleared it. “I do love you.”

      He chuckled and kissed me. “I love you, too.” He leaned back, grinning. “The words just don’t seem like they’re enough, do they?”

      I laughed, relieved that he understood. “No, they’re just words, and I feel almost silly saying them, but I was ready.”

      “I’ve been ready for a month,” he said. “But there’s so much more that I feel than that.”

      “Yeah, me, too.” I kissed his neck again.

      The dog followed us, and Aiden paused. “Bed.” The dog dropped to his haunches and looked at me with his big, soft doggy eyes. Aiden growled.

      “Yes, bed,” I said sadly.

      The dog sighed and then moved over to sit on his bed.

      “See, he’s already yours,” Aiden said, kissing me again.

      “So are you,” I murmured.

      “That I am, Angel. Always.”
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      If you liked Anna’s newest adventure, take a look at my new dark retelling of Beauty and the Beast, ONE CURSED ROSE. For a very limited time, we’re offering a limited special edition hardcover with reversible dust jacket, foiled stamping, cloth cover, sprayed edges…I think it’ll still be available when this book publishes but not for long. Check out the retailers or Link: One Cursed Rose
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      I know a lot of you like the exact reading order for a series, so here’s the exact reading order as of the release of this book, although if you read most novels out of order, it’s okay.

      

      GRIMM BARGAINS

      
        	One Cursed Rose (Book 1)

        	One Dark Kiss (draft title) (Book 2)

      

      DARK PROTECTORS

      
        	Fated  (Dark Protectors Book 1)

        	Claimed  (Dark Protectors Book 2)

        	Tempted Novella (Dark Protectors 2.5)

        	Hunted  (Dark Protectors Book 3)

        	Consumed  (Dark Protectors Book 4)

        	Provoked  (Dark Protectors Book 5)

        	Twisted Novella (Dark Protectors 5.5)

        	Shadowed  (Dark Protectors Book 6)

        	Tamed Novella (Dark Protectors 6.5)

        	Marked  (Dark Protectors Book 7)

        	Wicked Ride  (Realm Enforcers 1)

        	Wicked Edge  (Realm Enforcers 2)

        	Wicked Burn  (Realm Enforcers 3)

        	Talen Novella  (Dark Protectors 7.5)

        	Wicked Kiss  (Realm Enforcers 4)

        	Wicked Bite (Realm Enforcers 5)

        	Teased (Reese -1001 DN Novella)

        	Tricked (Reese-1001 DN Novella)

        	Tangled (Reese-1001 DN Novella)

        	Vampire’s Faith  (Dark Protectors 8) ***VF is a great entry point for series, if you want to start here***

        	Demon’s Mercy  (Dark Protectors 9)

        	Vengeance (Rebels 1001 DN Novella)

        	Alpha’s Promise (Dark Protectors 10)

        	Hero’s Haven  (Dark Protectors 11)

        	Vixen (Rebels 1001 DN Novella)

        	Guardian’s Grace  (Dark Protectors 12)

        	Vampire (Rebels-1001 DN)

        	Rebel’s Karma (Dark Protectors 13)

        	Immortal’s Honor (Dark Protector 14)

        	A Vampire’s Kiss  (Rebels-1000 DN)

        	Garrett’s Destiny  (Dark Protectors 15)

        	Warrior’s Hope  (Dark Protectors 16)

        	A Vampire’s Mate (Rebels-1000 DN)

        	Prince of Darkness (DP 17) 2024

        	Eye of the Cat (DP 18)

        	Heart of the Hunter (DP 19)

      

      STOPE PACKS (wolf shifters)

      
        	Wolf

        	Alpha

        	Shifter

      

      LAUREL SNOW SERIES

      
        	You Can Run (Book 1)

        	You Can Hide  (Book 2)

        	You Can Die (Book 3)

        	You Can Kill  (Book 4) - 2024

        	Book 5 coming 2025

      

      DEEP OPS SERIES

      
        	Hidden (Book 1)

        	Taken Novella (Book 1.5)

        	Fallen (Book 2)

        	Shaken (in Pivot Anthology) (2.5)

        	Broken (Book 3)

        	Driven  (Book 4)

        	Unforgiven (Book 5)

        	Frostbitten (Book 6)

        	Unforgotten (Book 7) - TBA

        	Deep Ops # 8 - TBA

      

      THE ANNA ALBERTINI FILES

      
        	Disorderly Conduct (Book 1)

        	Bailed Out   (Book 2)

        	Adverse Possession (Book 3)

        	Holiday Rescue novella (Novella 3.5)

        	Santa’s Subpoena (Book 4)

        	Holiday Rogue (Novella 4.5)

        	Tessa’s Trust (Book 5)

        	Holiday Rebel (Novella 5.5)

        	Habeas Corpus (Book 6)

      

      Redemption, WY

      
        	Rescue Cowboy Style (Novella in the Lone Wolf Anthology)

        	Rescue Hero Style (Novella in the Peril Anthology)

        	Rescue Rancher Style (Novella in the Cowboy Anthology)

        	Book # 1 launch - subscribe to my newsletter for more information about the new series.

      

      SIN BROTHERS/BLOOD BROTHERS

      
        	Forgotten Sins (Sin Brothers 1)

        	Sweet Revenge (Sin Brothers 2)

        	Blind Faith (Sin Brothers 3)

        	Total Surrender (Sin Brothers 4)

        	Deadly Silence (Blood Brothers 1)

        	Lethal Lies (Blood Brothers 2)

        	Twisted Truths (Blood Brothers 3)

      

      SCORPIUS SYNDROME SERIES

      **This is technically the right timeline, but I’d always meant for the series to start with Mercury Striking.

      Scorpius Syndrome/The Brigade Novellas

      
        	Scorpius Rising

        	Blaze Erupting

        	Power Surging - TBA

        	Hunter Advancing - TBA

      

      Scorpius Syndrome NOVELS

      
        	Mercury Striking (Scorpius 1)

        	Shadow Falling (Scorpius 2)

        	Justice Ascending (Scorpius 3)

        	Storm Gathering (Scorpius 4)

        	Winter Igniting (Scorpius 5)

        	Knight Awakening (Scorpius 6)
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      New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Rebecca Zanetti has published more than sixty romantic-suspense and dark paranormal novels, which have been translated into several languages, with millions of copies sold world-wide.  Her books have received Publisher’s Weekly starred reviews, won RT Reviewer Choice awards, have been featured in Entertainment Weekly, Woman’s World and Women’s Day Magazines, have been included in retailer’s best books of the year, and have been favorably reviewed in both the Washington Post and the New York Times Book Reviews.  Rebecca has ridden in a locked Chevy trunk, has asked the unfortunate delivery guy to release her from a set of handcuffs, and has discovered the best silver mine shafts in which to bury a body…all in the name of research.  Honest.  Find Rebecca at:  www.RebeccaZanetti.com

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: TikTok icon] TikTok

        [image: YouTube icon] YouTube

      

    

  
cover.jpeg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR {é :,






OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-youtube-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-tiktok-screen.png






OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





OEBPS/images/rebecca-4.jpg





