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      There they were again.

      Headlights in his rearview mirror nearly blinded him.

      Was it them? Had they caught up with him?

      His heart hammered against his ribs as he rammed his foot onto the accelerator, wishing he had stolen a faster car. One with more gas in the tank and an air conditioner that worked. Instead, he had taken an older model boat of a car that hadn’t been locked and was easy to hotwire. He’d ridden with the windows down to catch a breeze in the stifling southern Louisiana humidity.

      He’d left New Orleans a little over an hour ago with his tail in hot pursuit.

      And why wouldn’t they be?

      He glanced at the ordinary gym bag sitting on the seat beside him and shivered. What the hell was he doing? Were the contents of that bag worth his life?

      Taking it had been too easy.

      Keeping it...not so much.

      As soon as he’d grabbed the bag and run, they’d been after him. He’d lost them a couple of times in the streets of New Orleans and on the backroads west of the city. Each time, they’d caught up to him.

      The bag had to be tagged with some kind of tracking device. If he could get a free minute, he’d stop, find the device and toss it. Trouble was, he hadn’t had a free moment, the gas gauge had been sitting on E for the past thirty miles and he had run out of options.

      When he’d seen the sign for Bayou Mambaloa, he’d turned off the main highway onto the parish road.

      He remembered his father talking about his boyhood home. The home he hadn’t returned to in over thirty-odd years.

      When the Mambaloa Boat Factory had closed, the community had practically dried up. Fewer jobs had meant no future for young people. His father had left when he’d turned eighteen and never looked back. His one regret had been leaving his high school sweetheart behind.

      The key feature of Bayou Mambaloa that interested him now was that it was a town so small it barely warranted a dot on a map. Sitting on the edge of a bayou, he could steal a boat and lose the bastards behind him.

      If they didn’t catch up to him before he reached the bayou.

      If he could get to the bayou before he ran out of gas.

      The trailing vehicle closed in on him. A loud bang sounded, his rear window exploded and a sharp pain knifed through his left shoulder, rendering his left arm useless.

      With only his right hand on the wheel, he took a curve without slowing, sending the car's tail spinning out behind him. The rear tires regained traction and shot him forward. For a few precious seconds, the low-hanging trees blocked the headlights, which meant they couldn’t see him either. A narrow dirt track ahead might be his only chance to lose the vehicle behind him.

      Gunning the accelerator, he raced for the dirt track and spun the steering wheel to the right, sending the tank of a car down the rutted path. He prayed the track would take him deeper into the woods where his pursuers wouldn’t find him and maybe close to a marina where he could find a boat and speed away into the bayou. He killed the headlights even as he mashed his foot on the accelerator, slamming through the brush and mowing over small trees and bushes.

      God, he hoped there wasn’t a tree in front of him. His night vision had yet to adjust to the lack of headlights. About the time he could make out more than the ruts in the dirt track, he emerged in a small clearing, with brush on either side and a dark maw ahead, sloping downward. He didn’t dare hit the brakes and shine the red taillights, giving away his position. The car’s forward momentum carried him through the clearing and down the slope.

      A break in the overhead foliage let starlight through, the light reflecting off a smooth, glassy surface.

      Too late.

      He plowed into the water, the front end of the vehicle nosediving into the swamp. The impact jerked him forward, slamming his forehead against the steering wheel.

      For a second, darkness enveloped him.

      He blinked several times, forcing back a wave of dizziness. When he could see out the front windshield, he stared at the bayou.

      Fortunately, the water wasn’t deep enough to submerge the car. The front tires sank into the silt, sending the engine under while the back wheels remained on the bank.

      His left arm hung loose, and warm blood soaked his shirt, making it stick to the skin on his chest. He’d been hit. Bad. If he didn’t get out of the swamp and find a hospital, the guys who’d been following him would be the least of his worries.

      As his strength weakened, he shifted into reverse and hit the accelerator.

      The engine coughed once and died, waterlogged, steam whooshing from beneath the hood.

      He tried to push the door open with his injured shoulder and winced. The door wouldn’t budge. After dragging the gym bag across the console, he turned in his seat with his back to the door. With his good hand, he pulled himself out of the driver’s seat and sat in the window frame.

      For a second, he hesitated, the stars overhead blurring.

      His father had told him of the alligators that lived in the bayou. Some grew as long as seventeen feet and weighed over five hundred pounds. And they were most active at night.

      With no other choice, he swung his legs out of the car and dropped down into the water, sinking six inches into silt. When he tried to move his feet, the suction made it difficult.

      A light shone through the foliage, bouncing toward him. Men’s voices murmured in thick air.

      Leaning into the car, he grabbed the bag from the console and waded to the shore. If he didn’t get moving faster, the alligators would be the least of his worries.

      Once he made it up the bank, he pushed through the brush, following the shoreline, trying to move silently but not succeeding. Leaves crinkled, branches snapped, and the damned frogs and cicadas had decided to shut the fuck up. It was as if they wanted him to be found by the men tracking him.

      A spotlight from a boat shone across the water, aiming toward the shoreline.

      He ducked low as the light swept over his position, continuing toward the men following him. It stopped, shining brightly at something.

      A voice sounded over a bullhorn, “Parish Sheriff’s Department. Raise your hands above your head!”

      A shot rang out, the spotlight waivered and a boat motor revved, moving the boat quickly toward the shoreline.

      “Put down your weapons and raise your hands in the air,” the voice blared over the bullhorn.

      Another shot rang out.

      The boat swerved and then righted. Return fire popped off from the boat.

      Swear words and footsteps crunching through the underbrush moved away from where he hunkered low in the brush.

      The boat ran up on the shore, and the men on board jumped out and gave chase.

      With his pursuers being pursued, he gathered what little strength he had and headed in the opposite direction.

      After several hundred yards, he doubled back in the direction he hoped he’d find the road. After fighting his way through thick brush and thorny vines, he broke out of the woods and ran into a barbed-wire fence, the sharp prongs slicing into his legs and torso before he realized a fence was there. Beyond the fence stretched a long field with plants lying close to the ground with rounded humps scattered throughout. Light shone from the corner of a barn on the far side of the field. If he could make it to the barn, he might find a house nearby and another vehicle.

      With his good hand, he grabbed a fencepost, planted his foot on the middle strand of the barbed wire and swung his leg over the top, planting it on the same wire on the other side. He was swinging his other leg over when a shout sounded.

      “Putain de merde!” a voice said from nearby.

      Two shadowy figures rose from the plants in the field. One held a large object shaped like a watermelon in his hands.

      Fear spiked, and he flung himself away from the fence. The hem of his jeans caught on a barb, and he tumbled to the ground, wrenching his shoulder. Pain knifed through him, and his head swam. He could barely move; his clothes were soaked from his blood, and he wasn’t sure he could get up again. Even the stars overhead blinked in and out. Dark. Bright. Dark.

      Must get up. Keep moving.

      So tired.

      Hurt.

      His thoughts, like his vision, faded in and out, confused, unfocused.

      How had the men who’d been following him gotten away from the police and ahead of him into the field?

      The stars blinked brightly again.

      His strength waning, he dragged himself to his feet, shifted the bag barely hanging on his good shoulder and staggered away from the men in the field. He prayed they couldn’t get a bead on him. If they did, he hoped they made it a clean shot, ending his life quickly.

      With his gaze pinned to the light shining on the corner of the barn, he moved one foot after the other. Each step was harder than the last as he waded through thick vines, trying to avoid tripping over fat watermelons all around him.

      Halfway to the barn, his knees buckled. He fell forward, his face slamming into a fat, ripe melon, cracking it open. His face slipped into the wet flesh of the melon, the sweet juice touching his lips.

      He tried to push himself up from the ground, but his good arm wouldn’t move. He’d lost too much blood. The thumping pulse in his ears steadily slowed.

      “Dude,” a male voice, thick with a Cajun accent, sounded close. “Do he be dead?”

      “Don’t know,” a guy with a deeper voice said.

      Not dead, he thought. Yet. Unable to move, he tried to force air past his vocal cords.

      A booted foot pushed into his hip.

      “What’s he got in da bag?” Cajun Man leaned down, pulled the bag from his shoulder and unzipped it. “Fils de pute! Is dat what I tink dat is?”

      “Gimme that,” the man with the deep voice said. A second later, he whistled softly. “That’s a shit-ton of money in there.” His feet moved. “Holy, fuckin’ shit. Git down.” The men dropped to the ground.

      “Dude. You dead?” A hand touched his injured shoulder and jerked back. “Merde! He’s covered in blood.”

      “Whoever shot this motherfucker will be lookin’ for him,” deep voice man said, “and this bag of money.”

      “Tink it be counterfeit?” Cajun Man asked softly.

      “Not if it’s worth killin’ fer. It’s gotta be the real deal. Come on. Let’s get outta here.”

      “What about da melons?” Cajun Man said.

      “Fuck the melons.” Deep Voice man zipped the bag. “Don’t need no stinkin’ melons when we got a sack o’ cash.”

      “But we promised Ol’ Man Beaufoy we’d bring him da melons for tomorrow’s farmer’s market.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about the old man’s melons. We need to get rid of this body so whoever’ lookin’ fer him don’t look ’round these parts.”

      “De man’s not a goner yet,” Cajun Man said.

      No. I’m alive. But for how much longer?

      “Help me drag him to the bayou.” A meaty hand gripped his injured arm.

      Pain ripped through him, and he blacked out.

      When he came to, he was being dragged across the vines and watermelons. A smell so intense it nearly choked him filled his nostrils.

      “What if da ’gators don’t clean him up?” Cajun Man asked. “Da remains will come to da surface.”

      The two men stopped and dropped him to the ground.

      The haze of semi-consciousness ebbed and flowed over him as the two men discussed how to get rid of his body.

      “We could weigh him down.” Deep Voice coughed. “God damn pigs.”

      “Putein!” Cajun man swore. “Dem hogs smell like death.”

      “No fuckin’ kiddin’,” said Deep Voice. “We gotta get rid of him so those lookin’ fer him’ll never find him.”

      “Yesiree,” the other man said. “Dat way we keep da cash with no one da wiser.”

      He didn’t have the energy to tell them that the men he’d taken the bag of cash from would stop at nothing to get the money back.

      “Need a way to dispose of him so’s nobody finds any part of him,” Deep Voice said.

      A loud grunting sounded close by.

      “It’ll take dern near forever ta get ’im to da bayou. I vote fer tossin’ him in da pigpen. Dey’ll clean him up, bones ’n all.”

      Fat raindrops plopped onto the back of his head and neck.

      “Better hurry before it starts rainin’ pitchforks and hammer handles,” Cajun Man said.

      A loud honking sounded.

      “What the hell?” Deep Voice cried out.

      More honking and flapping wings whipped up the air around them as rain began to fall in earnest.

      “Get this goddamn bird off me,” Deep Voice yelled.

      “Tryin’,” Cajun grunted. “Biggest damned goose ever I saw.”

      The goose’s honk was cut off in a distressed squeak.

      Deep Voice grunted. “Die, motherfucker.”

      “You done broke her neck,” Cajun Man said. “She be one dead goose.”

      The bird dropped beside him and lay still, the feathers brushing softly against his arm.

      “Can’t leave it by the pigpen. It’ll draw attention to the hogs ’fore they’ve had a chance ta do their work,” Deep Voice said.

      “Should carry it on back to da farmhouse,” Cajun Man said. “Maybe she won’t look farther afield.”

      “I’ll let you do that. We been here long enough,” Deep Voice said, “and makin’ enough noise to wake the dead.”

      “Iffn’ we don’t leave outta here soon,” Cajun Man said, “Bernie’ll be up and loadin’ our backsides wit’ buckshot.”

      “Check fer a pulse,” Deep Voice said. “Don’t want no part of murder.”

      “Da goose or da dude?”

      “Jesus fuckin’ Christ,” Deep Voice growled. “Get the fuck outta my way.”

      As someone pressed thick fingers to the base of his throat, the stars blinked out one last time.

      “Dead as a doornail,” Deep Voice said. “Don’tcha know that whoever shot this guy will be looking for that bag.”

      “Not just worried ’bout da shooters,” Cajun Man said. “Da Popo might decide to come dis way lookin’ fer the dead guy and the bag.”

      “Fuck,” Deep Voice said. “Help me strip him and get him into the pigpen.”

      As he faded into death, his last thought was of the irony of his life and death. He’d loved bacon, sometimes consuming a complete package at a time for breakfast. How fitting he’d be consumed by a hog that would someday end up as bacon on someone else’s breakfast table.
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      Gerard Guidry ordered a beer, burger and fries at the Crawdad Hole Bar and Grill and settled back, ready to relax and celebrate the grand opening of the Bayou Brotherhood Protectors.

      Once the waitress returned with a round of mugs full of foaming beer, the men of his new team all lifted their glasses.

      “To new beginnings,” Landry Laurent said.

      Sinclaire “Sin” Sevier held up a hand. “No, no, no. What the hell kind of toast is that? We need something stronger, more masculine—”

      “And kickass?” Their waitress, Danielle French, propped her tray on one hip and her fist on the other. “How about, To inflated egos, muscle-bound, spitting, farting and beer-drinking men who’ve taken Bayou Mambaloa by storm?”

      Gerard laughed. “That’s closer to the truth.”

      “No, it needs to be something grand and memorable,” Sin said.

      “What Danni said was memorable.” Lucas LaBlanc lifted his mug. “Here! Here!”

      The others joined him, shouting at the tops of their lungs.

      Sin’s lips curled in disdain. “I’m in with a bunch of ingrates who wouldn’t know pomp and circumstance if it bit them in the butt.”

      “We can’t toast anyway until Remy gets here,” Beaux Boyette noted. “He’s our leader. He needs to be the one to bless this motley crew.”

      The others nodded and drank their beer.

      Rafael “Romeo” Romero set his mug on the table and wiped the foam from his mouth. “So, who do you think will get the first assignment?”

      “Remy and Gerard had the first assignment before the rest of us got here,” Valentin Vachon reminded them.

      “True,” Beaux said. “Now that the building is cleaned out and we’re all settled in either the boarding house or other accommodations, we need to work to earn the pay we’re getting from Hank Patterson at our higher headquarters in Montana.”

      “It’s only a matter of time,” Gerard said. “Hank’s got connections. I’m sure he was waiting for us to settle things here before he opened the floodgates.”

      Romeo clapped his hands together and rubbed them eagerly. “I hope I’m assigned to guard a rich heiress. Be nice to live the high life after digging foxholes in the sandbox.”

      Jacques Jardine snorted. “Won’t that put a crimp in your efforts to woo the pretty gift shop owner?”

      “I’m not wooing anyone,” Romeo said.

      “You spend a lot of time in that gift shop,” Jacques said.

      Romeo frowned. “She has interesting things to look at.”

      Jacques laughed. “I’ll bet.”

      “I’m not wooing her,” Romeo insisted.

      Xavier Xander leaned forward, his eyebrows arching. “Then you won’t mind if I go after the gorgeous Gisele?”

      Romeo’s eyes narrowed, and his lips pressed into a straight line. Finally, he shrugged. “She has a mind of her own.”

      “Fair game,” Xavier said with a grin.

      “I’d go for protecting a rich tycoon on his yacht in the Mediterranean.” Valentin brought them back to their wish lists. “Been a while since I’ve been on a marine mission.”

      “I wouldn’t mind being a bodyguard to a wealthy financial advisor,” Beaux said. “I could use some good tips to increase the value of my investment portfolio.”

      Gerard lifted his beer. “I’ll take anything I can get. I don’t like sitting around twiddling my thumbs.” As he lifted his mug to his lips, his cell phone vibrated on the table in front of him.

      Romeo leaned over and grinned. “It’s Remy. Maybe he’s got something for you…?”

      Gerard lifted the cell phone and received the call.

      Before he could say hello, Remy jumped in with, “Gerard, I have an assignment for you.”

      Gerard glanced up at the men all staring at him. “Great. I’m ready. What do I have to do?” His mind sped ahead of Remy with thoughts of guarding an heiress, a politician or a celebrity.

      “I need you to find out who killed Bernie Bellamy’s goose.”

      Gerard frowned. “I’m sorry. Did you say...” he covered his mouth and whispered into the phone, “goose?”

      “I did,” Remy said.

      “Uh. Okay. I guess,” Gerard said, not exactly sure how he could be of assistance, never having been around farm animals. “When do I start?”

      “No time like the present,” Remy said.

      “Gotcha.” Gerard sat in stunned silence as Remy gave him the address of Bellamy Acres.

      “Your client is Bernie Bellamy. Good luck. I know you’ll do the Bayou Brotherhood proud.”

      “Yes, sir.” Gerard ended the call and pushed back from the table.

      “Did you get your first assignment?” Beau asked.

      Gerard nodded and slipped his cell phone in his pocket. “I’m to investigate a murder.”

      Romeo grinned. “I swear I heard you say goose. Is your first solo client a goose?”

      Gerard frowned. “Yes, and no. My client is a Bernie Bellamy. I’m to investigate the murder of her goose.”

      The men at the table burst out laughing.

      “Oh, this is going to be rich.” Sin rubbed his hands together. “Do we get to come along and watch the master sleuth at work as he discovers the identity of the killer?”

      Gerard shook his head. “No way. Stay and drink your beer.”

      “You look worried,” Romeo said. “Afraid you’ll be chasing a wild goose?” He chuckled. “No, wait. The goose is dead. Not much chasing there.”

      Gerard ignored the hecklers and left the Crawdad Hole, climbed onto his motorcycle and keyed in the address of Bellamy Acres.

      The directions sent him driving through the small town of Bayou Mambaloa and southeast along the edge of the bayou. Eventually, he came to the turn off the highway and stopped at a gate with an arched sign with the words BELLAMY ACRES carved out of sheet metal.

      He rolled across the cattle guard and followed the gravel road to a white, two-story farmhouse with a wraparound porch. A large, spotted hound dog lifted his head, assessed Gerard and laid back down to sleep.

      Two trucks were parked in front of the house. One was a one-ton, white work truck with mud splattered up to its axles. The other was a vintage truck with shiny green paint and black wheel fenders. The rear of the old truck had been retrofitted with handy produce bins and shelves labeled for jellies, preserves, pickles and honey. BELLAMY ACRES had been stenciled across the doors of the vintage truck, but the produce bins and marked shelves were empty.

      A tall, slender woman stepped out of the house onto the front porch, shading her eyes with her hand. “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “I’m looking for Mr. Bellamy,” Gerard said.

      She stiffened. “He’s not here.”

      Undaunted, Gerard walked to the base of the porch steps. “Remy Montagne sent me to talk to him. Could you tell me where I can find him?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Head back the way you came and turn at the Bayou Mambaloa Cemetery Road. You’ll find him there.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Gerard started to turn.

      “Wait.” The woman descended the steps. “He’s there, but you won’t be talking to him.”

      “Why?” Gerard asked. “Is he busy?”

      She shook her head. “No. He’s dead.”

      Gerard frowned. “I don’t understand. Remy said I was to come to Bellamy Acres and ask for Bernie Bellamy.”

      Her lips twitched.

      Gerard sighed. “Let me guess...you’re Bernie Bellamy.”

      She nodded and held out her hand. “Bernadette Bellamy. I go by Bernie.”

      Gerard shook her hand and gave her a twisted grin. “Gerard Guidry. Pleasure to meet you.” His frown returned. “My apologies if my asking for Mr. Bellamy was upsetting. My condolences. How long has your father been gone?”

      “Not my father. My husband.” She stared down at their joined hands. “He’s been gone three years.”

      Gerard quickly released his grip on her long, slender fingers. “I’m sorry... I assumed... Hell. You look too young to be a widow.”

      A shadow crossed over her gray eyes. Bernie shrugged. “We don’t always get a choice of when we die.” She walked past him to her work truck. “If Remy sent you, I assume it’s to help me figure out who killed Gertrude.” She leaned over the tailgate and nodded to the contents contained in the bed. “I found her this morning on my front porch. Her neck had been broken.”

      Gerard stared at the white goose covered in mud. “Any footprints leading up to the porch?”

      Bernie shook her head, her long blond ponytail swinging softly behind her. The woman wasn’t exactly beautiful, but she wasn’t hard to look at. Taller than most women, she could look him in the eye without having to tilt her head back too much. She had a wholesome, girl-next-door appeal some men would find attractive.

      Not Gerard. He went for seasoned women who didn’t expect commitment.

      She walked back to stand below the porch. “I found Gertie here.” She patted the porch while inspecting the ground below. “It was raining so hard last night that any footprints would’ve been washed away.”

      “Were any other animals harmed?” he asked. “Any missing?”

      “I checked all the animals around the barn and at the stock pond where Gertrude normally spends the night. Gandolf was there, floating around like nothing was amiss.”

      “Gandolf?”

      “Gertrude’s mate.” She glanced over his shoulder at the road leading into the farm. “I can show you where she usually stayed. I’ve walked all around the pond and found no feathers indicating a struggle.”

      “I’d like to check it out,” Gerard said.

      Bernie nodded and tipped her chin toward the road. “I’m expecting a truckload of farm workers soon to help pick watermelons and other produce. We can look around until they arrive, then I’ll have to cut loose to help with the harvest. Anything you can do to find out who might’ve been on the farm last night will help.”

      Gerard followed Bernie to the barn, wondering how a Marine Force Recon operative who’d never been around animals other than observing Military Working Dogs from a distance could help find a goose killer. This being his first solo assignment with Bayou Brotherhood Protectors, he couldn’t fail the team. No matter how ridiculous the task seemed.

      Bernie waved toward the pond, where a lone white goose floated across the surface, seemingly unfazed by his missing mate. “My geese are good at guarding the property. It could be that she attacked an intruder, whether it was four-legged or two-legged, and got killed for her effort. I need to know what happened so I can protect the other animals. Plus, I need to know why who or whatever killed it left it on my porch—for my peace of mind.”

      Gerard held up his hands. “I’ll do what I can, but I’ve never investigated the murder of a farm animal.”

      She gave him a crooked smile. “Sometimes, a fresh set of eyes helps. Maybe just your presence will keep the intruder from striking again and give us time to identify him.”

      She was willing to give the city boy a chance. The least he could do was give it his best effort, starting with learning more about his client and her life at Bellamy Acres. “Have you always been a farmer?” Gerard asked.

      Bernie stopped in front of a wooden fence and leaned on the top rail, staring out at the odd collection of animals. “This small farm has been in my husband’s family for over two hundred years. It once was over two hundred acres. Over the years, prior generations sold off portions until now it’s only fifty acres. When I married Ray, I didn’t have any experience farming or raising animals. But I learned. We worked the farm together until he couldn’t work the farm anymore, and then he died. He was the last of his family line.”

      “No children?” Gerard studied her, imagining she’d make a good mother as much as she cared about the animals on her place.

      Bernie shook her head. “No.”

      “What happened to your husband?” Gerard asked, curious about this relatively young woman who was the sole owner of a working farm, managing its operation single-handedly.

      Bernie stared out at the animals. “He was thirty-one when he got sick. It took the doctors several months to diagnose his condition. When they did, they gave him two to five years to live.”

      “Cancer?” Gerard guessed.

      She snorted. “If only. So many cancers can be beaten or at least pushed into remission. No, Ray was diagnosed with Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis, also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease.”

      Gerard’s chest tightened. “ALS.” As far as he knew, there was no cure for the disease. “I’m sorry.”

      She sighed. “He didn’t last two and a half years. Between taking care of him and the farm, the farm took a backseat. The fields went fallow. I only grew enough produce for our own use and took care of the animals the best I could. After he passed, it took me three years to bring the farm production back to where we had it before his diagnosis.”

      “You did that all on your own?” Gerard shook his head, impressed at her strength and determination. “Did you ever stop to breathe?”

      She shook her head. “No. I focused on the future. It kept me from thinking too much about the past.”

      “Ever thought about selling the farm?” he asked. “I can imagine this place is a lot of work. Especially for one person.”

      “I’ve had offers. Recent offers.” She frowned. “A company out of Florida has been buying land all around the farm. They want to put in a golf resort and need my place because it’s good, solid ground they could build the actual resort buildings on. Bellamy Acres is smack-dab in the middle of the other tracts. It's the only thing holding them up from moving forward on construction.”

      “You said no,” Gerard said.

      “What else could I say?” She nodded toward the animals in the field beyond. “This farm was my husband’s. The animals are the children we never had. We’d held off on a family until we got the farm producing. Then Ray got the diagnosis. He said it would be careless and heartless to have children when he carried the gene for ALS. He didn’t wish the condition on anyone, especially any children we might have had.” Her words caught.

      Gerard understood Bernie’s husband’s desire not to pass on bad traits to his children all too well. He’d avoided marriage and children for that very reason.

      Bernie squared her shoulders. “I didn’t bring you here to feel sorry for me or Bellamy Acres. I asked for help to protect my little family of critters. It’s too late for Gertrude, but I hope it isn’t too late for the others.” She gave him a watery smile. “Let me introduce you to my family.”

      “Uh. Okay.” Gerard could see the animals meant a lot to Bernie. Though he had no experience with pets, big or small, he followed her through the gate and into the field.

      The herd of creatures all came running at once.

      Though the stampede intimidated the hell out of Gerard, he stepped in front of Bernie to protect her from being overrun. Then he cringed, braced himself and prepared to be trampled to death.

      Bernie chuckled and placed a gentle hand on his arm. “It’s okay. They won’t hurt us.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Even as he asked the question, the animals came to an abrupt halt in front of them.

      Bernie stepped around Gerard, reaching out to run her hand along the neck of a light brownish-red llama. “This is Lucy, the llama. She’s a little goofy, but loveable. And here comes Desi.”

      The bold, black and white llama strutted up to Bernie, his head held high.

      “Desi is flamboyant and cocky,” Bernie said. “Aren’t you, big boy?” she crooned. “I caution all men to avoid looking him in the eye.”

      Gerard frowned. “Why?”

      “He takes it as a challenge to his dominance.”

      “Will he attack?” Gerard looked at Bernie, keeping Desi firmly in his peripheral vision.

      “Sort of.” Bernie’s lips quirked. “He spits.” She patted the llama’s neck and fished a carrot out of her pocket. After she broke it in half, she gave one piece to Lucy and the other to Desi. They trotted off to chew their treats, making room for the other animals that were not quite as tall or intimidating.

      A soft gray donkey, not much bigger than the hound dog Gerard had seen sleeping on the front porch of the house, nuzzled Bernie’s hand.

      She smoothed her fingers over the donkey’s nose and scratched behind its ear. “This is Dom DeLuise, the miniature donkey who thinks he’s a dog.”

      “A dog?” Gerard’s eyes narrowed. “How so?”

      “Watch.” Bernie held up a carrot. “Sit.”

      Dom DeLuise dropped down on his ass.

      “Roll over,” Bernie commanded.

      The donkey rolled over and jumped up, his tail swishing.

      “Good, Dom,” she cooed and gave him the treat.

      Dom DeLuise trotted off to munch his carrot.

      Gerard shook his head.

      “He grew up with Howey Mandell, the hound dog you might’ve seen on the porch when you drove up,” Bernie smiled. “I tried to train Howey to sit and roll over. He wasn’t very receptive, but Dom picked up quickly and likes dog treats as much as carrots.”

      With the donkey out of the way, several goats moved closer, bleating for their turn and pushing their noses into Bernie’s hand.

      “The brown and white Boer goat is Elvis. Don’t turn your back on him. He has a bad habit of sneaking up behind you and butting you when you least expect him.”

      She gave Elvis a piece of a carrot and shooed him away. “The black Spanish goat is Maleficent. The three smaller goats are her triplets, Flora, Fauna & Merryweather. Sometimes, I take the donkey and the female goats to local events and set up a petting zoo. It’s a good way for children to get familiar with farm animals and for the animals to earn their keep.”

      Bernie pointed to the other end of the pasture where a brown and white cow lazily munched on grass. “That’s Dolly, our milk cow. I milk her morning and evening and sell her milk at the store in town. I also make butter to sell at the farmer’s market.”

      “Where do you find time to do all this?” Gerard asked.

      Bernie shrugged. “What else would I do with my time?”

      “Go out to dinner with friends. Go dancing. Travel,” he suggested.

      She laughed. “My friends are all married with families of their own. I never learned to dance, and travel is out of the question.” She raised her hands, palms upward. “Who would take care of the animals while I was gone? They need me. And frankly, I need to be needed.”

      “What did you do before you married Ray and his farm?”

      Bernie smiled softly.

      Again, he thought, not beautiful, but pretty in a way that made him want to hug her.

      “I took care of my grandparents,” she answered, her tone matter-of-fact.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My parents died in a head-on collision with a drunk driver when I was in high school. My grandparents took me in. They were older, having had my mother when they were in the forties. By the time I graduated high school, their health was failing. I worked part-time at the feed store and took care of my grandparents.”

      “College?” Gerard asked.

      She smiled as she walked around the banks of the small pond. “I did it all online, graduating with a degree in business with an emphasis on marketing.” She looked around at the animals. “I do some online consulting for a little extra money for feed and seed.”

      “In your spare time,” Gerard murmured. Which had to be nonexistent. He was tired just thinking about everything this woman accomplished in a twenty-four-hour day.

      Bernie led the way out of the pasture, closing the gate behind them.

      Gerard followed her to a small structure surrounded by tightly woven chicken wire.

      She bent to turn the handle on a faucet that hung over the small trough inside the chicken run. Water ran out of the spigot into the small trough. When it was full, Bernie turned it off and straightened. “I let the chickens out during the day to range feed and put them up at night to keep them from being eaten by raccoons, coyotes or stray dogs.” She looked around as if searching for something.

      “Where is he?” she murmured.

      “Where’s who?”

      “Rhett Butler, my Rhode Island Red rooster.” She walked around the coop and returned to stand near Gerard. “He’s a sneaky bastard. If he’s around when I’m collecting eggs,” she pointed to a fish net hanging on the outside of the coop, “I scoop him up in the net, hang him on the wall and go about my business. When I’m done, I release him.”

      “Why do you hang him on the wall?” Gerard asked. This farming business was beyond strange.

      “He’s got really sharp spurs,” Bernie said. “He likes to nail you from behind when you’re squatting down to collect eggs.” She frowned. “Trust me. I have scars.”

      Gerard found himself curious about this woman’s scars. His groin tightened.

      “Come on.” Bernie tipped her head to the side. “I’ll show you the barn, and then we’ll go out to the pigpen. I need to feed them and give them fresh water.”

      She opened the big door on the front of the barn, stepped in and flipped a switch.

      Lights blinked on overhead, illuminating the interior of the large barn. Hay was stacked in one corner. Several stalls lined each side, and there was a room with a door.

      “This is the tack room. I have saddles, bridles and leads. We used to have horses, but I don’t have much time to ride.”

      “Understandable.”

      “I sold the horses after Ray died.” She pointed to a four-wheeler parked in one of the open stalls. “I use the ATV when I need to get around when it’s too muddy for the truck, like now. I keep hay and feed in here as well as my store of seeds I use to plant my produce.”

      A three-legged cat limped out of the shadows and rubbed against Bernie’s leg.

      “This is Eileen.” Bernie grinned. “Get it?”

      Gerard looked at the cat. “Did you name her after a famous actress?”

      Bernie sighed. “Not many people pick up on her name.”

      Gerard thought harder.

      Meanwhile, Bernie slung her leg over the seat of the ATV, twisted the key and pressed the start button. The engine chugged for a moment, then engaged, roaring to life.

      His focus on the three-legged cat named Eileen, Gerard walked slowly toward Bernie.

      When it hit him, he laughed out loud. “I get it. Not E. I. L. E. E. N. You mean it to be ‘I lean.’”

      Bernie grinned. “She came to me as a kitten. I don’t know how she was hurt, but she was dragging one injured leg. It was badly infected, and the bone was crushed. To save the kitten, the vet amputated her leg.” Bernie leaned over to scratch the cat’s chin. “She’s the best mouser we’ve ever had.” She tipped her head over her shoulder. “Hop on.”

      Gerard swung his leg over the seat and settled behind her.

      “Hold on,” she said and gave the ATV some gas.

      The vehicle shot forward, almost unseating Gerard.

      He flung his arms around Bernie’s waist and held on as she drove the four-wheeler out of the barn and into a field on the opposite side of the barn from the pasture. She slowed as she passed long rows of green, growing things.

      “That’s my produce garden. I grow four kinds of squash, three kinds of lettuce, mustard greens, okra, corn, purple-hull peas, onions, tomatoes, asparagus, rhubarb, strawberries, blueberries and figs.”

      She nodded toward the field ahead. “The big field is full of watermelon, cantaloupe and honeydew melons.” She slowed. “What the hell?”

      Gerard leaned around her. “What?”

      “How did she get out?” She stood on the footrests. “No, no, no!” Bernie dropped down, gunned the throttle and raced along the side of the field, stopping when she came even with a large hulk of an animal, standing in the middle of the field of watermelons.

      Bernie leaped off the ATV and ran toward the animal that had to weigh ten times as much as the woman.

      Gerard ran after her, leaping over vines crowded with large, fat watermelons. Some of the melons were broken open, the vines uprooted.

      “Penelope Pitstop!” Bernie yelled. “Back to the pen.” She waved her hands at the pig, circling her and then urging her toward a pen on the far side of the watermelon patch.

      The huge pig moved slowly, rooting her nose through the vines and stopping to break open yet another melon to gobble up the juicy insides.

      “No, no, no.” Bernie slapped the animal’s hindquarters. “Go to the pen, you greedy pig.”

      Penelope grunted, finished the melon and moved on.

      Four melons later, she reached the pigpen and grunted a greeting to the other animals contained inside.

      Bernie unhooked a heavy chain and opened the gate wide. The pig trotted through, happily joining her swine family while Bernie closed and secured the gate with the chain. “I don’t understand,” she said as she walked around the pen, inspecting the thick bull panels. “How did she get out? The gate was closed, the chain in place. There aren’t any holes or trenches beneath the wire.”

      Gerard followed her, looking for any signs of damage to the enclosure but finding none. The smell was overwhelming. When they’d completed a full circuit around the pen, they stopped at the gate.

      “It was closed.” Bernie shook her head and turned to stare at the field of melons and clapped a hand to her forehead. “She must have been out all night.” She waved her hand at the destruction. “She’s decimated half the crop.”

      Gerard looked from the field back to the pen. “Could someone have let her out?”

      “How else could she have gotten loose and the gate be closed with the chain in place when we got here? There are no holes in the pen. Ray built it to withstand an elephant.”

      Gerard peered through the wire into the pen at the quagmire of mud the pigs seemed content to wallow in, chewing on whatever they’d found to eat.

      Something pale and white stuck out of the mud near one of the fence panels.

      Penelope the pig nudged it with her snout.

      “Wait,” Gerard said. “What’s that she’s sniffing?” He dropped to a squat, reached through one of the rectangular gaps in the wire and grabbed the object before Penelope could snatch it into her greedy mouth.

      He straightened with it in his hand, rubbing away the mud. “This looks like a...” His hand froze as recognition struck like a punch to the gut. “It’s a foot.”

      “A what?” Bernie leaned close. “Holy shit. That’s a human foot.”
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      Bernie staggered backward. “Where did you get that?”

      “From inside the pigpen,” Gerard said.

      “How...” Bernie shook her head. “How did it get there?”

      “Probably the same way Penelope got out.” Gerard stared from the foot to the pen. “I believe this pigpen just became a crime scene.” He laid the foot on the ground, scrubbed his hands down his jeans and then pulled his cell phone from his pocket.

      Bernie couldn’t quite wrap her mind around what she was looking at. “A foot in my pigpen.” She glanced up. “Where’s the owner of the foot?” Her gaze went to the pen, her eyes rounding. “You don’t think...”

      Gerard punched 911 and waited. “This is Gerard Guidry. I’m with Bernie Bellamy at Bellamy Acres. We’ve discovered a human foot inside her pigpen. No. Just the foot. We haven’t gone into the pen, so we don’t know what else might be in there. Yes, ma’am. We’ll be here. We’ll wait. Thank you.” He ended the call. “Sheriff’s on the way.” He lifted his cell phone a second time and scrolled through his contacts, selecting one.

      Bernie wrapped her arms around herself, a chill slithering down her spine despite the hot, humid air of the Louisiana afternoon. “Who are you calling now?”

      “Remy,” Gerard said into the phone. “We have a situation here at Bellamy Acres. You might want to be here when the sheriff arrives.” He explained what they’d found, his gaze on the foot lying against the ground. “It’s big enough, it probably belonged to a man. No, we haven’t seen any other parts... Okay...see you in a minute.” He ended the call and met Bernie’s gaze.

      “What the hell?” Bernie said. “First, Gertrude. Now this?” She shook her head, her body trembling.

      Gerard’s brow dipped. “Hey.” He reached out and pulled her into his arms. “Are you okay?”

      “No. I’m not okay. You realize pigs eat everything.” She waved a hand out behind her. “I mean, look at what Penelope did in a few short hours. There are a lot of swine in that pen. If they’ve been working on whatever was thrown in there since last night's storm, there might not be anything left to find.”

      Gerard’s arms tightened around her. “The sheriff will have someone sift through the mud. If there’s anything left to find, they’ll collect it and send it to the state crime lab. The foot alone will provide a DNA sample.”

      Bernie leaned her forehead against Gerard’s chest, thankful for his strength and the arms wrapped around her. It had been so long since anyone had held her close.

      A twinge of guilt rippled through her. The last man to hold her had been her husband as he lay on his deathbed.

      Was it wrong of her to like how Gerard’s arms felt around her? Was she being disloyal to her dead husband’s memory?

      Sirens sounded in the distance.

      Bernie straightened, moving away from Gerard and his warm, strong arms. A shiver rippled through her body as she moved away from his heat. “I’d better head for the house to meet the authorities. You might want to stay here and guard that...thing…to keep animals from taking off with it.”

      Gerard nodded. “Are you going to be all right?”

      She gave him a weak smile. “I don’t have a choice. The foot appeared on my property. My biggest concern, besides finding a foot in the pigpen, is what to do with the pigs when the authorities want to clear them out and look for any other remains that might be found in the mud.” Her lips twisted. “I do have portable corral panels we used when we kept horses and cattle. We could set up a temporary structure to move them into.”

      “Are the panels sturdy enough to hold these guys?” Gerard’s forehead puckered as his gaze swept over the pen full of pigs weighing over two hundred pounds.

      Bernie nodded. “The panels are heavy-duty. They’ll hold them long enough for the crime scene investigators to do their thing.”

      “What if they want to check the contents of their bellies for evidence?”

      Bernie hadn’t thought about that. “I’d planned on processing these hogs in a couple of weeks. It wouldn’t hurt too much to send them to the slaughterhouse early.”

      “Do you name all your hogs?” Gerard asked.

      Bernie shook her head. “Not the ones going to market.” She tipped her head toward the pen. “Penelope is my breeding sow. The big guy in the corner is my breeding boar, Henry.”

      Gerard chuckled. “What famous Henry did you name him after?”

      “It was a Hollywood toss-up between Henry Winkler and Henry Cavill.” She smiled. “But he proved early on that he’s a king among swine.”

      “Henry the VIII,” Gerard concluded.

      Bernie nodded and looked back at the field of melons. “With the sheriff on his way, I’m sure they’ll want me to hold off on harvesting my melons and produce. That concerns me more. I have to schedule my pickers well in advance. The crew that was supposed to come today will move on to their next job. I won’t get them back until after everything has rotted in the fields.”

      “I might be able to help you with that. I know a handful of guys we could get out here as soon as the sheriff gives you the go-ahead.”

      “Good to know. Let’s hope they don’t take days for that to happen.” She mounted the ATV, fired up the engine and gave Gerard a nod. Bernie goosed the throttle, sending the four-wheeler leaping forward. She turned around and headed for the house as sheriff’s vehicles and an ambulance turned onto the road leading to her farm.

      Deputy Shelby Taylor was the first to arrive. She waved at Bernie as she drove into the yard and pulled to a stop. When she got out of her service vehicle, she touched a hand to her flat belly. “Bernie, what’s this I hear about you finding a body part in your pigpen?”

      Bernie climbed off the four-wheeler, shaking her head. “Just that. We found a foot in the pigpen a few minutes ago.”

      Shelby hugged Bernie. “It’s been a while since I’ve been out to the farm. Seems the only time I see you is at the farmer’s market. How’ve you been?”

      Bernie shrugged. “Busy.”

      “I can only imagine.” Shelby shook her head. “This place was a lot to manage when you and Ray were working it together.”

      “I’m doing okay as long as I don’t get hit with major constraints like weather and, now...this.” She stared at the deputy. “Speaking of busy, I was surprised to hear that you are—”

      “Pregnant?” Shelby grinned, her hand resting on her still-flat belly. “No more surprised than we were. I’m only about a month along with eight more to go.”

      Bernie swallowed her envy, truly happy for her friend. When she’d married Ray, they’d talked of having four kids, starting their brood as soon as the farm started producing a steady income. The income came about the time Ray was diagnosed with ALS. Kids had ceased to be a part of their future. Hell, a future together stopped being a part of their young dreams. “Congratulations, Shelby.”

      “Thanks,” the deputy said. “We’re moving up our wedding date to accommodate our unexpected familial addition.”

      Sheriff Bergeron joined them while the ambulance crew dropped down from the cab and opened the rear of their truck.

      “You won’t need a gurney,” Bernie said. “All we have is a foot.”

      The emergency medical technicians pulled on surgical gloves, grabbed a bag for the body part and joined the sheriff and deputy.

      “I’d let you drive out to the pen, but it rained last night, and you might bog down in the mud,” she said.

      “Won’t hurt us to walk,” Sheriff Bergeron said. “Lead the way.”

      Bernie left the ATV in front of the house and led the entourage along the side of the field until they reached the pigpen on the far corner.

      Gerard stood patiently guarding the foot. As they approached, he held out his hand. “Deputy Taylor, good to see you.”

      “Gerard…” She shook his hand. “Remy said he’d tagged you with this assignment. He thought it would be an easy one when all you had to do was find what or who killed Bernie’s goose.”

      Gerard glanced down at the human foot. “I don’t think it’ll be as simple as he anticipated.”

      Bernie turned to the sheriff. “I don’t know if you’ve had the chance to meet Sheriff Bergeron since you came to Bayou Mambaloa…?”

      Gerard held out his hand to the sheriff. “I’ve seen you in passing, but we haven’t been formally introduced. Gerard Guidry.”

      The sheriff gripped his hand. “You’re one of Remy Montagne’s guys with the Bayou Brotherhood Protectors, right?”

      Gerard nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Welcome to Bayou Mambaloa,” the sheriff said and then squatted down to inspect the foot.

      Deputy Taylor pulled a camera out of her pocket and started snapping photos of the foot and the pigpen.

      “The state crime team is on its way,” Sheriff Bergeron said. “They’ll want to clear the pen of the livestock so they can look for the rest of the victim.”

      “In order to clear the pen, I’ll need help moving corral panels into position,” Bernie said.

      “I gave my team a heads-up,” Gerard said. “They’re ready to help erect the temporary enclosure when we give them the word.”

      “Hopefully, the folks from the state crime lab will be here soon,” the sheriff said. “They’ll want to sweep the area around the pen before we trample any potential evidence.” He glanced at the sky. “Won’t be long before the sun sets. We’d like to get those pigs out of there before they trample any more body parts.”

      “I wouldn’t be as concerned about them trampling parts as consuming them,” Bernie said. “Pigs will eat any and everything—including human flesh and bones.”

      Deputy Taylor grimaced. “And to think, some people keep pigs as pets.”

      “While the sheriff and the crime scene investigators are working the area, could my guys help position the corral panels?” Gerard asked. “We can have them ready to move out here when they tell us it’s okay.”

      Bernie nodded. “They don’t need us here. Come on.” She turned and started the long walk back across the field. “The panels are behind the barn. They’ll need to be disassembled and loaded onto a trailer. I can hook the trailer up to the tractor to pull it out here.”

      Gerard kept pace with her. “I’ll let the guys know to head this way.” He pulled out his cell phone, keyed in a text and pressed Send. A moment later, his phone pinged with a response. He glanced up. “They’re on their way.”

      As they arrived at the barn, the Louisiana State crime scene team pulled into the yard at the same time as the truck loaded with her field workers.

      Bernie pointed the crime scene team in the right direction and watched as they picked their way across the field. Then she turned to the man in charge of the workers and shook her head. “We won’t be able to harvest today. I don’t suppose you have room on your schedule to come back in two or three days?”

      The weathered man shook his head and spoke with his heavy Hispanic accent, “I’m sorry, Ms. Bellamy. We were only scheduled to work this afternoon and tomorrow morning. We have to move on to the next job. It’ll be a couple of weeks before we can get back here.”

      Bernie nodded. “I understand.”

      The men loaded into the truck and drove away.

      Gerard stepped up beside her and touched her arm briefly. “It’s okay. My team will see that your crop is harvested on time.”

      “Thanks,” she said, at once grateful and frustrated that she had to rely on others to help her. She’d managed the last three years on her own and the two-and-a-half years before that when she’d taken care of Ray and the farm by herself. When she’d needed help, she’d contracted labor, refusing to be beholden to anyone. “I can only afford to pay them what I would’ve paid the crew that just left.”

      “They won’t take your money. I think they’ll actually look forward to working outside.”

      She pressed her lips together. “The melons are heavy, and the humidity makes it feel hotter than the air temperature.”

      “We’ve been working in the old boat factory, demolishing old, heavy equipment and then cleaning junk accumulated for decades. The place is big but not airconditioned.” He glanced around. “It might be hot outside, but at least we have a chance at a breeze and sunshine on our faces.”

      Minutes later, a couple of trucks and an SUV pulled into the front yard and parked in a row. Several men dropped down from the vehicles and approached Bernie and Gerard. All were tall and muscular, but none quite as tall or broad-shouldered as Gerard.

      A man with dark brown hair, reddish-brown eyes and a richly tanned complexion clapped a hand on Gerard’s back. “First assignment, and you’re already calling for reinforcements?”

      Gerard glared at the man. “I just need you all for a few lousy minutes to help set up a temporary corral that’ll hold some pigs.”

      “What do you need us to do?” A man with brown-black hair, smoky gray eyes and a sexy five-o’clock shadow turned on a smoldering hot smile and aimed it at Bernie.

      That smile probably made other women weak at the knees. Bernie was startled at the faint flutter of awareness disturbing her gut.

      She had to tell herself that the man had a great smile but was almost too handsome. And he probably knew it.

      Bernie dragged her gaze away from the devastatingly handsome man and focused on Gerard.

      Her assigned protector was a man whose face wore a scowl more often than a smile and who looked like he could rip a man’s head off with his teeth. Well over six feet tall, his larger-than-life presence didn’t intimidate her as she was sure he would other women. Instead, he was a calming influence that kept her grounded at the same time he kept her knotted inside.

      When he’d touched her arm, she’d felt a shock of awareness. It had passed through her body like a lightning bolt, warming places that had been cold for too long, igniting a flame beneath her long-doused desire, making her want something more than the life she’d been living for the past three years.

      As soon as the thought filled her brain, she realized how foolish it was to think a man like Gerard would be at all interested in a widow who spent ninety-nine percent of her time growing things and taking care of animals. She had little time for herself, much less anyone else. To pay her bills and keep food on the table, she had to work.

      Besides, he’d only touched her arm out of a friendly concern. And surely it had been a fluke. A bodily reaction stemming from the stress of finding a foot on her property. What were the chances she’d have the same reaction if he touched her again?

      Gerard leaned close and touched her arm again. “Bernie, are you all right?” His breath stirred the loose tendrils of hair around her ear, making her shiver with awareness.

      When she didn’t respond immediately, his hand found the small of her back.

      Lightning ripped through her senses, blasting heat throughout her body, coiling tightly around her core. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice breathy, not at all her usual firm, confident tone. “I’m just a little off balance by everything that’s happened.” She lifted her chin, squared her shoulders and shot a glance around at the men gathered around her in a semi-circle. “Follow me, and we can get started dismantling and loading the panels.”

      She led the men to the back side of the barn where the portable panels were standing where they’d been for the past four or five years. Weeds grew around them. What once had been a dirt lunging pen for horses was now filled with waist-high grass she hadn’t bothered to mow because other chores took priority, like feeding animals, planting, tilling and harvesting crops.

      Bernie waved a hand toward the panels. “There’s a toolbox in the tack room. You’ll need something to help you loosen the clamps holding the panels together. I’ll bring the tractor and trailer around for you to stack the panels on.” Bernie spun on her heels and headed into the barn.

      Gerard followed, his mere presence keeping her pulse racing erratically. She couldn’t function this way. She needed distance between herself and Gerard.

      Bernie stopped. “You don’t have to help me. I can do this myself. I’ve hooked up utility trailers to the tractor and my trucks for years. I can almost do it with my eyes closed.” Okay, that was stretching the truth a bit. She just didn’t want him to dog her every footstep or touch her again.

      He was little more than a stranger, and she shouldn’t be feeling anything but gratitude for his kindness.

      They had bigger problems than her non-existent sex life. She had a crop to harvest and a mystery to solve.

      She didn’t have time to moon over a giant of a man who made her feel again.

      He needed to go away and let her get her head on straight. She didn’t need a protector. The sheriff’s department and state crime lab would be enough to solve this case.

      She wasn’t even sure who or what she was supposed to be kept safe from.

      So, they’d found a foot in the pigpen. That didn’t automatically equate to danger to herself or her animals. She had a rifle, a shotgun and a handgun, and she wasn’t afraid to use them.

      As soon as the state crime lab team left, she’d send Gerard on his way and get her life back on its normal track.

      Usually an optimist, the series of events Bernie had endured over the past five or six years had left her cautious and determined to be independent. She never wanted to depend on a man for physical contact or emotional support. It had hurt too much when she’d lost Ray. Bernie wasn’t sure she would survive another such loss.

      In her mind, it was settled. Once they had the pigs moved into the temporary corral, Gerard could leave. Then Bernie could get back to her life and quit having those flashes of heat stealing through her every time he touched her. In time, she might stop craving those touches.
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      Gerard retrieved the tools from the barn and went to work with his team dismantling the corral panels.

      Bernie disappeared for a few minutes. The rumbling sound of an engine starting made Gerard abandon the team and go in search of her.

      Though she’d insisted she could hitch the trailer to the tractor by herself, Gerard knew from experience it was easier to hook up a trailer with two people—one driving, the other directing from the ground.

      He found Bernie perched on an ancient red tractor, making a circle in the barnyard. She slowed to a stop, shifted gears into reverse and backed toward a long flatbed trailer parked in the middle of a row of various tractor implements.

      Gerard hurried forward and stopped beside the trailer hitch. “A little more to your left,” he called out.

      She adjusted her direction accordingly, backing slowly toward him until she was as close as he needed to match the trailer hitch to the ball on the back of the tractor.

      Gerard pulled the hitch, trailer and all, until it was directly over the ball and cranked the handle, lowering the trailer hitch until it covered the ball. He continued cranking until the jack beneath the hitch was up as high as it would go. Then he locked the hitch in place, stepped back and gave Bernie a thumbs-up.

      While she drove the tractor and trailer around to the back of the barn, he kept pace on foot, arriving at the same time.

      Gerard and his team stacked the heavy metal panels onto the trailer one by one. When they were done, they followed the tractor and trailer to the front of the barn.

      Lucas brushed dust from his shirt and jeans. “I’m glad we didn’t change clothes after finishing up at the boat factory.”

      “Same,” Beaux said.

      Gerard stood beside his new boss, Remy Montagne. “Did Shelby give you an idea of who the foot might belong to?”

      Remy shook his head. “Haven’t heard a thing. I’m not sure she knows I’m here. I just walked into the Crawdad Hole when you called to say you needed our help.” His lips twisted. “Who knew a dead goose would lead to a foot in a pigpen.” Remy frowned. “Speak of the devil.”

      A lone figure dressed in a uniform tromped across the field toward them.

      Gerard recognized Deputy Shelby Taylor, making her way around the watermelon patch.

      Remy hurried forward to greet his fiancée with a kiss. “Hey, babe, how are you holding up?”

      She leaned into him for a moment. “I’ll be glad when I get past the first trimester. I’m always so tired.”

      “The doctor said your body is adjusting to your pregnancy.” Remy tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

      “I know,” she sighed. “But the nausea...and the smell from the pigpen.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “It was all I could do not to lose my lunch.”

      “You’re due to get off in…” Remy glanced down at his watch, “thirty-five minutes.”

      She nodded. “I can last that long.”

      Bernie climbed down from the tractor and joined Remy, Shelby and Gerard. “Did they find anything else near the pigpen?”

      Shelby shook her head. “No, but Sheriff Bergeron said last night’s shift on the bayou was looking for illegal fishing and ’gator hunters and ran across a couple of guys carrying guns near the shore not far from here. When the deputy called out for them to raise their hands, they shot at the deputy.”

      “Did the deputy get hurt?” Bernie asked.

      Shelby frowned. “No. He landed his boat and chased after the men on foot.”

      “Did he catch them?” Remy asked.

      “No.” Shelby sighed. “They got away in a vehicle. The deputy didn’t get close enough to get the plate number. On his way back to his boat, he found another car half-sunk in the bayou. He ran the plates and discovered they had been stolen in New Orleans earlier that evening. They’ve dusted the car for prints. We’re still waiting to hear if they found a match.”

      “Might be the foot’s owner,” Gerard said. “The guys who got away could’ve put him in the pigpen.”

      “That’s what we’re thinking,” Deputy Taylor said. “We’ll know more if we get a hit on the prints. The crime team said you can set up the temporary pen now. They need to get into the pen to continue their search.”

      Bernie’s gaze met Gerard’s.

      His pulse quickened, and heat flooded his groin. Not good. He couldn’t get hot and bothered by this woman. She was his client.

      “Ready?” Bernie asked.

      Boy, was he. Gerard tamped down his reaction to her and nodded. “We’ll follow you out there.”

      She turned and hurried to the tractor, climbed into the seat and shifted into gear. The tractor lurched forward, jerking the trailer along with it.

      Remy frowned down at his fiancée. “Are you coming?”

      She covered her nose and mouth, shaking her head. “No way. I barely kept my stomach down the first time. I’m heading back to the station to work on my report and see if they’ve come up with a match on the fingerprints.” She leaned up on her toes and brushed her lips across his. “I’ll see you later.”

      “You call that a kiss?” Remy caught her around her waist and captured her mouth in a crushing kiss before turning her loose. “Better?”

      Shelby swayed. “Much. As long as Sheriff Bergeron didn’t witness that. He read me the riot act about public displays of affection in uniform.” Shelby looked past Remy. “Good thing he’s otherwise occupied with the crime scene investigators.” She shot Remy a stern glance. “Don’t do that again unless you want to get me fired.”

      Remy held up both hands. “I definitely don’t want to get you fired. You know how I love a woman in uniform.” He growled low in his chest. “Especially when I get to help her out of that uniform.”

      Gerard coughed. “Seriously? You two need to get a room.”

      “We have one,” Remy and Shelby answered simultaneously and laughed.

      “Later,” Deputy Taylor said.

      Gerard followed the trailer. His team fell in step with him, Remy on one side, Lucas on the opposite. The others trailed behind.

      “Your mission has gone from the murder of a goose to the mystery of a human foot missing its body.” Lucas walked beside Gerard. “Makes your assignment more interesting.”

      Gerard shrugged. “What gets me is that the goose had a broken neck, yet it ended up on Bernie’s front porch.”

      “How did a goose with a broken neck get onto her front porch?” Beaux asked.

      Gerard snorted. “Good question. If someone murdered the man who’s missing his foot, why risk being caught putting a dead goose on her front porch?”

      “Could it be that the goose and the foot are unrelated?” Valentin asked.

      “Maybe,” Gerard said.

      “She’s not an heiress or a princess in hiding, but she’s not bad-looking,” Romeo commented from behind Gerard. “Is your client married?”

      Gerard shot a frown at his teammate. “Widowed.”

      “Ah, a widow.” Romeo’s eyebrows rose. “Recent?”

      “Leave her alone.” Gerard glared at his friend. “She’s got enough on her plate. She doesn’t need you stalking her. Not only does she have to deal with a potential murder on her property...” Gerard waved at the field of watermelons, “these watermelons have to be harvested in the next day or two, or they’ll rot on the vines. Her pickers were supposed to pick today but couldn’t do the work with the place being turned into a crime scene.”

      “Are they coming tomorrow?” Remy asked.

      Gerard shook his head. “They can’t get back to her farm for three weeks.”

      “Which means her crop will rot in the field,” Lucas concluded.

      Gerard hadn’t yet brought up his offer to have his team harvest the melons. Now was the perfect segue into that topic. “Not if she finds another crew of pickers to bring them in.”

      Romeo’s eyes narrowed. “Where are you going with this, man?”

      Gerard shrugged. “I have an assignment. What do you have?” He turned to the others. “What do any of you have to occupy your time now?”

      Remy grinned. “Nothing, yet. We aren’t needed at the boat factory. The contractor will begin work on Monday, and we’ll just be in the way. We can harvest those melons for Ms. Bellamy.”

      A collective groan sounded from the rest of the men.

      Gerard’s lips twitched but managed to keep from grinning. He’d hoped Remy would make it sound like his idea. Gerard would help harvest whether or not the others decided to help.

      “I’ll get more information from Bernie—Ms. Bellamy—about how we should go about picking watermelons,” Gerard offered.

      “After we erect a pigpen,” Romeo grumbled.

      “Join Brotherhood Protectors…” Beaux said.

      “Save the world…” Valentin added, “one pig at a time.”

      The men were still chuckling when Bernie brought the tractor to a stop near the pigpen.

      “Wow.” Lucas covered his mouth and nose. “I say we get this pen up as quickly as we can.”

      Beaux dragged the collar of his T-shirt up over his nose. “I second that motion.”

      Bernie shut off the engine and climbed down from the tractor. “Sorry, guys. I’m past due for cleaning out the pen, and it rained recently. Of course, the pigs love the mud, but it compounds the odor.” She gave them instructions on how and where to construct the panels to form an enclosure for the herd of swine.

      With the help of his team, Gerard was pleased with how quickly they got the pen up and the animals moved into it.

      Once the job was done, Bernie double-checked the enclosure, tugging on the panels to make sure they wouldn’t give way if bumped by a four-hundred-pound hog. Her smooth brow dented. “It will have to do. And I’ll have time to clean their pen after the crime scene team finishes their investigation.”

      “Clean their pen?” Gerard asked.

      “I go in with the tractor and front-end loader and scoop out all the yuckiness, deposit it in the compost pile at the opposite end of the pen and use the natural fertilizer on my field.” She clapped her hands together. “That will have to wait until after I harvest the melons.”

      “Looks like you’ll have a little help,” Gerard said.

      Her brow wrinkled. “Oh yeah? Who?”

      Remy stepped forward. “My team of Brotherhood Protectors would like to assist you in bringing in your crop of watermelons, Ms. Bellamy.”

      She shook her head. “It’s back-breaking work,” she warned.

      “We’re all strong and ready to help,” their leader said. “All you have to do is let us know how you want it done and where to load all the watermelons.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, a frown pinching the skin over the bridge of her nose.

      “If you’d rather we didn’t—” Romeo started.

      Gerard elbowed the man in the gut. “What my friend here meant is we’d be glad to help. Right, Romeo?”

      Romeo pressed a hand to his belly. “Yes, ma’am,” he said through gritted teeth as he doubled over. “Looking forward to helping out.”

      A smile spread slowly across Bernie’s face, changing her from plain to beautiful. The late afternoon sunshine added to her glow. “Thank you.” She turned to Gerard and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

      His breath caught as her lips brushed across his skin. Heat rose up his neck and sank down into his groin. For a moment, he couldn’t put two words together to form anything that would make sense.

      “Hey, we’re all going to help, not just Gerard,” Romeo said and turned his face to the side, presenting his cheek.

      Gerard glared at his friend.

      Before he could say anything, Remy clapped his hands together. “When do you want to start?”

      Bernie stared out at the field of melons. “If we start now, we can get through half the field tonight and finish the other half tomorrow after the morning dew has burned off. That will give me time to deliver the first load to my distributor in New Orleans and get back. Then we can finish loading the rest tomorrow afternoon. We should be finished well before dark, in time for me to take the second load to New Orleans.”

      Beaux raised a hand to shade his eyes. “How many melons do you think you have here?”

      “I planted one acre at a projected yield of about fifteen tons per acre. I’m not sure how much damage Penelope did.”

      “Penelope?” Lucas asked.

      “One of her pigs,” Gerard said.

      “My breeder sow,” Bernie added. “As for how many melons are out there...” She tipped her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. “At maybe 50-100 melons per ton, there should be around a thousand melons or more, minus the ones Penelope destroyed on her midnight binge.”

      Gerard blinked. “A thousand?”

      She nodded. “My pickers would’ve harvested them all today had they been allowed to start when they arrived earlier. I had the boxes ready and waiting. All we have to do is load the boxes onto this trailer, and we can start—if your guys are serious.”

      “Oh, we’re serious,” Remy said. “Aren’t we, team?”

      “Sure,” Jacques said.

      Romeo grumbled under his breath before saying, “Right. Who doesn’t love watermelon?”

      Sin planted his hands on his hips. “Where do we start?”

      “A couple of you can help me load the cardboard boxes onto the trailer. The rest can begin picking and lining the melons up, ready to put them in the boxes when we get back with the trailer.”

      “How do we know which melons to pick?” Sin asked.

      “Follow me.” Bernie walked out among the watermelon vines.

      Gerard admired the woman’s no-nonsense approach to farming and the way she patiently showed the men how to determine if a melon was ripe enough to pick. She pulled a pocketknife out of her jeans pocket and sliced through a stem. She held up her pocketknife. “Who needs a knife?”

      Each man pulled a knife from a scabbard on his belt and flipped it open.

      Bernie chuckled. “Always prepared, huh? You all must have been good Boy Scouts.”

      “No, ma’am,” Remy said. “Navy SEAL, here.”

      She grinned.

      The way her face lit up made Gerard’s blood run hot through his veins.

      “All right,” Bernie crossed her arms over her chest. “Remy, show me a ripe melon.”

      One by one, she had each guy identify a ripe melon before she turned them loose to start picking.

      When she was satisfied they knew a ripe melon from a green one, Bernie climbed onto the tractor, turned it around and headed for the barn.

      Gerard, Remy and Landry followed. At the barn, they loaded large, sturdy cardboard boxes onto the flatbed trailer and rode with them back out to the field.

      Valentin, Romeo and Beaux turned out to be the best at picking the ripe melons. They passed the melons in bucket-brigade style from one man to the next, handing the heavy fruit up to Gerard and Bernie, who then set them gently into the cardboard boxes until each box was full.

      The work was strenuous, the heat and humidity making them sweat. By the time the trailer was full, Gerard was tired, his muscles sore, and he was ready for a shower, a beer and food, but not necessarily in that order. He jumped down from his position on the trailer and stretched his arms above his head, working the kinks out of his back.

      Bernie drove the tractor back to the barn, pulling the heavily loaded trailer along behind her. She’d worked as hard as the rest of them without once grumbling about the heat, the backbreaking task or the fact that they had to do it all again the next day.

      Gerard suspected his teammates had stopped grumbling when they’d realized Bernie was keeping up with them without complaint.

      And to think, she’d been running the farm single-handed. Gerard’s respect for the woman ratcheted up significantly. He walked with his team back to the barn behind the tractor and helped Bernie unhitch the trailer from the tractor and hitch it to her truck for the drive into New Orleans the following morning.

      Bernie nodded toward the house. “There’s beer in the refrigerator in the kitchen. Help yourself. I have a huge pot of gumbo already cooked. All I have to do is warm it up if you’d like to stay for dinner.”

      “You don’t have to go to the trouble,” Remy said. “We can get something to eat in town.”

      “And leave me with all that gumbo?” Bernie shook her head. “I made it for the pickers. I always provide a meal for them when they come. I make a pretty decent gumbo if I say so myself.”

      “Count me in.” Romeo rubbed his belly. “I could eat a whole pig after that workout.”

      “Shh.” Lucas grinned. “Don’t let Penelope hear you say that. She might take offense.”

      “It shouldn’t take me fifteen minutes to warm it up,” Bernie said. “I have plenty of beer in the refrigerator for those interested and bottled water for everyone else.”

      Gerard followed her into the kitchen, grabbed the case of beer she had chilling in the fridge and carried it out to the team.

      The men took turns rinsing their hands and faces under the spigot at the side of the house. Once they’d dripped dry, they each grabbed a beer from the case and settled on the porch steps, the swing or leaned against the railing, sipping beer and poking fun at each other.

      “I think Delta Force training was easier than harvesting a field of watermelons,” Lucas said, rolling his shoulders.

      Sin shook his head. “I don’t know what Delta Force training you went through, man, but it couldn’t have been the same as mine.”

      “I don’t know,” Beaux said. “We’d only loaded one box with melons when I started looking for a bell to ring.”

      Gerard laughed with the rest of the men, remembering how many of his fellow trainees had rung the bell, signaling the end of their training, having given up. Even at his worst, he’d never considered quitting. He’d suffered worse at the hands of his father. Delta Force training had been a walk in the park.

      Dusk was settling on the farm when the crime scene investigators wrapped up their work in the pig enclosure and made their way back to their vehicles parked in the barnyard.

      While the investigators loaded into their cars and drove away, Sheriff Bergeron stepped onto the porch.

      Bernie came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on the sides of her jeans. “Well? Did they find anything else?”

      The sheriff sighed. “Not much. Definitely no more body parts.” He pulled out his cell phone and brought up a photo. “They used a metal detector and found a men’s silver ring in the muck.” He passed his cell phone to Bernie. “Do you recognize this ring?”

      Bernie studied the image, her brow furrowing. “It’s not mine. I doubt it was my husband’s. He never wore any kind of jewelry. He refused to wear a wedding band because he worked around so much farm machinery, and he didn’t want to get one caught in anything and lose a finger.” She tipped her head, her frown deepening. “The symbol is a fleur-de-lis.”

      “It was inscribed on the inside.” The sheriff scrolled to another photo.

      “I can barely make out the letters,” Bernie said.

      Gerard leaned over Bernie’s shoulder. After a second or two, he read it out loud. “Je t’taime. It’s French for I love you.” As he realized just how close he was to Bernie, Gerard’s pulse beat faster. Heat burned through his body that had nothing to do with the oppressive humidity and air temperature.

      Bernie turned her head, her face mere inches from his. Her eyes flared, and her cheeks pinkened,

      Gerard’s breath lodged in his chest. He took a quick step backward, putting a safe distance between himself and his client.

      “I’ve seen those words before...” Bernie whispered. “And that symbol.” She covered her mouth with her hand and closed her eyes. “But where?” A moment later, her eyes popped open, and she dove for the door, disappearing into the farmhouse.

      Gerard assumed she’d just remembered that she had food on the stove and had gone inside to check on it.

      “How was the watermelon picking?” the sheriff asked.

      A collective groan rose from the men on the porch.

      Sheriff Bergeron chuckled. “You made good progress, considering you got a late start this afternoon. I remember working one summer for a farmer who grew watermelons and cantaloupes. That’s why I chose to go into law enforcement.”

      “I have a whole new respect for the men and women who do this for a living,” Remy said.

      The sheriff grinned. “I’ll bet you do.”

      Bernie stepped out onto the porch. “I thought I’d seen that symbol and inscription before. It finally dawned on me where.” She held out her hand and dropped a necklace into the sheriff’s palm. “This was my mother’s necklace. She wore it all the time. She gave it to me before she died.”

      The necklace was a simple silver chain with a pendant bearing the fleur-de-lis symbol on one side.

      When the sheriff turned it over, Gerard could see the same inscription on the back of the pendant as was on the inside of the ring.

      The sheriff held the necklace next to the image on his phone. “Was your mother ever near the pigpen?”

      Bernie shook her head. “I didn’t marry Ray until after my mother passed due to cancer. As far as I know, she never visited Bellamy Farm.”

      “Hmm.” Sheriff Bergeron’s lips pressed together. “Do you mind if I take this into evidence? I promise you’ll get it back. This is too much of a coincidence.”

      “Of course,” Bernie said. “And yes, it’s too much of a coincidence. Why would a ring matching the necklace my mother wore end up in a pigpen she’d never come near?”

      “Good question.” The sheriff pulled an evidence bag out of his pocket, deposited the necklace inside and nodded at Bernie. “I’m sorry this is all coming at a bad time, with harvest and all.”

      Bernie’s lips twisted. “Is there ever a good time to find a foot in your pigpen?”

      “No,” the sheriff said. “If I hear anything useful, I’ll let you know. In the meantime, lock your doors and carry a gun.”

      “Yes, sir,” Bernie said.

      “I can have a unit check on your place periodically,” he pushed a hand through his hair. “Sorry, but I don’t have the staff to post someone here twenty-four-seven.”

      “Sir,” Gerard stepped forward. “We’ve got Ms. Bellamy covered.”

      The sheriff frowned. “We?” He turned toward Remy. “As in your team? The Brotherhood Protectors?”

      Remy nodded. “Gerard will be with her twenty-four-seven until this situation is resolved.”

      “Excellent.” Sheriff Bergeron smiled at Bernie. “Remy and Gerard proved themselves keeping Deputy Taylor and her family safe when a drug cartel tried to set up shop in our neighborhood. You’re in good hands.”

      Bernie shot a quick glance in Gerard’s direction, her cheeks turning a pretty shade of pink. “Mr. Guidry has already been a big help on the farm. I’m afraid I’m taking advantage of him.”

      Gerard shook his head. “Not at all. Anything I can do to help.”

      She grinned. “You might regret those words when you get up tomorrow morning, sore as hell from lifting hundreds of watermelons.”

      He suspected he’d hurt, but he had no regrets. This woman needed help on the farm and keeping her safe from whoever had disposed of a body in a pigpen. Well, at least a foot.

      “I hope your evening improves,” the sheriff said.

      “It already has,” Bernie responded with a smile. “Half of my crop is ready to market despite losing my pickers today.”

      Her happiness made Gerard’s aching back worth the pain. He liked the way her face glowed when she was happy and wanted to be the one who brought out that glow.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Sheriff Bergeron said. “Let us know if you find anything interesting while harvesting the remainder of your field.”

      Bernie nodded. “Will do.”

      After the sheriff drove off, Bernie dashed into the house to rescue the warming gumbo.

      Seconds later, she came back through the door, her face white.

      Gerard hurried forward and gripped her arm. “What’s wrong?”

      She raised her hand and stared down at the cell phone in her palm. “I got a text message from an unknown caller.”

      He took the cell phone from her.

      Remy and the other men on the porch gathered around as he read the message aloud.
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      Bernie shivered. Hearing the words aloud had an even more frightening effect than reading them on her cell phone.

      “Phone number?” Remy asked.

      Gerard shook his head in unison with Bernie. “Unknown caller.”

      Remy pulled his own cell phone from his pocket and punched in a number. “Swede,” he said. “Our client just received a death threat via text. Can you hack into an unknown caller?” Remy nodded. “I understand, but if it leads to something other than a burner phone...” His gaze met Bernie’s. “I’ll shoot you her phone number in a text. Anything you can do could help. Thanks.” He ended the call.

      “Who’s Swede?” Bernie asked.

      “Axel Svenson,” Remy said, “aka Swede, is the Brotherhood Protectors’ technical expert at our home office in Montana. Do you mind if I share your phone number with him? He might have some connections to access your phone records and maybe trace the text back to its source.”

      “Share it. Anything you need. I use the same phone number for personal and business use. It’s not a secret.” Bernie frowned. “You said something about a burner phone. Can he trace one of those?”

      “Probably not,” Remy said as he scrolled through his contacts list and shared Bernie’s phone number with the technical expert. “But if it isn’t a burner phone, we might have a chance of identifying the sender. In the meantime, you need twenty-four-seven protection.”

      “You think this guy is serious?” Bernie wrapped her arms around her middle, suddenly cold in the heat of southern Louisiana.

      Gerard handed her cell phone back to her. “Do you want to take a chance that he’s not?”

      Bernie shook her head. “I just hate to be a bother. And I’m pretty sure I can’t afford to pay Brotherhood Protectors for twenty-four-seven security.”

      “Don’t worry about payment,” Remy said. “Hank Patterson, our founder, doesn’t take on clients based on their ability to pay. He and his wife, Sadie McClain, set up the funding to offer services to anyone who needs it, regardless of their ability to pay.”

      Bernie frowned. “Sadie McClain. That name sounds familiar.”

      Gerard grinned. “It should. She’s one of Hollywood’s biggest movie stars.”

      Bernie’s eyes rounded. “Sadie McClain, the movie star? Wow. That’s very generous of her and her husband.”

      Remy turned to Gerard. “Since Gerard had initially been sent on this particular assignment, it only makes sense that he be the one to stay.”

      Bernie met Gerard’s gaze.

      He gave a subtle nod.

      Remy continued. “The other alternative is to stay with Shelby and me. Or at the Bayou Brotherhood Boarding House.”

      Before Remy finished talking, Bernie was already shaking her head. “I can’t leave the animals. I’ve already lost my beloved Gertrude and could’ve lost Penelope. I can’t leave the animals to fend for themselves.”

      “Then, it’s settled,” Gerard said. “I’m staying.”

      “Any idea what the text message sender was referring to when he said you have that he wants?” Gerard asked.

      Bernie raised her hands, palms turned upward, looking around at her home, the house, the barn, and the animals in the pasture. “No. The only thing new around here was the foot we found. I can’t imagine that’s what he wanted.” She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, her gaze returning to Gerard. “All I know is I’m going to burn the gumbo if I don’t turn off the burner on the stove. Death threat aside, dinner’s ready.”

      Gerard looked down at his dirty shirt and jeans. “Though we washed what we could, we’re still too dirty to sit at the table.”

      Bernie waved her hand. “So am I. The farmhouse kitchen was designed to seat a dozen workers. The table is huge, and you can’t hurt the chairs. The bottom line is, we can all eat in the kitchen.”

      The men followed her into the kitchen.

      “Sit,” she ordered.

      Romeo popped to attention and saluted. “Yes, ma’am.” Then he winked and dropped into one of the wooden chairs. The others followed suit.

      It was nice to have company in the big kitchen. When she ate alone, the table stretched out so long and empty that she took her food into the living room and turned on the television, more for the noise than because she wanted to watch anything.

      Bernie scooped heaping ladles full of the chicken and shrimp gumbo into bowls. Her hands still shook after reading the death threat on her cell phone.

      Gerard appeared at her side. “Are you all right?”

      No. She wasn’t. Why was this happening to her?

      She gave him a watery smile. “I’m fine.”

      He leaned close, touching a hand to the small of her back, and whispered. “I’ll keep you safe.”

      Warmth spread throughout her along with the sudden urge to cry. The lump in her throat wouldn’t let air past her vocal cords. All she could do was nod and hand him two bowls of gumbo.

      He carried bowls to the table as fast as she could fill them.

      When everyone had a bowl in front of them, Bernie poured the rest of the gumbo into a tureen. Gerard carried it to the table and set it in the center.

      Once everyone had gumbo, Bernie joined the men, carrying a basket of cornbread muffins. As she approached the table, Gerard pulled out her chair and held it as she took the seat.

      With all eyes on her, she forced herself to take up her spoon, even though eating was the last thing on her mind. With Gerard on one side and Remy on the other, she felt safe. For the moment.

      The meal began with the men handing around the basket of muffins and the bottle of Tabasco sauce. Soon, the Brotherhood Protectors team, who’d spent the afternoon loading heavy watermelons onto the trailer, talked, joked, laughed and compared aches and pains.

      Bernie relaxed and even ate a few bits of gumbo and half a muffin.

      “Compliments to the chef,” Romeo said after eating half his bowl of the steamy stew. “Best gumbo I’ve ever had. Even better than my grandmother’s.” He frowned. “Don’t tell her. I might lose my status as the favorite grandson.”

      Bernie stared across the table at Romeo, her expression serious. “Thank you. Your secret is safe with me. I would never break an old woman’s heart.”

      Romeo grinned. “Ms. Bellamy, you might just be the woman of my dreams.”

      She shook her head. “How can that be? You’ve only just met me.”

      “You’ve got a helluva a green thumb, you can drive a tractor and make gumbo that belongs in one of those fancy Cajun restaurants in New Orleans. Best of all, you’re kindhearted.” Romeo tipped his chin toward Gerard. “Don’t go fallin’ in love with ol’ Grouchy Gerard before you give me a chance.”

      Bernie forced a laugh, her cheeks burning.

      “You can’t have all the pretty girls, Romeo,” Beaux said. “Besides, I thought you were into the pretty shopkeeper?”

      “What shopkeeper?” Bernie asked.

      “The one with the gift shop,” Beaux offered. “What’s her name? Elizabeth?”

      Romeo frowned. “Her name is Giselle.” He gave Bernie a crooked smile. “Can I help it I love women?”

      Bernie shook her head. “I’m flattered but not interested. No offense,” she assured him. “I just don’t have time for a relationship. I have a farm to run.”

      “It’s a lot of work for—” Gerard started and stopped.

      “A woman?” Bernie finished, her lips twisting.

      He shook his head. “I was going to say for one person. You worked every bit as hard, if not harder, than any one of us. It’s just a lot to handle by yourself.”

      She sighed. “It’s my livelihood. If I don’t do it, I can’t afford to keep the lights on, the animals in feed and taxes paid on the land. Or I’d have to find a job.” Bernie laughed. “This is a small town. There aren’t that many jobs available. That’s why so many young people leave after high school. I’d have to go to New Orleans or Baton Rouge to find work that would pay enough to support me and my menagerie. And who—”

      “—would take care of the animals while you worked in the city?” Gerard nodded. “I get it.”

      “Have you thought about selling the place and using the money to start over somewhere else?” Landry asked.

      Gerard’s lips twitched. “She has.”

      Bernie frowned. “Brokers representing the Grand Bijou Golf Resort Corporation would love nothing better than for me to sell this property to them. And they’d pay enough I wouldn’t have to find a job for a long time, if at all.” She tipped her head toward Gerard. “You know how I feel.”

      Gerard turned to his team. “She’s not selling.”

      Remy’s eyes narrowed. “You have something they want.”

      Bernie’s eyes widened. “Do you think they’d go to the extreme of threatening me to get me to sell?”

      Remy shrugged. “It’s worth checking into. What did you say was the name of the corporation?”

      “Grand Bijou Golf Resort,” Bernie repeated.

      Remy keyed the name into his cell phone. “Did you get the name of the Brokerage firm?”

      “Worthington Brokerage out of Miami.” Bernie pushed back from the table and stood.

      The man came to their feet at the same time.

      “You don’t have to get up,” Bernie said. “Finish your meal.”

      Gerard glanced around at the others. “I think we’re done.”

      Bernie shrugged and crossed to the counter, where she dropped mail and documents that needed to be sorted and filed. She sifted through the stack that had gotten ridiculously deep until she found the business card and handed it to Remy.

      “They sent a couple of their brokers out. I had a hard time getting rid of them. They didn’t want to take no for an answer. They need to close a deal on Bellamy Acres before they can begin construction. I think they assumed it would be an easy deal. Offer me enough money, and me being a widow, I’d be glad to sell.”

      “I’ll have Swede check into the resort and the brokerage firm,” Remy said.

      The guys gathered their dishes and carried them to the sink.

      “Don’t worry about the dishes. I’ll take care of them,” Bernie said.

      “No, ma’am,” Gerard said. “You cooked. We can clean.” He washed bowls and stacked them neatly into the dish drainer while his teammates cleared the table and helped put away the leftovers.

      Unused to having others do the work for her, Bernie grabbed a towel and dried the dishes Gerard washed. Occasionally, Gerard’s arm brushed against hers, sending a burst of electricity through her system.

      In no time at all, the bowls were stacked in the cabinet, utensils were in the drawer and the table was cleared and clean.

      Bernie followed the men as they headed out the door and down the porch steps. All of them but one.

      While most of the men piled into the vehicles parked between the house and barn, Remy paused at the bottom of the stairs. “When will you be back from the city?”

      “No later than noon,” Bernie said. “If your men show up at twelve-thirty, I’ll have the trailer positioned in the field, ready to go.”

      Remy nodded. “We’ll be there.” He turned to Gerard. “You need anything from the boarding house?”

      Gerard shook his head. “I keep some basics in the storage compartment on my motorcycle.”

      “And I’m sure I can find anything else you might need here to tide you over until we’re on our way back through town tomorrow,” Bernie said. “We can stop by the boarding house to gather anything else then.”

      Gerard nodded.

      “Then we’re out of here,” Remy said. “Call if you need anything or run into any trouble.”

      “Will do,” Gerard said.

      Moments later, the vehicles departed, taillights disappearing into the darkness, leaving Bernie alone with Gerard.

      “I’ll be right back,” Gerard descended the stairs and crossed to where he’d parked his motorcycle beneath a tree.

      Bernie shivered in the balmy night air, her thoughts pouring over the day’s events, starting with finding Gertrude dead on her front porch and ending with a man staying the night with her. The stuff in between was what nightmares were made of. Finding a human foot and receiving a death threat didn’t happen every day.

      As Gerard turned around and strode across the yard in her direction, another shiver rippled through Bernie’s body. This time, it was not from the startling and frightening events of the day but the sudden quickening of her pulse at the sight of the Marine’s broad shoulders and confident stride, eating the distance between them.

      The closer he came, the more ragged her breathing became until she found herself holding her breath.

      Gerard climbed the steps, his large frame towering over her, a small backpack in his hands.

      Bernie didn’t consider herself a small woman. At five-foot-ten, she could look most men straight in the eye.

      Not Gerard.

      With him standing so close, she had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze.

      He frowned down at her. “Are you okay?”

      She let go of the breath she’d been holding. “Yes, of course,” she said, cursing inwardly at how breathy she sounded. “Why do you ask?”

      “As I walked up to you, you looked...scared.” His frown deepened. “I hope you’re not scared of me. I promise I would never hurt you.”

      She pressed a hand to her throat, afraid he could see how swiftly her pulse was beating and that he would guess that his nearness was the cause.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she said, avoiding the truth. She was afraid of her body’s reaction to him. The man awakened something deep inside her that she thought had died with her husband.

      Raw, searing, hot desire.

      Like a heater turned up full blast, her body burned from the inside out, radiating heat from every pore, an inferno blazing at her core.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” Gerard asked. “You look...”

      Hot? Sex-starved? Desperate?

      Sweet Jesus, she had to get a grip. “I look like I need a shower?” She forced a laugh. “Yes. I do. I think I’ll get that shower. Now.” She spun on her heels and marched her horny ass into the house, down the hallway, through the master bedroom and into the bathroom. After she closed the door, she turned and locked it. Not to keep him out but to keep her from begging him to join her.

      She pressed her palms to her burning cheeks. “What is wrong with me?”

      She was tired. That was it.

      And stressed.

      Who wouldn’t be after finding body parts and death threats? Her lust could be a way for her body to distract her from the real issues.

      She reached into the shower and turned on the water, leaving it all the way in the cold position, determined to douse the errant flame before it burned out of control. Then she shed her clothes, dropping them on the floor around her feet.

      For a moment, she stood naked, letting herself imagine what out-of-control might manifest into.

      Like marching naked out of the bathroom and throwing herself at the man whose job was to protect her.

      Or calling out to him for help and then trapping him in the bathroom, where she would strip his clothes off and run her hands all over his body.

      Bernie moaned. “Enough.”

      She stepped beneath the shower’s spray and gasped. Cold water pelted her skin. For several long minutes, she fought to catch her breath, gooseflesh pebbling her skin.

      Slowly, the heat abated, leaving her shivering in the cold spray.

      Relieved that the cool water had done the trick, she turned the handle, adding warm water to the shower head. Then she worked shampoo into her hair and soaped her body, washing away the dirt and grime normal for a day’s hard work on the farm. She ran her hands over her neck and arms, across her breasts and downward to the juncture of her thighs.

      And just like that, she was on fire all over again.

      Twisting the handle back to cold, she stood under the punishingly cold spray until all the suds disappeared down the drain, along with her desire, and she was clean.

      Bernie shut off the water, grabbed a towel and attacked her skin, rubbing harder than necessary to dry herself.

      She wrapped the towel around her and pushed the door open just enough so she could see through to the living room.

      Damn. She’d left the bedroom door open.

      She hadn’t brought a change of clothes into the bathroom with her. Which meant she had to pass in front of the bedroom door to reach her dresser with her clothes inside.

      If Gerard happened to see her in her bedroom, wrapped only in a towel, so what? All the important parts were covered. She had nothing to be afraid of.

      Unless her fingers slipped and the towel fell to the bedroom floor, exposing her naked body to the Marine.

      Bernie tiptoed across the floor, holding the towel in one hand as she reached for the door to close it.

      As her hand connected with the doorknob, Gerard appeared in front of her. “Oh,” he said. “Sorry. I was just going to check to see if you were okay.” His gaze swept over her in a brief sweep from head to toe. “You look...okay.” He swallowed, the muscles in his neck contracting. “I’ll just leave you to finish.” Gerard grabbed the doorknob and pulled the door closed between them.

      For a long moment, Bernie stared at the door, willing it to open again so that she could drop the towel and throw herself at the man.

      The door didn’t open.

      She dropped the towel anyway and debated whether to wear a bra or not. Usually, she didn’t wear one at night. She opted for the bra, not wanting Gerard to think she was coming on to him. Then she grabbed a T-shirt from one of her drawers and a pair of stretchy shorts. Once dressed, she stared at the door again.

      If she were smart, she’d leave the door closed and go to bed, avoiding temptation.

      Yeah. Well, she wasn’t smart, and it wasn’t very late. If she went to bed now, she’d lay awake staring at the ceiling. She might as well watch TV in the living room and quit fanaticizing about sex with her bodyguard.

      After dragging a brush through her hair, smoothing out all the tangles, she sucked in a breath and marched for the door.

      Her hand on the knob, she breathed in, held it...

      A knock sounded on the door, startling Bernie.

      She let go of the breath she’d just sucked in, yanked open the door and faced the man who’d been on her mind for half the day.

      He grinned and held up a bowl of popcorn. “Care to watch a movie with me?”

      She frowned. “Depends on the movie.” That was a lie. He was asking if she wanted to watch a movie with him. Her answer was yes. The movie didn’t matter in the least. Unless it was a horror movie with things that jumped out at them and made her have nightmares. In that case, she would have to sit quietly with her eyes closed throughout.

      “It’s a romantic comedy,” he offered with a smile.

      “Couldn’t you find an action-adventure movie?” Bernie asked.

      “I thought you’d like to watch something light and funny to take your mind off some of the day’s events.”

      “Light and funny wouldn’t keep my mind engaged. I need action, fight scenes, dodging in and out of trouble, being surprised at every corner.” She grinned. “That will keep my mind off today’s revelations.”

      Gerard chuckled. “Action-adventure, it is.” He nodded toward the sofa. “Have a seat. What would you like to drink?”

      “I can get it,” she said. “You don’t have to wait on me.”

      Gerard handed her the bowl of popcorn. “It’s my pleasure. Just give me your order, and I’ll be right back with it.”

      “I’d like a beer,” Bernie said. “I’d go for whiskey, but I want to remain half-aware and fully awake for all the action scenes.”

      “Got it.” Gerard tipped his head toward the kitchen. “I hope you don’t mind that I made myself at home.”

      “Not at all,” Bernie said. “Do you need help finding anything?” She started to follow him.

      Gerard turned back. “Nope. I already found the popcorn and sodas. I saw beer in the fridge, cookies in the pantry and seasoning salt on the counter. What more do we need?”

      Bernie grinned. “Sounds like you have it covered.”

      “Find a seat, choose your poison in your favorite action movie. I’ll be right back.”

      Bernie smiled as she leaned back on the couch, glad Gerard was setting expectations of a calm night, watching a movie and eating popcorn. Nothing sexual about it. Just a bodyguard making sure his client was sufficiently entertained and distracted from the day's events.

      She could handle that and keep calm, cool and collected, resisting the desire to touch the man and feel just how hard his muscles were.

      Her fingers tightened on the popcorn bowl, reminding her to keep her hands to herself.

      Bernie set the bowl aside and reached for the remote. As she scrolled through the movies offered, she finally selected an action-adventure with a broad brush of comedy, Jumanji, with Dwayne Johnson and Jack Black.

      Gerard returned with two cans of beer and a package of cookies. He laid a can and the cookies on the coffee table. After he popped the top open on the other can, he handed it to Bernie.

      “You can start without me. I want to shower before I sit on your sofa.”

      “Good idea,” she said. “The hallway bathroom should have soap, shampoo and fresh towels. Yell, if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks,” he said and disappeared down the hallway, carrying his backpack.

      Bernie held the remote in her hand, fully intending to start the movie. Instead, she listened for sounds coming from the bathroom, her imagination going through the motions Gerard must be performing.

      The sound of the shower running flooded Bernie’s mind with images of Gerard. He’d be standing tall and naked beneath spray, water running over his head and shoulders, dripping down over his torso. As rivulets ran lower, they would slide over the jutting evidence of his desire.

      The bathroom door opened before Bernie realized the water had long since stopped running.

      Gerard stepped out, wearing only a pair of gym shorts, no shirt.

      Bernie grabbed her beer, tipped the can back and took a long swallow, hoping the alcohol would take the edge off her anxiety. It helped…to an extent.

      Gerard pulled a T-shirt over his head and settled on the cushion beside her. “You didn’t start the movie.”

      She gave him a crooked smile. “Thinking.”

      “About?”

      The way you make me feel.

      Bernie stared at the television. “Everything that happened today.”

      “Hard not to, huh?” He started the movie, setting the volume low, and passed her the package of cookies.

      Bernie sipped on her beer, hyper-aware of Gerard’s thigh brushing against hers.

      He leaned back and draped his arm over the back of the couch, his fingertips brushing against her shoulder.

      The television could burst into flames, and Bernie wouldn’t notice. Her focus was homed in on the hand brushing against her shoulder and his thigh bumping into hers.

      “Besides the resort trying to but you out, do you have any other enemies who want to harm you?”

      She shook her head. “Other than my father walking out on me and my mother when I was a baby, I’ve led a pretty normal, boring life.”

      “What about your husband? Did he have any enemies?”

      “No,” Bernie said. “His family has been a part of this community for decades.”

      “What about your father?” Gerard asked. “Does he keep in touch?”

      Bernie shook her head. “I haven’t heard from him, ever. He disappeared out of our lives, and I’m okay with that. The only good thing he did for me was provide the sperm to make me. From what I’ve learned over the years, he was the town bad boy from the wrong side of the tracks. My mother had the misfortune of falling in love with him. She spent the rest of her life paying for it.”

      “How so?”

      “Being a single mother in a small town doesn’t offer many options. She couldn’t afford to go to college and had to work two jobs to keep a roof over our heads. She couldn’t move out of town because she didn’t have backup for childcare.”

      “That had to be hard for your mother,” Gerard said softly.

      “It was,” Bernie said. “As an infant, I stayed with my grandparents. Once I started school, I’d get off the bus at their house. Only they were older, having had my mother later in life. My mother and I lived in a garage apartment for years until I was a teen and earning a little money of my own. I was able to buy my own clothes from a secondhand store in New Orleans, and I saved my summer work money for a car. It wasn’t much of a car, and it drank oil, but it got me around to other jobs. We were able to move out of the garage apartment into a house we rented on the edge of town.”

      “You and your mother sound like fighters,” Gerard said.

      “We were,” Bernie said. “Only there was one fight my mother didn’t win.” She swallowed hard on the lump in her throat. “A head-on collision with a drunk driver.”

      Gerard reached for her hand and curled his fingers around hers. “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugged, holding back her tears. “I was a senior in high school. She died a month before graduation. I promised myself I’d go to graduation for her.”

      “Did you?”

      Bernie nodded. “I would not have graduated high school if not for my mother. I would not be alive today if not for my mother. I wouldn’t be the person I am if not for her.” A single tear slipped from the corner of her eye. “Like her, I’m not a quitter. She never quit. A drunk driver beat her, but she didn’t go down without a fight.”

      “I think I would’ve liked your mother,” Gerard said. “And maybe your father did you a favor by leaving.”

      Bernie had harbored so much anger toward her father for so many years. She’d watched her mother work herself into exhaustion just to make ends meet. Had he been there, he could have helped. At the very least, he could have paid child support to ease her burden. “It took me years to come to the same conclusion. He could’ve been an alcoholic, into drugs or a criminal. Mom and I were better off without that added nightmare.”

      Gerard stared for a long moment at the television as if he didn’t see the people moving around on the screen.

      Bernie wondered what he was thinking.

      Then he turned to her with a tight smile. “And your grandparents?”

      “When my mother died, I couldn’t afford the rent on my own. I moved in with my grandparents, which worked out for them as they were at the point they needed help. My grandmother died of a stroke when I was a junior in college. My grandfather succumbed to dementia and had to enter a memory care facility the year I graduated college. He lived for another seven years.” Her lips pressed together. “Everything he owned had to be sold to help pay for his care, including the house.”

      “I’m sorry. You must’ve loved them a lot to stay and help them through their final years.”

      “I did,” she said. “They were good, loving people.” She still missed them and her mother. She’d never really been alone until they’d all passed away.

      “How did you meet your husband?”

      She should have felt awkward talking about her husband while still holding Gerard’s hand, but somehow, she didn’t. He hadn’t made a pass at her and wasn’t flirting. He was being nice like a friend, making it easier for her to talk about Ray.

      “I worked a couple of jobs in Bayou Mambaloa. I guess I was considering moving to New Orleans to make a better paycheck but hadn’t committed. One of my jobs was for a local company designing ads and copy for businesses. Ray was one of our clients. He came by the office more often than necessary when I was designing the artwork and ad copy for Bellamy Acres. I didn’t realize at first that he was flirting with me. My boss had to point it out.” Heat rose up into her cheeks. “I didn’t date in high school. I was too busy making enough money to help with the rent and groceries. Sounds silly that I didn’t know he was actually flirting.”

      “Not silly at all,” Gerard said. “You’re a beautiful woman.”

      Bernie snorted. “Hardly. But Ray thought I was pretty and smart. He said he’d seen me around town, helping other people, working hard, both physically and mentally. He admired my willingness to do whatever it took to make it in the world, much like him. On our first date, he took me out to his farm. It was his life, his heritage and his passion. I fell in love with his drive and determination to work the land his ancestors had cultivated.”

      “And you’re carrying on his dream,” Gerard said.

      “Trying to,” Bernie said.

      “And doing a helluva a job.” He gently squeezed her fingers. “Not only am I impressed, but the rest of my team is also.”

      Bernie leaned back against the couch cushion. “I’m sorry for monopolizing this conversation. I promise, I never talk this much.” She turned toward him. “What about you? Where did you grow up? What was life like for young Gerard? Any siblings? I always wanted a brother or sister.”

      Gerard let go of her hand and reached for the popcorn bucket, a shadow descending across his face. “I grew up in Lafayette, Louisiana. And you were right. You were better off without your father. I wasn’t as lucky. My father stayed.”

      Her chest squeezed hard at the tightness in his tone. Bernie reached out and laid a hand on his knee. “How bad was it?”

      He stared down at her hand on his knee. “You don’t want to hear this.”

      “Yes, I do,” she said, her tone firm. “I want to know the man who’s protecting me.”

      He looked at the television screen as he spoke quietly. “When he wasn’t drinking, he was barely tolerable. But there weren’t many days that he wasn’t drinking. Mom took the brunt of his abuse, standing between him and me and my younger brother. Whenever I tried to stop him, he’d knock me across the room and go back to punching my mother.”

      Bernie couldn’t imagine a young boy witnessing his father hitting his mother and not being able to stop him. He was right. It was better to be fatherless than to live in fear for yourself and someone you love.

      “He swore I’d never amount to anything. He said I was stupid, like my mother.” He shook his head. “I vowed that I would prove him wrong. As soon as I graduated high school, I joined the Marines and got the hell out of his house. I pushed myself hard to be the best in everything I did. When I applied for Marine Force Recon training, I was accepted and fought my way through . It wasn’t as hard for me as some of the others. I never had it easy. My father made sure of that.”

      Bernie’s heart hurt for Gerard. Growing up without a father didn’t mean she’d grown up without love. Her mother had loved her with all her heart, and her grandparents had showered their only granddaughter with affection.

      “I knew I could make it through the training if I just kept putting one foot in front of the other,” Gerard said. “All the while, I saved every cent I made until I had enough to pay for a good lawyer and put a down payment on a house in Gulfport, Mississippi. I took two weeks' leave, showed up at my father’s house in Lafayette, packed up my mother and brother and moved them to Gulfport.”

      Bernie’s eyes widened. “Your father didn’t try to stop you?”

      Gerard’s jaw hardened. “He tried.”

      Bernie sat up straight, her heart beating faster. “And?”

      “Let’s just say I let him have the first swing. I only hit him once. It surprised me how easily he went down. The man who’d seemed larger than life and could knock me across the room as a kid was a lightweight with a full-grown man.” He drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “I told him if he ever bothered my mother or brother again, I wouldn’t go as easy on him.”

      “How long has it been?” Bernie asked.

      “Ten years.”

      “And your mother and brother?” she persisted.

      “Mom got her divorce within a couple of months. She went to college and got a degree and now works as a counselor for victims of abuse.”

      Bernie’s heart swelled. “Your brother?”

      Gerard smiled. “Mason earned a college degree in engineering and joined the Army as a butter-bar, second lieutenant.”

      “What about you?” Bernie’s voice softened. “I assume you’re not married. Is that a valid assumption?”

      He nodded.

      “Were you ever?” She held her breath, wanting to know what kind of woman could have broken his heart.

      “No.” Gerard met her gaze. “I vowed never to marry.”

      Bernie blinked. “Why? You’re nice-looking, strong and successful. Any woman would be happy to say I do.”

      His lips quirked for a second, then flatlined. “I’m the product of my mother and father. I have my father’s genes as well as my mother’s in me. “I couldn’t live with myself if I turned out to be an abuser like him.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Have you ever hit a woman?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “No. But I’ve never let one close long enough to get angry with her.”

      “You’re not your father, Gerard. You proved that when you moved your mother out of his house and was restrained enough to hit him only once.”

      “I wanted to hit him again.” Gerard’s hands bunched into fists. “And I wanted to keep hitting him until his face was a bloody mess.”

      She touched his arm. “But you didn’t. You have the control he lacked. You’re not like him.”

      “I can’t take that chance. I’d never forgive myself if I hurt a woman.” He pushed to his feet and took several steps away, putting physical and emotional distance between them. “It’s getting late, and we have a busy day tomorrow.”

      Bernie didn’t press the issue. She knew in her heart Gerard was nothing like his father. The few short hours she’d known him had made it clear. He had a gruff exterior, but inside, he was kind, caring and capable of so much love.

      He needed a special woman to bring him out of his shell.

      In the very back of her mind, a voice whispered, I wish it could be me.

      Ignoring the voice, she bid him good night. “The window air conditioner in the living room hasn’t worked since last summer. I leave the bedroom door open to keep it cool in here.”

      “Do you know what’s wrong with it?” he asked.

      She nodded. “It’s shot. I bought a new one but haven’t had time to install it. One of these days, when I get the money, I want to put in a whole new air conditioning system. But that’s way down the list of priorities. So, I apologize if it’s too warm in here to sleep. I’ll leave the bedroom door open, though.”

      “I’ve slept in worse places,” he assured her.

      “Well, then, good night.” She strode for the master bedroom and paused in the doorway. “Thank you for being here for me. And, for the record, I don’t think you could hurt a woman. You’re not your father.” Bernie dove through the door without waiting for his response.

      In the dark, with only starlight shining through an open curtain to guide her, she crossed to the air conditioning window unit. After adjusting it to a cooler setting, she aimed the vents toward the open door, hoping it would help cool the living room for Gerard. The hum of the motor made it difficult for her to hear disturbances outside the house or even the sound of movement in the other room. No wonder someone had been able to lay Gertrude’s body on her porch without her knowing. She’d brought Howey in for that night, and he’d slept on the floor at the foot of her bed.

      Tonight, she’d made it a point to leave him outside. She might not hear someone placing a dead goose on her porch over the air conditioner's hum, but she’d hear the bay of her hound dog if anyone tried to get close to the house.

      Bernie stood in the darkness, shimmied out of her bra and readjusted her T-shirt before lying across her bed on top of the sheets, too warm to slip beneath them. Her room was cool enough, but her blood ran hot through her veins.

      A tall, handsome, intriguing man lay on the couch in the other room in a thin T-shirt and gym shorts.

      Ray had been the same height as Bernie. She’d always felt on equal footing with him. Standing near Gerard made her tip her head back, leaving her feeling a little off-balance. Or was she off-balance because he made her pulse quicken and her breathing more labored?

      Bernie lay staring up at the ceiling, wide awake and far too aware of the man in the other room. She’d loved her husband and grieved his loss, but she was still young enough to want a man’s touch and the intimacy of lying naked, skin to skin.

      Images of the day flood her mind.

      Gertrude’s limp body on the porch.

      A Marine showing up to help.

      Penelope the pig running rampant in the watermelon patch.

      The foot.

      A ring.

      Harvesting melons with a team of former military hunks.

      A man sleeping in her house after three years of being on her own.

      Her core aching with a need she’d long since set aside.

      Moaning softly, she rolled onto her side and squeezed her eyes shut. She needed sleep, not sex.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Gerard made a pass through the small farmhouse, checking door and window locks, making notes where some of the latches on the windows were loose and needed to be tightened the next day.

      When he’d brought his backpack inside, he’d tucked his handgun inside. He took it out, checked that the magazine was fully loaded, the safety was on and laid it on the table beside the sofa.

      As he stretched out on the sofa, his feet hung off the end. Not that he minded. It beat sleeping on the ground in a desert where you ate, drank and breathed sand in everything you did. So, what if the AC wasn’t working in the living room? If he laid still enough, he could feel the cool air wafting through the open door of Bernie’s bedroom.

      His groin tightened at the thought of her lying on her bed, those long, bare legs moving between the sheets. In that moment, he could imagine what they’d feel like wrapped around his waist.

      Immediately, his groin tightened, and his cock swelled. He swallowed hard to keep from groaning aloud.

      Bernie was unlike any woman he’d ever met. She was certainly taller than most and not as classically beautiful as some, but she had a confidence and inner glow that shone through when she smiled.

      And she’d done something no other woman he’d met had been able to do.

      She’d made him want a different life than he’d mapped out for himself.

      He’d researched what made a person abusive. So often, if a child was raised by an abusive parent, he became an abusive adult.

      Watching his mother tremble, the fear in her eyes, the acceptance that she could do nothing to stop the beatings, had marked Gerard for life. He never wanted to see a woman cower in fear because of him. As angry as he’d been at his father, he could see how a man could lose control. He’d never forgive himself if he lost control and hit a woman.

      So, he’d never let himself get too deeply into a relationship. After a date or two, he’d walked away.

      Except now. Assigned to protect Bernie, he couldn’t walk away. Even if he could...he didn’t want to.

      The woman intrigued him. She made him want to spend more time with her. If it meant back-breaking work picking watermelons, he would do it.

      Sitting beside her on the sofa, he’d fought the overwhelming urge to take her into his arms and kiss her. To hold her close and feel the warmth of her skin against his. As he lay on the same cushions where she’d been, he fantasized about stripping her naked and making love to her there in the living room.

      His cock hardened, and his pulse raced.

      Bernie was so close physically, just a few short steps away, but still so far out of his reach that he might as well cool it.

      She wasn’t the kind of female a man had a one-night-stand with. She was an until-death-do-us-part woman whom a man committed to.

      Gerard wasn’t the man for her. He might as well get the thought out of his head now. He was there to protect her. Nothing more.

      He closed his eyes and willed sleep to come. It didn’t. Several times over the next hour, he lit the dial on his watch. Time crawled. Would this night ever end?

      A low woof sounded from the porch outside the front window.

      Gerard sat up straight.

      A bark, louder this time, was followed by what could only be described as a honking sound.

      Gerard lunged to his feet, pulled on his boots and grabbed his gun.

      He was heading for the door when footsteps sounded behind him.

      A glance over his shoulder brought him up short.

      Bernie rushed from her room, wearing shorts, dingo boots and a T-shirt, her nipples tight little points against the soft fabric. She carried a shotgun. “You heard that, right?”

      He nodded. “You should stay inside. I can check it out.”

      “Like hell. Those are my animals. I won’t let some bastard kill another one of them on my watch.” She caught up with him as he reached the door.

      Gerard’s hand closed over the doorknob before Bernie could grab it. “At least let me go outside first,” he insisted.

      She hesitated in the soft light glowing from a nightlight near the front entrance. Her brow furrowed, but she gave him a curt nod. “Wait.”

      Gerard’s hand froze on the knob.

      Bernie reached around him, her breasts brushing against his arm, and lifted a flashlight from a mounted bracket beside the door. She handed it to him. “Take this.”

      He held the light in one hand and his pistol in the other.

      Bernie grabbed a headlamp from a hook beside the wall bracket and slipped it over her head.

      Gerard would rather have had night vision goggles, but a flashlight was better than nothing if he couldn’t make out shapes in the starlight.

      Gerard had his own handgun, but Hank Patterson had equipped each team member with a pair of night vision goggles, an armor-plated vest and a radio headset, all of which were in the boarding house, except the handgun he carried with him everywhere.

      Without turning on the porch light, he slipped through the front door, down the steps and out into the yard.

      The barking and honking had moved farther away from the house and seemed to be coming from the field past the barn.

      Bernie ran down the steps. “That’s Gandolf and Howey. Sounds like there’s trouble in the watermelon patch.”

      Before he could stop her, she ran past him and around the side of the house.

      He gave chase, quickly catching up and passing her, heading for the noise.

      Once out in the open field, starlight gave them just enough light to make out a blur of white motion.

      “There,” Bernie pointed. “That’s Gandolf. Howey will be close.”

      They picked their way through the vines until they reached the goose and hound dog.

      Gandolf flapped his wings, honking loudly.

      Grunting snorts filled the air.

      Bernie swore. “What the hell?” She switched on her light and shined it around the watermelon patch.

      Every one of the pigs that had been in the temporary corral was scattered across the section of the watermelon patch they’d already picked.

      “They’re heading for the unpicked melons,” Bernie said. “We have to stop them before they get there.”

      “How?”

      “I need you to head them off before they get there,” Bernie said. “I’m going back to the barn for a bucket of grain.”

      Gerard didn’t like the idea of Bernie going back alone, but the pigs had almost made it to the unpicked part of the patch.

      “I’ll be fine,” she assured him as she spun and ran toward the barn.

      Careful not to trip over vines and melons, Gerard worked his way over to the pigs and positioned himself between them and the melons that were ready to be picked the next day. Unsure of how he was supposed to keep a dozen pigs from marching right past him, he raised his arms and waved like Bernie had earlier with Penelope. “Go on,” he said. “Back to your pen.”

      The pigs fell back a few steps, swung wide and made another attempt to enter the land of juicy melons.

      “No way,” Gerard said and hurried to head them off.

      With every attempt, they moved a little closer.

      Gerard flapped his arms and yelled at them, but they weren’t scared or impressed. He couldn’t let them get to the melons, but short of shooting them, there wasn’t enough of him to keep all of them from getting where they wanted to go. Not to mention, some of them were twice his weight and could easily trample him to death.

      He tried not to dwell on that thought.

      Just when he thought the pigs would win the race, he heard the sound of grain being shaken in a tin pail.

      “Here, pig,” Bernie called out. She shook the pail as she neared the pigpen. “Here, pig.”

      The pigs that had been intent on reaching the ripe watermelons looked toward the sound of the grain in the bucket and Bernie’s voice calling out to them.

      She shook the bucket again. “Here, pig.”

      A large sow, Gerard guessed was Penelope, turned and trotted toward Bernie.

      The others, curious, hurried to catch up, eager to get the grain Bernie offered.

      Instead of herding them back into the makeshift pen of corral panels, Bernie opened the gate to their regular pen and dumped most of the grain from the bucket into a feed trough.

      Gerard followed behind the herd, shining his flashlight into the shadows, searching for any strays that might not have been tempted by the grain.

      When he reached the pen, his boots sank into the mud. While the majority of the field had dried during the day, the ground by the pen was still wet from the rain the night before. Bernie stood near the gate, a frown denting her brow. “I’m missing one.”

      Gerard attempted to turn, but the suction of the mud kept him in place.

      “Oh, there he is,” Bernie said. “Better move. He’s coming in fast.”

      Gerard tried to pull his booted foot out of the mud, only succeeding in bringing up his foot. The boot remained.

      Balancing on one leg, he was trying to fit his foot back in the sunken boot when Bernie cried out. “Look out!”

      Unable to move out of the way, Gerard could only swing his body halfway around in time to see a giant hog barreling toward him.

      At the last second, the hog darted to the right, but his big body bumped Gerard, sending him flying backward.

      He landed on his ass in the smelly quagmire, holding the handgun and flashlight above the mud.

      Once the hog was inside the pen, Bernie swung the gate shut, secured it and moved toward Gerard. “Are you all right?”

      He held up his hand. “Don’t come closer. This stuff is like quicksand. Once you’re in it, the suction won’t let go.”

      Too late. Bernie had already placed one of her feet in the muck. When she tried to pull it out, her foot came out of the boot.

      Gerard rocked to his feet and reached out to steady Bernie. He wasn’t quite close enough to catch her as she teetered on one leg.

      She swayed, seemed to get her balance and then fell to her hands and knees. “Blast it.”

      Giving up on his boots, Gerard tucked his handgun in one of his pockets and the flashlight in the other.

      With his hands free, he tramped through the muck barefooted and helped Bernie to an upright position.

      “Leave the boots,” he said.

      “I can’t do that,” she said. “They’re my good mud boots.”

      “Yes, you can. I’m going to lift you,” he said. “Leave the boots. I’ll retrieve them after I get you out of this mess.”

      He bent, scooped her up into his arms and carried her one trudging step at a time past the mud to a dry patch of ground, where he set her on her feet.

      Back into the slew, he waded and shined his flashlight around until he found her boots. He worked at them until he freed them from the mud and carried them back to Bernie.

      Once more, he waded back into the slew, found his boots, freed them and made his way out of the muck to where Bernie waited. Covered in mud from head to toe, she was a mess.

      A very cute mess.

      If not for the stench, he might have kissed her.

      She stared at the corral panels in the starlight. One of the panels was lying on the ground. “I don’t think the pigs knocked that panel down.”

      Gerard shined his flashlight at the portable fence panels. The metal clamps that had held them together lay on the ground nearby. “I don’t know many pigs that can work a wrench or a screwdriver.”

      “Which means someone let them out. Like someone let Penelope out last night.” Bernie turned toward the watermelon patch. “Why would someone let the pigs out?”

      “Look what Penelope did in a few short hours,” Gerard pointed out. “If Howey and Gandolf hadn’t raised the alarm, just think what all those pigs would’ve done to the watermelons.”

      Bernie nodded. “I lost a lot just to Penelope. I rely on my crops to bring in enough money to cover my bills for the year. Without that money, I’d have to find a job. To find a job, I’d have to go to a city. I couldn’t run Bellamy Acres. I couldn’t take care of the animals. This place would fall into disrepair. I could lose it if I couldn’t pay the taxes on it.”

      “Do you think someone is trying to sabotage you?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. If someone is just pranking me...I’m not laughing.”

      “Come on,” he said. “It might take a dozen showers and strong soap to get the smell out by morning.”

      “No kidding.” Bernie stared at him in the light from the stars overhead. “Wow. Do I look as bad as you?”

      “You have one bare spot free of mud.” His lips twitched as he reached out to touch a finger to the tip of her nose, leaving a smudge of mud. “There. Got you covered.”

      She laughed and then coughed. “The sooner we get back to the house, the sooner we can rinse this nastiness off.”

      “I don’t know why you’re in such a hurry.” He offered her his arm. “People pay for mud masks, don’t they?”

      Bernie laughed and slipped her hand through the crook of his elbow. “I’m willing to bet they don’t smell like this.”

      As Gerard walked with Bernie back to the house, he fought to focus on the pigs, not how sexy she was when she laughed—even covered in muck.

      “We’ll have to hose off and strip before we go into the house,” Bernie said. “If we don’t, we bring that stench with us.”

      “Agreed,” Gerard said, though he only heard the part about stripping.

      Bernie led him to the side of the house and stopped in front of a spigot with a hose attached. She dropped her boots on the ground, turned on the water and sprayed the boots until all the muck had been washed away. She handed the hose to Gerard and then set her boots on the porch to dry.

      Gerard sprayed his boots to remove all the mud and set them on the porch beside Bernie’s.

      “I can hold the sprayer over you while you rinse off,” Gerard offered. “I promise to close my eyes.”

      Bernie didn’t hesitate for long before she nodded. “Okay. But no peeking.”

      Gerard raised the sprayer over her head, closed his eyes and pressed the button to release a steady stream of water.

      Through his eyelashes, he watched as Bernie rubbed her hands over her shirt and shorts, removing as much of the mud as possible. Once her T-shirt was soaking wet, it did little to hide her figure beneath. The fabric clung to the swell of her breasts, and her nipples were pointy nubs, tempting Gerard to take them.

      Bernie shoved her shorts down over her hips and stepped out of them. The shirt was next. She turned her back to him, grabbed the hem, tugged the T-shirt over her head and hung it on the porch rail.

      Since her back was to him, Gerard didn’t bother to keep his eyes closed. His gaze swept her from the top of her head to the backs of her heels, slowly devouring the curve of her waist and the luscious swell of her hips and buttocks.

      The steady spray had washed away the mud from her skin, leaving it shiny and wet. Starlight reflected off the droplets, making her appear ethereal in the darkness.

      When she glanced over her shoulder, he quickly closed his eyes.

      “I’m headed for the shower,” she said. “I promise to save you some hot water.”

      “You don’t have to. Soap and a cold shower will be sufficient for me,” he said. And necessary. He was glad for the darkness, hoping it was enough to hide his arousal.

      Naked and clean of the mud, she darted for the steps. “Leave the clothes on the ground,” she called over her bare shoulder. “I’ll collect them tomorrow morning.”

      Starlight bathed her pale body in indigo as she hurried up the steps. As she pulled the door open, she turned just enough to expose the side of a full breast.

      Sweet Jesus, she was beautiful.

      “You weren’t supposed to peek,” she said.

      “Sorry, I thought you were already inside,” he lied, unable to tear his eyes from her svelte form.

      She chuckled, her lips curving in a smile. “Liar.” Bernie started to go into the house, paused and turned enough to tease him with that breast again. “Just so you know...the shower in the master bathroom is big enough for two.” She lifted her chin. “I’m not opposed to sharing. You’re call.”

      Bernie disappeared into the house, her words hanging in the air like a red cape dangled in front of a raging bull.
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      Gerard knew what he should do.

      He should rinse off, wait his turn for a shower, clean up and sleep.

      Alone.

      But Bernie had thrown out an invitation...a challenge.

      “Challenge accepted,” he murmured, adrenaline pulsing through his veins. He quickly rinsed his clothes, stripped them from his body and rinsed the mud from his skin. He couldn’t go fast enough. In the back of his mind, he was afraid he was taking too long, giving Bernie enough time to change her mind and regret her invitation.

      After he turned off the spigot and shook off the excess water, he jogged toward the stairs and took them two at a time. At the top, Howey the hound dog sat on his haunches beside the door as a reminder that he was on guard duty.

      Gerard scratched behind the animal’s ear. “Good boy.”

      Howey’s tail thumped against the porch planks.

      Gerard grinned, grateful for what he interpreted as Howey’s approval, and stepped across the threshold into the house. He turned and locked the door behind him. Barefoot and dripping, he strode through the living room, entered the bedroom and stopped at the open bathroom door.

      The shower was running, steam clouding the glass enclosure.

      Gerard reminded himself that Bernie was his client. A woman who believed in commitment and deserved a man who would love, honor and cherish her until death.

      He, on the other hand, couldn’t commit, afraid his father’s genes would eventually emerge. He almost turned and walked away.

      Bernie’s silhouetted figure appeared through the foggy glass, hazy and sexy as hell.

      Gerard couldn’t walk away.

      The shower door opened, and Bernie poked her head out, her face, neck and shoulders glistening with moisture. When she spotted him, she opened the door wider and held out her hand.

      Against his better judgment, Gerard took her hand and stepped into the shower. “We shouldn’t,” he murmured.

      “You’re right,” she said with a smile and handed him a bottle of body wash. “We shouldn’t miss this opportunity. I’ll do you if you’ll do me.”

      Gerard groaned. “I don’t have protection.”

      She reached behind her to the soap tray and raised a packet. “Gotcha covered. And I’m not asking for forever. I’ll settle for tonight, no strings, no regrets.” She raised an eyebrow. “Any more concerns?”

      His lips spread into a grin. “None.” He squirted soap into his palm, set the bottle down and rubbed the liquid between his hands until he had a sudsy lather.

      Bernie took his hands in hers and guided them to her breasts. As she laid his hands on her skin, she drew in a deep breath, and the rounded globes filled his palms.

      He groaned and moved his hands, pinching the tips of her nipples between his thumbs and forefingers.

      Bernie tilted her head back and let the shower’s spray wash over her chest and torso. “Mmm. More, please.” She wrapped her calf around the back of his leg, drawing him closer so that her sex pressed against his thigh. She rode it, rubbing her pussy against his coarse hairs.

      Gerard cupped her breasts fully in his hands and squeezed gently. Eventually, he abandoned them to slide his hands over her ribs and downward to the juncture of her thighs.

      She eased back, allowing his hand to slide between her legs.

      He lowered his head and kissed her as his fingers slipped between her folds and strummed her clit.

      Bernie leaned back against the cool tiles of the shower and spread her legs wider, giving him the room he needed to please her.

      And please her he did, flicking that nubbin of nerves until she bucked against his hand.

      Gerard would have taken her against the wall, but he wouldn’t until she came first. He needed to move the magic into the bedroom, where he could focus on her.

      “Let’s finish up here,” he suggested and poured more soap on his hand.

      Bernie frowned. “Are we done?”

      He laughed. “Not even close to done.” Gerard rubbed soap all over her body, shampooed her hair and swept his fingers over every inch of her.

      Bernie returned the favor, her hands gliding across his chest and downward to capture his erection in a firm grip.

      Her strong yet supple fingers caressed him, sliding up and down his length.

      With each pass, Gerard’s cock swelled, growing harder by the second. When he teetered on the verge of release, he captured her hands. “Not yet.”

      He clutched her bottom and lifted.

      Bernie’s legs wrapped around his waist, her sex pressing down on his cock.

      “Hold that thought,” Gerard said through clenched teeth.

      He set her on her feet outside the shower walls, turned off the water and grabbed a towel.

      They made quick work of drying each other off. Although they were still damp in places, Gerard didn’t care. He gathered Bernie in his arms, snagged the condom from the soap dish and carried her into the bedroom, laying her on the bed.

      Gerard straightened, feasting his gaze on her naked body.

      She touched her breast with one hand and reached out to clasp his dick in the other. “Make love to me.”

      He drew in a breath and let it out, his hold on control slipping with each stroke of her hand. Blood flowed hot and thick through his veins, heading south to his cock. If he didn’t stop her soon, he’d come.

      Gerard removed her fingers from around his erection, shaking his head. “I want this to last more than a few seconds. What you’re making me feel...I want you to feel before I take you.”

      Her lips stretched in a wicked grin. “Then I’m doing it right. For a moment, I thought you didn’t like it.”

      “Oh, I like it, all right. Too much.” He climbed onto the bed beside her and trailed a finger across her cheek to her lips. “I want you to come first.” He leaned over and captured her mouth beneath his, claiming her lips, then sweeping inside to caress her tongue.

      Bernie slid her hand behind the back of his neck and held him close.

      The kiss was just the beginning of his campaign to make her lose control. After thoroughly exploring her mouth, he brushed his lips across her chin and down the length of her throat to where the pulse beat wildly at the base, matching the rhythm of his thundering heart.

      Moving lower, he captured one of her breasts in his palm and the other in his mouth. He sucked gently and then flicked the beaded nipple until her back arched, pushing that breast deeper into his mouth.

      Bernie moaned and wove her fingers into his hair, urging him to take his mouth lower.

      He obliged, skimming his lips over her ribs and pausing to dip his tongue into her bellybutton. As he smoothed his hand along the curve of her waist and over the swell of her hip, he reveled in her silky-soft skin. The tension inside him spiked when he cupped her sex and dipped a finger into her slick channel.

      So wet. For him. He could already imagine how good it would feel to slide inside her and have her channel contract around him.

      Patience, he coached himself. He wanted her to want him as badly as he wanted her.

      Slipping lower between her legs, he parted her folds with his thumbs and flicked her clit with the tip of his tongue.

      Bernie gasped, and her hips rose off the mattress.

      He chuckled. “Like that?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice rushed, her chest rising and falling with erratic breaths. “Again!”

      He flicked his tongue across her clit again.

      Bernie’s body tightened.

      She was close.

      Gerard swirled his tongue around and around that nubbin of nerves.

      Bernie raised her knees, planted her heels in the mattress and then rocked her hips in rhythm to his strokes. When she froze in mid-rock, he didn’t stop but kept going until her fingers dug into his scalp, and she cried out his name, “Gerard! Sweet Jesus.”

      For a long moment, her body pulsed, her fingers contracting and releasing in his hair.

      Her bottom sank back to the mattress. “That was...that was...” She breathed in and out. “So good.” Her hands slid over his shoulders, gripped his arms and dragged him up her body. “Tell me that was just the beginning.”

      “It’s your call,” he said as he leaned over her, his cock poised at her entrance.

      “I want more.”

      He grinned. “Of the same?”

      She shook her head. “You. Inside me. Now.”

      He chuckled, bent and kissed her long and hard while reaching for the foil packet he’d tossed onto the bed beside her. Gerard sat back on his heels, tore open the packet and rolled the condom over his engorged erection. Once more, he leaned over her and kissed her gently as he entered her.

      Moving slowly, he pushed deeper, not wanting to hurt her by going too fast.

      “Too slow,” Bernie gasped. She reached for his buttocks, dug her fingers into his flesh and pulled him closer, sinking him deeper inside her.

      When he was fully sheathed, he held steady, allowing her to adjust to him. Then he pulled out and slid back in, settling into a smooth rhythm.

      With a tenuous hold on his control, he thrust into her again and again, trying to make it last as long as he could. When he shot over the edge, he buried himself deep inside her.

      Her channel contracted around his pulsing shaft. He rode the wave of sensations all the way to the end. When he could breathe again, he collapsed on top of her and rolled their bodies onto their sides, maintaining their intimate connection.

      Bernie smoothed her hand over his naked back and down to cup his ass. “You’re still so hard.”

      “And will be for a while.”

      She planted her hands on his chest and pushed him over onto his back, going with him until she was lying on top of him, straddling his hips.

      “My turn.” Bernie rose on her knees then came down on his rod. Inhaling deeply, her chest rose and fell, and a smile spread across her face. “I didn’t want to waste a good hard-on when I could do this.”

      She rocked up and down for several more minutes, her breasts bouncing with her movements.

      Gerard reached out, cupped her breasts, and squeezed softly. “You’re so beautiful.”

      She shook her head without breaking her rhythm. “There are a lot prettier women than me.”

      “You underestimate yourself. When you smile, your face glows and makes me want to smile.” His lips twisted. “Some of the members of my team would call that a miracle.”

      “You do have an intensity about your face.” She leaned over to cup his cheek in her palm. “I find it intriguing.” Bernie brushed her lips across his, her breasts pressing into his chest.

      “Definitely beautiful,” he whispered into her mouth.

      “Shut up and kiss me,” she said.

      He wrapped his arms around her and returned her kiss, loving that she’d initiated it and wanted to keep going after he’d climaxed.

      Soon, her movements slowed, and she laid down on him, resting her cheek against the curve of his neck. “I don’t want this night to end,” she whispered.

      Neither did Gerard.

      This woman was an accomplished farmer, capable of caring for her menagerie of animals, planting fields of produce and harvesting the fruits of her labors. She was also an amazing lover with strong legs, smooth skin and luscious breasts. If he wasn’t careful, he’d fall in love with her.

      That was something he couldn’t do.

      Bernie deserved a good man. A man who would never hurt her. A gentle man who would treat her kindly and love her forever.

      Gerard wished he could be that man. But he was afraid that he would snap and unleash the beast inside him under pressure. He could become a monster just like his father.

      Unwilling to risk that, he realized that night would be the only one he could share with this amazing woman. Tomorrow, he’d focus on the job and put distance between himself and Bernie, if not physically, then mentally. She was his client and could never be anything more.

      A deep ache grew in his chest. Walking away from other women hadn’t bothered him.

      This time would be different.

      Bernie’s breathing deepened, and her body went limp on him.

      When he rolled her onto her side, she snuggled against him, laying an arm over his chest and a leg over his thigh.

      Gerard held her well into the early hours of the morning. Like Bernie had said, he didn’t want the night to end. He could get used to sleeping with this woman at his side, her supple body pressed against his.

      

      Bernie hadn’t expected to sleep after all that had happened the day before. She was surprised when the alarm went off, signaling it was time to get up and move. They had a load of watermelons to deliver and more to pick.

      She stretched, her arm colliding with a solid wall of muscle. A rush of heat spread through her body and coiled at her core.

      “Morning, beautiful,” Gerard said, his voice gravelly from sleep.

      “Already?” Bernie slid her hand over his chest and down to where his cock jutted straight up, tenting the sheet. “Mmm. One of the benefits of being male. I think we can spare a few minutes.”

      She curled her hand around his shaft and slid it up and then downward to roll his balls between her fingers.

      He captured her hand with his. “We shouldn’t do this,” he said.

      “Too late,” Bernie smiled. “We already have. And you can’t take it back.”

      “But we don’t have to continue doing it,” he pointed out.

      Her hand stilled halfway up his cock. “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll stop.”

      “I don’t...” He paused. “Oh, who am I kidding? I want you more than I want to breathe. With a sigh, he closed his hand around hers. “I don’t want you to stop.”

      “Good, because I wasn’t sure I could stop for long. I’m so hot and horny, if you didn’t help me out, I’d have to dig out my vibrator.”

      “Mmm.” He pressed his lips to the spot just below her earlobe. “That would be interesting.” His hand slipped between her legs, and he stroked her clit until she was squirming against the mattress, her desire pushing her past horny to full-on orgasm in record time.

      He played her clit until the tingling subsided, but she wanted more of him.

      Gerard flung back the sheet, turned Bernie onto her belly and lifted her hips until she came up on her knees.

      With her bare ass in the air and her elbows resting on the bed, she was exposed to Gerard and so turned on she could hardly wait for him to thrust into her.

      Making love with Ray had been confined to two positions. Him on top or her on top. He’d never come from behind or taken her on the kitchen table or in the barn.

      This was new to her and exciting.

      Gerard gripped her hips, pulled her close and slipped his cock between her legs. He missed her entrance but rubbed against her clit, making her jerk with titillating awareness.

      Bending over her, he stroked her clit with his finger while sliding his shaft past her pussy, grazing it each time.

      Bernie creamed, the juices coating his cock with each passing.

      About the time the teasing turned to frustration, Gerard pressed his member against her entrance and stopped. “Protection.”

      “In the nightstand,” she said between gritted teeth, her entire body poised on the edge of an epic orgasm.

      Gerard reached into the top drawer, found a packet, tore it open and rolled it down over his cock. Then he was back, his dick pressing into her slick channel. He took her all the way in a smooth, easy stroke.

      His hands on her hips held her steady while he pumped in and out of her.

      She leaned back into him, her back arching, her head thrown back. The tension inside built until her muscles and nerves were stretched so tightly that all it would take to send her over the edge was...

      With his cock filling her inside, he flicked her clit with the tip of his finger.

      Bernie burst over the edge, her heart racing, her breathing straining to keep up. Tingling began from her core and spread throughout her body. For a long moment, she remained where she was, milking the ecstasy to the very end. She sank to her belly on the mattress and lay there, filling her lungs with air.

      When Gerard made no move to join her, Bernie flipped onto her back and stared up at him, where he still knelt on his knees.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      He nodded. “More than anything, I want to lay down beside you.”

      “Then do it,” she urged.

      He shook his head. “Duty’s calling. We have to get those melons to New Orleans this morning. Bellamy Acres depends on it.”

      “Fuck duty.” Bernie drank in Gerard’s incredible body and then closed her eyes. “You’re right.” She opened her eyes. “When you own a farm, the farm owns you.” She reached out. “Help me up.”

      He gripped her hand.

      Instead of pulling herself up, she pulled him down until he lay on top of her.

      “The melons can wait a few more minutes, don’t you think?” She cupped his cheek and leaned up to brush her lips across his. “Unless you’ve had enough.”

      “I have a feeling there’s no such thing as enough with you,” he whispered against her lips and then claimed her mouth in a deep kiss that branded Bernie’s soul.

      God help her. She was falling fast.
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      Sleeping with a man changed everything in a relationship.

      Gerard seemed closer yet more distant than before they’d made love. It was as if he struggled with what he wanted and what he couldn’t have. Because of what his father had done to him and his mother, he didn’t trust himself to always do the right thing. He’d chosen to walk away from love rather than end up hurting those he cared about. He’d push her away like he probably had every other woman he’d ever dated.

      All Bernie knew was that this man was worth fighting for. She didn’t need weeks of dating to figure that out. Despite his upbringing, or maybe because of it, he was a good man who cared about people and didn’t want to hurt them. He didn’t want to hurt her. Thus, the wall he was attempting to construct between them.

      What he didn’t realize about her was that because she’d loved and lost, she was acutely aware that life was incredibly short. Shorter for some than others. She had to grab for happiness and hold on for as long as she could.

      Though they were just beginning to know each other, Bernie knew in her heart this man was special. She didn’t want what they’d shared the night before and this morning to end.

      She just had to convince him to stay.

      However, first, they had a delivery to make. She needed the money from her watermelon sales to pay her property taxes, which were due in a couple of weeks.

      After a few minutes more of snuggling, Gerard kissed her temple. “You’re thinking about the day ahead, aren’t you?”

      She sighed. “Hard not to. So much depends on getting my melons to market.”

      He kissed her temple again and rolled out of the bed. “Come on. We have a delivery to make, and we’re burning daylight.” He held out his hand.

      She laughed, letting him pull her to her feet and into his arms. His naked skin against hers was amazing and far too tempting. Bernie slid her hands down his back to his bare ass and moaned. “Promise me we’ll make time for this later tonight.”

      He hesitated a moment.

      She thought he might say no, falling back on his vow to walk away from any commitment.

      Bernie held her breath, waiting for him to say no.

      “I promise,” he said and hugged her close.

      She released the breath she’d been holding and hugged him back.

      “I’ll make coffee while you get dressed.”

      “Deal.” Bernie grabbed a bra and panties and ducked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. For a moment, she leaned her back against the wall and smiled. After three long years alone, she’d slept with a man.

      In the last few weeks of Ray’s life, they’d talked about what she should do after he was gone. He’d given her permission to sell the place and move on.

      “You’re still young. There’s no reason you can’t fall in love with someone who can give you the children we wanted.” He’d held her hand in his, his grip weak, his skin stretched thin over his bones.

      Tears had slipped down her cheeks. “I don’t know, Ray. That was our dream. I love you. I wanted children with you.”

      He’d given her a tight smile. “And I wanted them with you. But that’s not how this story ends. I’ll be gone. You have to keep living. There’s someone special out there for you. He’ll love, protect and care for you. And he’ll give you babies to love. You always wanted a house full of kids. Don’t give up on that dream. You’ll make a terrific mother.” He squeezed her hand with a surprising strength. “Promise me you’ll give yourself the chance.”

      He wouldn’t calm down and sleep until she’d made that promise. At the time, she’d had no intention of keeping it.

      In the past three years, she’d worked so hard she hadn’t had time to date, nor had she wanted to. No man had pushed past the grief of her loss or awakened her desire.

      Until Gerard.

      There’s someone special out there for you.

      Ray’s prediction echoed in her memory.

      Gerard was special. He could be the one. Only he would be a work in progress to get past his own baggage instilled by an abusive father.

      Bernie pushed away from the wall, stepped into a cool shower and quickly rinsed off. After she dried herself with a towel, she pulled on the panties and bra. She stared at her reflection in the mirror and winced. How had she attracted a man looking like something the cat had dragged in?

      Quickly running a brush through her hair, she worked out the tangles, pulled it back and braided it into a thick plait that hung down the middle of her back.

      Ray had loved her hair long. It was even longer than when he’d died, but only because she hadn’t taken the time to get it cut.

      For a moment, she considered applying a little blush and mascara but ended up leaving the bathroom with her face bare. They’d be working in the field later. Any makeup would end up running down her face in sweat.

      She left the bathroom, found a pair of jeans in her closet, pulled them up over her hips, and then found a clean, heather-gray T-shirt. She was a farmer, not a fashion model. After slipping into socks and her dingo boots, she made her way into the kitchen, following the rich aroma of coffee.

      Gerard, fully dressed in jeans, a black T-shirt and tennis shoes, handed her a travel mug full of steaming brew. “I didn’t know what you wanted in it. It’s black.”

      “Perfect,” she said and sipped, careful not to burn her tongue. “I can whip up some eggs and bacon if you’d like.”

      He nodded toward the counter, where a stack of toast lay on a paper towel. “I’m okay with toast if you’d like to hit the road as soon as possible.”

      She nodded. “Sounds good.” She wrapped the toast in the paper towel and headed for the door, snagging her purse off a hook on the wall.

      Once outside, she glanced right and then left at the porch. “That’s odd.”

      “What’s odd?” he asked.

      “Howey is usually asleep on the porch at this time.”

      Gerard grinned. “Isn’t he usually asleep on the porch at all times, except when he’s guarding the watermelon patch from intruders?”

      Bernie descended the steps, careful not to spill her coffee. “Exactly.” She glanced around the yard and looked toward the barn. “Howey!”

      The dog didn’t respond.

      She ducked and looked beneath the porch. “Sometimes, he likes to sleep beneath the porch. He hides all his treasures beneath the steps. I have to clean it out every so often when he drags a dead animal under there.” She frowned. “Howey?”

      The dog didn’t come out. She straightened. “He came back from the watermelon patch last night, didn’t he?”

      Gerard nodded, descending the stairs to stand beside Bernie. “I scratched behind his ear before I entered the house last night. He was sitting there by the door.”

      “Maybe he’s out looking for more treasures,” Bernie said with a smile. “He’ll show up soon enough.”

      She led the way to where they’d left the truck hooked to the trailer with its huge cardboard boxes filled with watermelons.

      Bernie double-checked that the hitch was safely connected and the lights and brakes were plugged securely into the back of the truck. When she turned to look at the boxes on the trailer, her brow dipped low. The bottom of the cardboard boxes were dark, as if they’d somehow gotten wet. Her heart skipped a beat. They’d been careful to pick them when they were dry and had loaded them carefully into the containers. A sense of dread crushed her chest as she climbed over the rail into the trailer and peered down into one of the boxes. “Son of a bitch.”

      “What?” Gerard asked.

      “No, no, no.” This could not be happening. Bernie moved to the next box and repeated, “Son of a bitch.”

      As Bernie continued to the next box, Gerard leaped onto the trailer and looked down into the cardboard container to see what she had seen.

      The watermelons they’d stacked so carefully had been smashed into a wet, terrible mess.

      “Are they all like this?” he asked.

      Bernie glanced up for the last box, her face pale, her mouth pressed into a thin line. “All of them.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand. Who would do such a thing? And how did we not hear it happening?”

      They had been in the shower and then the bedroom, where the air conditioning unit had been humming enough to mask the sound of someone smashing watermelons. But not loud enough she couldn’t hear a dog bark. Her eyes widened. “Howey.”

      She jumped down from the trailer and ran around the front of the truck. “Check around the house,” she commanded. “I’ll look around the barn.”

      Gerard ran for the house while Bernie made a circle around the exterior of the barn.

      Gerard arrived back from his perusal, shaking his head. “I didn’t see him.”

      Bernie opened the small barn door beside the larger double doors, which were only used when driving big equipment in and out or bringing horses into stalls. As she stepped inside, she reached to switch on the light and almost tripped over a lump on the floor.

      As the lights blinked on, Bernie realized the lump on the floor was Howey.

      “Oh, dear God,” she said and dropped to her knees beside him.

      Gerard eased past her and the dog and knelt on the dirt floor. “Is he alive?”

      Bernie laid her ear against the dog’s chest and listened for a long moment, desperate to hear the beat of his heart or feel the rise and fall of the animal’s chest as it filled with air.

      She’d almost given up hope when she detected the faint rhythm of a pulse. “I hear a heartbeat,” she said, her voice catching in her throat. She leaned back and checked the animal all over, lifting his paw to test for resistance but finding none. “I don’t see any injuries. What’s wrong with him? Why isn’t he moving?”

      “We need to get him to a vet,” Gerard scooped his hands beneath Howey and lifted him.

      “We’ll take the produce truck. I don’t have to unhitch it from a trailer. Go. I’ll be right there.”

      Gerard carried Howey out of the barn.

      Bernie ducked into a small office, snagged the spare keys for the produce truck and ran to get in front of Gerard. She opened the passenger door and waited for Gerard to climb in with Howey and settle into the passenger seat. Once they were in, she shut the door, ran around to the driver’s side, climbed in and twisted the key in the ignition.

      The engine turned over once and died.

      “Come on,” she urged and turned the key again. This time, the engine caught and roared to life.

      With her foot on the clutch, she shifted into first, released the clutch and eased her foot onto the accelerator. The truck lurched forward, steadied and rumbled down the driveway as she headed for town.

      She shot glances toward Gerard and Howey several times on the way. “Is he breathing?”

      “I can’t tell. But his body is still warm,” Gerard replied, holding the dog close.

      Bernie didn’t slow much once she reached the outskirts of town. Dr. Saulnier, the only veterinarian in town, was two blocks past Broussard’s Country Store and one block north of Main Street.

      Bernie blew past the sheriff’s office, the fire station and Broussard’s, slowing as she neared the turn off Main. She took the turn a little faster than the old truck liked, the tires squealing as it slid sideways. Quickly straightening the wheels, she skidded to a stop in front of the vet’s clinic.

      The engine hadn’t completely shut down by the time Bernie leaped from the driver’s seat and rounded the hood to the passenger side.

      She flung open the door and helped Gerard slide out with Howey. Once they were on the ground, Bernie ran ahead, opened the door to the clinic and waited for Gerard to enter. Then she was at the desk. “Linda, please tell me Dr. Saulnier is in. Something’s wrong with Howey. I think someone tried to kill him.”

      Linda’s eyebrows rose. “Oh, dear. Yes, the doctor is in. He’s with a patient. I’ll let him know it’s an emergency.” She rushed from the room into the back of the office. When she returned, Dr. Saulnier was with her.

      “Bring him into exam room one,” he said and led the way.

      Once in the small room, the doctor had Gerard lay the dog on the stainless-steel table and immediately pressed his stethoscope to Howey’s chest. “He has a heartbeat. It’s slow but steady. Did he eat something he shouldn’t have?”

      “Not that I know of,” Bernie said. “I think someone might have poisoned him. I found him in the barn with the door closed after I’d left him on the porch last night. And my trailer full of watermelons was destroyed. Howey always warns me when intruders are near the house or barn at night. Whoever smashed my melons had to have given him something to keep him quiet, or I would have heard him.”

      “Leave Howey with me,” the doctor said. “I’ll give him something to counteract poison and keep him under observation overnight. I’ll keep you informed of his condition.”

      Bernie didn’t want to leave Howey. What if he woke up and was confused about his surroundings? He’d think she’d abandoned him.

      “As out of it as he is, it will be a while before he’s coherent enough to care about his surroundings. We’ll take good care of him,” Dr. Saulnier said. “Now, go. The sheriff needs to know what happened.”

      “He’s right,” Gerard cupped her elbow in his palm. “We need to let the sheriff know what happened.”

      She knew he was right, but she hated leaving Howey in a strange place with no one he knew to wake up to.

      Bernie let Gerard guide her out of the office and into the parking lot. A sheriff’s vehicle had pulled up behind the old produce truck, and Deputy Taylor was getting out.

      “Bernie, what’s going on?” she asked. “You blew through town like the devil was on your tail.”

      “It’s Howey,” Bernie said, choking on the lump rising in her throat. “He might d-die.”

      Taylor reached out and touched Bernie’s arm. “Holy shit. What happened?”

      “I—we—” Bernie started shaking and couldn’t stop. She’d held it together for so long, staying strong for Ray throughout his battle with ALS, his death, the struggle to get the farm back up and running and now this.

      Gerard folded her into his arms. “We need to get some food in you,” he said.

      “Take her to Tante Mimi’s Diner,” Deputy Taylor said. “I’ll contact the sheriff, and we’ll meet you there.”

      Gerard helped Bernie into the passenger seat of the old truck.

      “I can drive,” she said as he leaned across her to snap the belt into the buckle.

      As he backed out, he brushed a kiss across her forehead. “I know you can, but let me help.”

      She didn’t argue, glad for once that someone else was taking charge. As she sat back against the seat and stared ahead, a thousand thoughts came rushing at her like a firehose out of control. She couldn’t process any of them, knowing Howey, her trusted hound dog, lay unconscious on a cold stainless-steel table because someone had likely poisoned him.

      Gerard climbed into the driver’s seat and secured his seatbelt. He turned to her. “Howey’s in good hands. Dr. Saulnier will do everything he can to save him.”

      She knew he would, but what if he couldn’t save him? Her heart lurched in her chest, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “Ray brought Howey home the day after the doctor told him the ALS had progressed, and there wasn’t anything they could do.” She swiped at the second tear. “He was just a puppy with big feet and big ears. All I could think when he carried him through the door was how much work he’d be while I was taking care of Ray through the end of his life.”

      Gerard reached out and wrapped his fingers around hers. He didn’t speak, just listened.

      “Ray said Howey would be the last puppy he would ever get to love. He said that Howey would be there for me when he was gone. Ray knew I needed to be needed. Before I’d met him, I’d lost everyone I’d ever loved. Losing him would leave me alone again. He couldn’t stand the thought of me being alone.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. She couldn’t stop them. “If I lose Howey...”

      Gerard’s fingers tightened around hers. “It would be like losing Ray all over again.”

      She nodded.

      “You loved him.”

      Again, she nodded.

      “He was a lucky man,” Gerard said softly.

      She laughed. “Lucky? He died of ALS before he turned forty. How is that lucky?”

      “He didn’t die alone,” Gerard said. “He had you. Your husband died knowing he was greatly loved. Not everyone is that fortunate.”

      “Howey can’t die.” Bernie blinked back tears, her jaw hardening. “He deserves to live a long, healthy life. Whoever did this to him...whoever killed Gertrude...” She couldn’t think of any punishment painful enough to equal the pain she felt for her beloved pets. “This has to stop,” she said, bunching her free hand into a fist. “Maybe I need to sell the farm and move my animals somewhere they won’t be targeted by greedy investors.”

      “Your life might be easier if you didn’t have to run a farm all by yourself,” he said, “but is that what you really want?”

      “No,” she said. “I want whoever is targeting my farm and my animals to stop. I guess I need to stay awake all night to guard my animals and produce.”

      “That’s not practical,” Gerard said.

      “I might as well.” She waved her free hand. “I won’t be able to sleep knowing someone might be out there hurting my animals and destroying my livelihood. As it is, I’ll only make half what I had hoped to make on my melons, and only if I can deliver the other half intact. I was counting on that income to pay my taxes.”

      “We’ll think of something,” Gerard said.

      “What? I can’t grow a field of watermelons overnight. The season is ending. I won’t be able to plant again until next spring. It’ll be next fall before I can harvest again.”

      Gerard’s hold on her hand tightened. “We’ll figure it out.” Then he let go and turned the key in the ignition. The engine started right up.

      Of course, it did.

      Bernie shook her head. She couldn’t let this get to her. Nothing got better from whining about it.

      She sat still while Gerard pulled out of the parking lot, drove onto Main Street and turned toward Tante Mimi’s Diner.

      “I’m sorry,” Bernie said. “I’m not usually so negative.”

      “You’re allowed to vent.” He shot her a quick glance and returned his attention to the road. “It’s been a shitty twenty-four hours.”

      “Not all of it,” she said softly.

      He looked again, his gaze gentle. “No, it hasn’t all been so bad.”

      “No, it hasn’t.” She looked out the side window. “But the bad sure does suck.”

      “But knowing you now for a whole twenty-four hours, I know you won’t give up. You’re one of those that when the going gets tough...”

      “—the tough get going,” she finished, squaring her shoulders. She looked forward, her eyes narrowing. “I’m not a quitter. And they’re not going to beat me. If they want a fight...bring it.”

      “That’s my girl,” Gerard said with a grin. “Let’s get some food in you, talk to the sheriff and get back out to the farm to see what we can salvage.”

      Bernie was fired up and mad, ready to take on these people who were making her life hell. She only wished she knew who was doing it. She had an idea of who might be behind it, but the actual culprits? Not a clue.

      If she had to, she’d sit up all night with her shotgun ready. When he showed up to commit more mayhem in an effort to scare her off her property, she’d fill the bastard’s ass full of buckshot.

      She’d teach him what happens when you kill a girl’s goose and poison her dog.
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      At Tante Mimi’s Diner, Mimi herself escorted Bernie and Gerard to a table. “I heard what happened to Howey,” she said. “Sit down. I’ll bring you some water, coffee, orange juice and cook anything you want, on the menu or not. On the house.”

      Bernie hugged Mimi. “You don’t have to go to all that trouble. I doubt I could eat a bite.”

      Mimi held Bernie at arm’s length. “You have to believe Howey will be all right. Think positive.”

      Bernie nodded. “You’re right. He could use all the positivity he can get.”

      “Right.” Mimi smoothed her hands over her apron. “What can I get you two to eat?”

      Bernie shrugged. “Anything. Surprise me.”

      Mimi turned to Gerard. “And you?”

      “Make it two,” he said.

      “Gotcha. I’ll be right back.” The woman spun, and her long black hair, encased in a hairnet, bobbed as she hurried toward a coffee pot behind the counter.

      Gerard had been to the diner on several occasions and had seen Mimi each time, usually through the order window, as she did most of the cooking and left waiting tables to others.

      She couldn’t be any older than Gerard and was pretty, even when wearing one of those weird chef’s hats and a hairnet. He’d heard she’d been a high-powered chef in New Orleans at one point and had given it all up to move to Bayou Mambaloa and take over her aunt’s diner, her aunt being the original Tante Mimi.

      Rumor had it that the second iteration of Mimi’s had suffered a big breakup with a restaurant owner and had tucked her tail and run.

      As far as Gerard was concerned, it was New Orleans’ loss and Bayou Mambaloa’s gain. Everything Mimi prepared was amazing, even simple scrambled eggs and toast.

      The diner door opened. Deputy Taylor and Sheriff Bergeron entered and came straight to their table.

      Mimi showed up a moment later, carrying a tray with a pot of coffee and four mugs. She set the mugs in front of each of her guests, poured the coffee and left them to talk.

      Sheriff Bergeron leaned forward. “Deputy Taylor said you needed to talk to me. Something about your dog?”

      Bernie opened her mouth, but her eyes filled with tears, and she turned to Gerard. “Tell him,”

      Gerard filled the sheriff in on all that had transpired through the night and what they’d found that morning. He left out the part about making love to his client. That was strictly on a need-to-know basis. Nobody but him and Bernie needed to know about that.

      “I’ll get out there after this meeting and look around,” Deputy Taylor said.

      “Have you had any more contact with the resort broker?” the sheriff asked.

      Bernie shook her head. “Not over the last week. I’ve had a few real estate agents leave messages, wanting to know if I was willing to sell the property. I don’t respond.”

      “Can you send me the numbers for them?” Sheriff Bergeron asked.

      “Sorry,” Bernie grimaced. “I deleted them.”

      Gerard pushed back from the table. “I’ll be right back. I need to report to my boss. He’ll want to know what’s going on.” He touched Bernie’s arm. “Will you be okay?”

      She nodded.

      He stepped out the front door of the diner and called Remy.

      Remy answered on the first ring. “Gerard, give me a situation report. Shelby said there was another attack at the farm. Something about a dog?”

      Gerard told him what had happened. “Whoever is doing this is getting more brazen,” he said.

      “We need surveillance,” Remy said.

      “I was thinking cameras placed strategically would help us identify the culprit,” Gerard suggested. “Maybe a game camera on the pigpen since there wouldn’t be any electricity to tap into. The sooner, the better.”

      “I’ll see what I can do to have cameras installed today.”

      “Thanks,” Gerard said. “Also, it would be great if the guys could get out there ASAP to help with the cleanup and see if there’s anything to salvage after the sheriff’s department checks it out.”

      “I can make that happen,” Remy assured him. “They were due out there at noon anyway. We’ll move up the timeline.”

      “Remy, have you heard anything from Swede about the resort wanting to purchase Bellamy Acres? Or about the company trying to broker the deal?”

      “Not much more than we already knew,” Remy said. “When I spoke with Swede last night, he was digging into the men working the deal. He hoped to have more information later today.”

      “What about the foot? I don’t see how it relates to the attempts to purchase the property unless they hope to scare Bernie into selling.”

      “Maybe poisoning her dog is supposed to drive home their death threat,” Remy suggested.

      “Nothing makes sense,” Gerard said. “We need to catch whoever is messing with her. Preferably before they follow through on their threat.”

      “I hear ya,” Remy said. “I’ll work on the surveillance cameras and get the guys out there to work on cleanup and harvesting the rest of the melons. I’ll be out there as soon as I can to help.”

      “Thanks.” Gerard ended the call and returned to the diner as Mimi laid two full plates on the table.

      “Perfect timing,” she said with a smile.

      The sheriff and Deputy Taylor stood.

      “We’ll leave you two to your breakfast,” the sheriff said.

      “I’d like to be there when you come out to see the damage,” Bernie said.

      “I have a few things I want to check on at the office, and then we’ll head out there. That should give you time to finish your meal.”

      “Thank you,” Bernie said. “I hate to be a bother.”

      “You’re not the bother,” Deputy Taylor said. “You aren’t the one causing problems.”

      “Yeah, but if I’d just agreed to sell the place, none of this would be happening.” Bernie gave a weak smile. “They wouldn’t have felt the need to kill Gertrude and poison Howey.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for the actions of others,” the sheriff said. “We’ll get to the bottom of this and bring the criminals to justice.”

      On that note, the sheriff and deputy left the diner.

      Bernie’s gaze followed them. “I hope they’re right.”

      “One way or another, we will resolve this issue,” he promised.

      “Please, make it sooner than later,” she said. “I’m beginning to think I need to move my animals to a safer location until then.”

      Gerard couldn’t argue with her suggestion. Until they got a handle on who was doing the damage, they couldn’t stop it from happening. They needed that surveillance equipment ASAP. Either that, or he’d go on stakeout all night long to nab the bastard—if he showed up. Based on the pig releases, they knew he’d been there two nights in a row. He could show up again.

      Gerard cleaned his plate of the delicious breakfast Mimi had provided, the best omelet he’d eaten his entire life.

      Bernie, on the other hand, picked at the food on her plate. She nibbled a few bites and drank her entire cup of coffee.

      Gerard worried the stress was getting to her. The attack on Howey had gutted her. With the loss of a significant portion of her crop, she now had to worry about how she’d pay her taxes and purchase food for her animals.

      He had some money in his savings. Not much since he’d used a big portion of it to pay off his mother’s house in Mississippi. She’d gone to college after her divorce was final, earning her counseling degree.

      Without worrying about a mortgage, she could pay her own bills and save for her retirement. She’d joined the singles group at her local church and had made several friends. She seemed happy for the first time in her life, which made Gerard happy for her.

      Whatever money he had in his savings, he could give to Bernie to help her make ends meet until she could recoup her losses.

      But when would that be? A year from now?

      Being a farmer was hard enough without someone destroying her crop.

      Gerard insisted on driving the old truck back to the farm with a quick stop at the boarding house so that he could grab more clothes, his night vision goggles and more ammunition for his pistol.

      He was surprised Bernie didn’t put up a fight about him driving. She sat quietly in the passenger seat, a permanent crease across her forehead.

      He wanted to tell her everything would be all right, but he couldn’t tell her when that might be. The frustration of being unable to put a name to the threats she’d gotten was getting to him.

      At the boarding house, he parked close to the door. As old as the truck was, it didn’t have air conditioning. The day was warming quickly, making the interior hot and humid.

      “Do you want to come up and wait in my room while I grab my stuff?” he asked. “It’ll be a lot cooler than sitting out here.”

      She shook her head, rolling the window all the way down. “I’ll be okay.”

      Gerard shut off the engine and rolled down his window as well. “I won’t be long.” He dropped down from the truck and strode into the building and up the stairs to his room. He grabbed a gym bag and shoved clothes from the closet and the dresser into the bag, along with the night vision goggles, the bullet-proof vest and the radio headset. Better to have it and not need it than not have it and need it. He shoved a pair of combat boots in and a packet of condoms.

      Last night, he'd told himself the previous night would be a one-time affair. He’d blown that vow this morning when he’d made love with Bernie all over again. He knew it was just going to make it harder when he did make the break, but...

      Better to have protection and not need it than not have it and need it.

      Less than five minutes later, he descended the stairs and jogged out to the truck.

      Bernie wasn’t where he’d left her in the passenger seat.

      His heart skipped several beats before he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.

      Bernie stood in the shade of a sycamore tree, her cell phone pressed to her ear. “That’s good to know,” she said, a small smile curling her lips. “Thank you, Dr. Saulnier.” She ended the call and turned to Gerard, a full-on smile spreading across her face.

      She absolutely glowed, her joy so beautiful it hit him full in the gut.

      He pressed a hand to his belly. “Was that the vet?”

      She walked toward him. “Howey’s awake and eating.”

      When he opened his arms, she walked into them. She pressed her cheek to his chest and wrapped her arms around his waist.

      Bernie fit against him so perfectly that holding her felt like...home. That thought sucked all the air from his lungs. It took a full minute of holding her before he could find and use his voice again. “That’s good to know. Do we need to stop by the vet’s office and pick him up?”

      She shook her head without moving it from his chest. “No. The vet wants to continue monitoring him through the night and ensure whatever was in his system is flushed out before I take him home.” She sighed. “And he’s probably better off at the vet’s office. At least he won’t be poisoned there.”

      Gerard’s arms tightened around her. “Ready to go home?”

      She nodded but didn’t make a move to leave his embrace. Then she shook her head. “No. I’m not ready.”

      “We don’t have to go there. We could stay in town and go to Broussard’s, buy candy bars and sodas, then head down to the marina and sit on the dock with our feet in the water.”

      She leaned back and smiled into his eyes. “That sounds good, all the way up to dangling our feet in the water.”

      “What? You don’t like getting your feet wet in anything but mud?”

      She laughed. “No. I love getting my feet wet. It’s just that there are a couple of alligators that like to hang out by the marina looking for some of the chum the fisherman chunk into the water after cleaning their catches of the day. I wouldn’t want them to mistake my bare feet for chum and take a bite. But if you feel the need to dangle your toes in alligator-infested waters, by all means, knock yourself out.”

      “Smart ass,” he grumbled. “Way to shoot down a perfectly good date idea with a little reality.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Since you’re not with me on the dock dangling, can I interest you in heading out to beautiful Bellamy Acres for the joy of picking a thousand watermelons?”

      “You really know how to sweep a girl off her feet, don’t you?”

      He bent and swung her up into his arms. “I might not know much about animals and farm life, but I can sweep you up in my arms.”

      She giggled. “I give you an A for effort and style. Now, you can put me down before you strain something. I’m not a petite little thing like most women.”

      “No, you’re not,” he said. “And that’s a good thing. I usually look like a dirty old man with a little girl when I date petite women. You’re the perfect height and weight. I don’t feel like I’ll break you if I bump against you accidentally.”

      Her brow twisted. “Thank you, I think.”

      “Yes, that was my awkward attempt at a compliment.” He carried her to the truck.

      She pulled the handle to open the door, and he deposited her on the passenger seat.

      This time, when he leaned in to buckle her belt, she caught his cheeks between her palms and kissed him. “Thank you.”

      “For buckling your seatbelt?” He nodded. “You’re welcome.”

      “Thank you for being here,” she said. “I know I’m your assignment and all, but it’s nice to have someone to lean on, even if it’s only for a short time.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” He kissed her full on the lips, then backed out, closed the door and rounded to the driver’s side. A knot had formed in his gut at her words.

      Bernie had been on her own since her husband’s death, managing a farm, animals and bills with no one else to help. He admired her for her strength and determination and realized how hard it must have been to power through while also bearing the burden of grief.

      For a brief, foolish moment, he wished he could be there for her always. To help her with the work, share the expenses and come up with solutions when things didn’t go right.

      She needed someone by her side.

      But that someone wasn’t him.

      It couldn’t be. His genes were tainted. Instead of relieving her burden, he could be adding to it. She’d be better off without him and open to falling in love with a better man.

      The thought of her with someone else stuck like a knife in his chest. Even though she didn’t belong to him. Couldn’t belong to him.

      Silence reigned in the cab of the old truck, the only sound the roar of the wind blowing through the open windows.

      When Gerard drove around the side of the house into the barnyard, Bernie gasped.

      “What are all of these people doing here?”

      The barnyard was full of vehicles and people.

      “I asked Remy to send the team out earlier than noon to help clean up and start picking the rest of the melons. That accounts for half of the people. And there’s the sheriff and Deputy Taylor. I don’t know the rest of these folks.”

      Bernie frowned. “I do. They’re friends and neighbors. But what are they doing here?” She slipped out of the passenger seat onto the ground.

      Gerard climbed down from the truck and joined her as she approached the small crowd.

      Tante Mimi and Deputy Taylor approached Bernie with two other women.

      Deputy Taylor gave Bernie a lopsided grin. “You know, when word gets around that one of our own is having trouble, you can’t keep good people away.”

      Bernie shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Gisele, Felina and Mimi asked how they could help.” Deputy Taylor raised her hands. “I said you might need help cleaning up the mess and harvesting the rest of the melons. Mimi reminded me that tomorrow is the weekend Farmer’s Market in town. I bet you haven’t had time to think about that.”

      “I haven’t,” Bernie admitted. “I figured I wouldn’t make it with everything going on here.”

      “You have to make it,” the woman Gerard recognized as the gift shop owner, Gisele, stepped forward. “The community relies on you to provide first-class produce for their homes.”

      “There will be plenty of other farmers there to do the same,” Bernie insisted.

      “But none of them will be from Bellamy Acres,” the woman beside Gisele said. She smiled at Gerard and held out her hand. “I’m Felina Faivre. And you’re the yummy bodyguard I’ve heard about.”

      “Gerard Guidry.” He shook her hand, his brow furrowing. “I don’t know about yummy, but it’s nice to meet you.”

      “Believe me,” Felina said. “The pleasure’s mine.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment,” Bernie said, “but I can’t ask all of you to sacrifice your business hours to bail me out. I mean, geez, Gisele, who’s minding the gift shop while you’re out here?”

      “I hung the Out-to-Lunch sign on my door.” Gisele lifted her face to the sun. “It’s too nice a day to be stuck inside.”

      Bernie turned to Felina. “What about your flower shop? Tell me you didn’t close it on my account?”

      Felina shrugged. “It was a slow day. I’m not missing anything. People can leave orders on my voice mail or go online.”

      “The point is, we came to help,” Mimi said. “Shut up and let us do that. We even brought more people to get it done quickly.”

      Gerard’s chest swelled at the community's outpouring of support for Bernie and Bellamy Acres.

      Deputy Taylor nodded toward the trailer with the boxes of destroyed melons. “We made a thorough check around the barnyard, in the barn where you found Howey and out near the pigpen and didn’t find anything that would point to who did this. We dusted the door handle on the barn and will take the prints back to the station and hope to find a match. Other than that, there’s not much else we can do.”

      Remy appeared. “Are we clear to start the cleanup?”

      Deputy Taylor cocked an eyebrow. “It’s up to Bernie.”

      Bernie's lips twisted. “Might as well.” She dug in her purse for the keys to the truck and handed them to Remy. “Take the trailer out to the pigpen and shovel as much as you can of what’s in the boxes over the fence. Penelope and the gang will finally get what they’ve been trying to get to these past two nights.”

      Remy nodded. “Got it.” He tipped his head toward Gerard. “I couldn’t get anyone to install the surveillance system today, but I’ve got someone coming out first thing in the morning.”

      Gerard nodded. “Bernie and I will be at the farmer’s market in the morning and unable to meet with the guy. I believe the market closes around two.”

      “I’ll see if he can adjust his schedule so you and Bernie will be there. In the meantime, we have work to do here.” Remy returned to the trailer of ruined watermelons.

      He sent a couple of guys into the barn. They returned with shovels and pitchforks and loaded them onto the trailer. While most of Gerard’s team climbed onto the back of the trailer, Lucas slipped into the passenger seat. Remy slid behind the wheel and drove the truck across the field to the pigpen.

      “You didn’t want to go with them?” Bernie asked.

      Gerard shook his head. “Sweetheart, I’m your shadow. Where you go, I go.”

      “Tell us what you need done, and we’ll get to work on it,” Mimi said.

      Bernie split the volunteers into two groups, sending half out to the watermelon patch to start picking and lining up the melons for when Gerard’s team had the trailer cleared of the smashed fruit and loaded with clean, dry boxes.

      The other half of the volunteers were given bushel baskets and directed into a separate garden where Bernie had grown a wide variety of produce. She parked the modified produce truck close to the garden and instructed the volunteers to fill the labeled bins with the appropriate vegetables.

      She pointed Gerard in the direction of several long rows of cornstalks and showed him how to tell what was ripe and how to strip the ears of corn off the stalk. Bernie worked another row parallel to his. Before long, they’d picked all the ripe corn and loaded it into the bin labeled CORN. When the bin was completely full, they loaded the remaining bushels into the back of the truck, sliding them beneath the bins on the side.

      While they were picking corn, Remy and his guys finished dumping the broken melons and rinds into the pigpen, stacked the ruined boxes on the edge of the field to be burned later and returned to the barn to load fresh, empty boxes onto the trailer.

      With more hands helping, they finished harvesting the ripe watermelons in record time, completing the task just after noon.

      Once the produce truck was full, Bernie parked it in the barn, where it would stay cooler than in the sun until the morning when she would take it to the farmer’s market.

      Gerard marveled at how willing the people of Bayou Mambaloa were to contribute their time and effort to help a friend and neighbor.

      Bernie hugged each volunteer and thanked them. When she tried to send them home with vegetables, they declined. “Save them for the market tomorrow,” they said.

      Gerard stood back while Bernie made her rounds, keeping a close eye on her. Not that he thought any of these people were the ones causing trouble. But he couldn’t be too careful.

      “She’s special,” a voice said beside him.

      He turned to find the dark-haired, dark-skinned Gisele beside him.

      “Yes, she is,” he agreed.

      “All her life, she’s given so much of herself, caring for others, it’s about time someone took care of her.” Gisele looked up at him with her strangely golden eyes. “You’ll be good for her and give her the babies she always wanted.”

      Gerard frowned. When he opened his mouth to disavow her of her prediction, she raised a finger, cutting him off before he could start.

      “She has seen enough grief for one lifetime.” Gisele’s eyes narrowed into slits. “If you break her heart, I will put a spell on you that will make your balls shrivel and your dick shrink to the size of a worm.” She held his gaze with hers a moment longer. Then her eyes widened, and a sweet smile transformed her face. “I’m glad we had this conversation.”

      Bernie approached, glancing from Gisele to Gerard and back. “Everything all right?”

      Gisele patted Gerard’s cheek. “Perfectly. We were just getting to know each other.”
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      Bernie’s gaze went from Gisele to Gerard.

      The man was frowning at something Gisele had said.

      Bernie leaned close to Gisele. “What did you say to him?”

      Gisele hugged Bernie. “Just that we love you, sweetie.”

      Bernie bet that wasn’t all she’d said.

      Mimi, Felina and Shelby joined them at that moment.

      “We all love you,” Shelby said. “I just feel like we haven’t done enough.”

      Bernie laughed as her eyes filled with tears. “You’ve done more than enough.”

      Mimi shook her head. “Maybe. But I’m sure there’s more that can be done.”

      “No. Really.” Bernie looked around at the women who’d joined forces for her. “I’ve been a terrible friend these past few years, and you still came out to help. I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”

      “You’ve always been there when someone needed extra food on their table, offering fresh produce and meat from your freezer,” Mimi said.

      “And you’re kind to animals,” Felina said, “taking in strays, big and small, finding loving homes for them either here on the farm or with other people who care.”

      Bernie’s cheeks heated, and her heart swelled at the outpouring of love. “I don’t do any more than anyone else. And lately, I’ve been so busy I barely have time to wave hello. I’m sorry for being so preoccupied. You all mean so much to me. You’re my family, and I love you all.”

      The women closed in for a group hug, laughing and promising to get together soon for drinks at the Crawdad Hole.

      When they broke apart, Shelby waved Bernie and Gerard toward the truck with the loaded trailer. “Get going. If you leave now, you should be back before dark.”

      Bernie thanked them one more time and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      Gerard stepped up to her window. “Are you sure you don’t want me to drive?”

      “I’m sure,” she said. “I’m used to driving this route with a trailer. You’d do fine, but I’d feel better in the driver’s seat. I have a lot riding on this load.”

      Gerard walked around the front of the truck and climbed into the passenger seat.

      As Bernie drove out of the barnyard, Gerard looked back at the people standing around.

      Bernie glanced in the side mirror, expecting the crowd to disperse and head home. But they hadn’t. In fact, they were huddled together as if they were going to visit for a while before heading back to town.

      Bernie smiled and wished she could have stayed and spent time with them. She needed to make time to be with her friends and neighbors. She’d forgotten how much she enjoyed visiting with them.

      Bernie drove out the gate onto the highway, her heart full and almost right with the world after all that had happened. “I can’t get over everyone showing up to help.”

      “They care about you,” Gerard said.

      She smiled. “Yes. They do.” Her brow puckered as she recalled his conversation with her friend. “What was Gisele saying to you when I walked up?”

      “Nothing important,” he said without meeting her gaze.

      “Must’ve been important enough,” Bernie said. “You were frowning.”

      His lips twisted. “Let’s just say she was showing her love for you.”

      “Gisele is the granddaughter of Bayou Mambaloa’s Voodoo queen.” Bernie shot a suspicious look his way. “She didn’t threaten to put a spell on you, did she?”

      Gerard clamped his lips shut and stared at the road ahead.

      “She did.” Bernie laughed. “Did she threaten to turn you into a frog? Or to make you cross-eyed forever?”

      “No,” he said. He shot a worried frown in her direction. “Has she done that to anyone else?”

      “When we were in high school, a boy cheated on one of Gisele’s friends. After she found out about it, that boy mysteriously croaked like a frog for an entire week before he got his voice back.” Bernie shrugged. “Some say it was a coincidence.”

      Gerard frowned. “What do you think?”

      She gave him a pointed look. “I keep an open mind. And I’m careful not to piss off the Voodoo queen or her granddaughter.”

      Gerard’s face blanched, and he laid his hand over his crotch.

      Bernie glanced at him again. “She really got to you, didn’t she?” She touched his arm. “Don’t worry. She can’t hurt you. She likes to put the fear of Voodoo in everyone. It’s a wall she builds around herself to keep from being hurt.”

      “Gisele’s afraid of being hurt?” Gerard blinked. “I’m sure most people are afraid she’ll hurt them.”

      “Her evil Voodoo persona is just an act. She’s really sweet and has a big heart,” Bernie said. “Unfortunately, someone broke it a while back. She hasn’t let anyone else close enough to risk it again. It happened shortly after Ray died. She needed a place to get away for a few days. I needed someone to think about besides myself. She stayed with me for a week. We wallowed in sadness, drank wine and were there for each other.”

      “Well, she’s still there for you,” Gerard said, his tone flat.

      “Ah. She warned you not to hurt me.” Bernie nodded. “Don’t worry. You were upfront with me about your views on relationships. I went into this with my eyes wide open. Rest assured. I’ll be fine when you leave. No broken heart. No throwing myself at your feet, begging you to stay. I’ll consider you practice for when I really do get back out there and open myself up to dating.” She gave him a brief smile. “So, you see, you’re doing me a favor by giving me a taste of what I’ve been missing and showing me it really is like riding a bicycle. You never forget how to do it. You just get back on and ride. Right?”

      “Right,” Gerard grunted. “Easy as riding a freaking bicycle.”

      “That’s right.” Bernie nodded smugly. She’d been approaching Gerard wrong all along. The man had convinced himself he wasn’t the right man for her. She’d already proved they were highly compatible in bed. She’d so convinced him that they were good in the sex department that he’d gone for morning sex with little encouragement.

      She smiled to herself. A little reverse psychology might just do the trick. All the talk about her time spent with him being nothing more than a practice round would either get to him or prove he really wasn’t committed and never would be.

      Based on how he was scowling, Bernie guessed he wasn’t thrilled with her talking about dating other men and having sex with them after practicing with Gerard.

      Apparently, he was used to walking away and not looking back.

      She had to make sure that when he walked away this time, he not only looked back but came back.

      The drive to New Orleans went quickly. Since it was the middle of the day, the traffic was lighter than in the morning when everyone was hurrying to get into the city to work or in the afternoon when everyone was heading home.

      They would arrive at the distribution center in time to unload the boxes and get back on the road home before rush hour.

      Bernie’s distributor wasn’t happy that she’d only brought half the watermelons promised. And the price he paid was less than she’d expected. Definitely not enough to cover the taxes and put money aside to pay her personal income taxes in April.

      Her only hope now was to sell a lot of produce at the farmer’s market over the next couple of weeks and to Broussard’s Country Store and the small grocery stores in the neighboring towns. She didn’t sell a lot at any one location, which, in turn, meant she didn’t make a lot of money. But everything would add up if she was very frugal with her spending, canned food to see her through to the next harvest and sold some of the pigs. She might make it. If the trucks and tractor didn’t break down and the well pump limped along for another year and the weather cooperated. She’d already canceled her cable, telephone landline and dropped down to the minimum she could manage on internet and cell phone service. She could cut back on the air conditioning to save on her electric bill and burn wood in her fireplace instead of gas heat during the winter.

      When they arrived at the farm, Bernie backed the empty trailer into the row of implements.

      After Gerard jumped down to disengage the hitch and lights, Bernie pulled forward a few inches and parked the truck. She slid out of the truck and slung her purse over her shoulder.

      Gerard met her in front of the truck and held out his arm.

      She slipped her hand through the crook of his elbow and smiled up at him. “I’ll feed the animals and then whip something up for dinner.”

      “We’ll feed the animals,” Gerard said. “Then, either I’ll make dinner, or we’ll cook dinner together.”

      Bernie leaned into him. “Mmm. I like that thought of us cooking together...naked. Do you know I’ve never had sex on a countertop? And this morning was the first time I’ve done it doggy-style.”

      Gerard glanced over at her, the corners of his mouth twitching. “Are you serious?”

      She nodded. “Serious as sin. I know you plan on bugging out when this assignment is over, but while you’re here, could we practice some of the positions I’m sorely lacking any experience with?”

      Gerard groaned. “Keep talking like that, and I’ll introduce you to sex against the wall.”

      She stepped in front of him, pressing her breasts against his chest. “Promise?” she said in her lowest, sexist tone.

      “Woman,” he said, his jaw tight. “Not out here. We don’t know if the guy who’s been behind the attacks is watching us as we speak. I refuse to give him the satisfaction of a free porn show.”

      “You do have a good point.” Bernie slid her hand into his back pocket and squeezed his ass. “But the cooking naked? We’re a go for that?” She smiled up at him as innocently as she could while talking about cooking in the nude.

      “You’re on,” he said.

      “Then hurry,” she said and picked up the pace. “We can’t start supper until the animals are fed. I also want to check the pigpen to make sure they can’t get out of their enclosure. Not that there are many more melons to protect. But I would like to have some for the farmers market over the next few weeks.

      “I’ll get feed for the chickens while you collect the eggs,” she said and hurried toward the barn. “Don’t forget the fishnet.”

      “Fishnet?” Gerard’s brow dipped and then came back up. “Oh yeah. The rooster.”

      Bernie hurried into the barn, scooped a bucket of chicken feed and carried it out of the barn and into the chicken coop, passing the rooster where Gerard had hung it in the fishnet on a hook.

      She chuckled as she recalled the look of confusion on his face when she’d first mentioned the fishnet.

      “You’ve never been around a farm before now, have you?”

      “Never,” he admitted as he plucked eggs from the nests and carefully laid them in the bucket Bernie used for that purpose.

      “What about pets?” she asked.

      His lips pressed into a line. “My dad wouldn’t let me have a pet.”

      “Not even a dog?”

      “I learned quickly how serious he was about no animals in the house or yard. I found a stray puppy in the field close to our house and brought it home. I begged my father to let me keep it. He took that puppy from me and drowned it.” He shook his head. “I’ll never forget what he did. And I never forgave him.”

      “That’s horrible.” Bernie touched his arm. “I’m so sorry.”

      “He drank so much that night he almost beat my mother to death. When I tried to stop him, he flung me against the wall and kicked me until he broke one of my ribs. I guess he figured he could beat the thought of that puppy out of my head. It worked. I never brought a puppy back to his house.”

      Bernie poured the chicken feed into the feeder. “Makes you wonder what happened to your father to make him the way he was.”

      “I stopped caring anything about him at a very young age. In fact, I went the complete opposite direction and wished he would die.” He collected the last egg and followed her out of the chicken coop.

      They fed Lucy and Desi, the llamas, Dom DeLuise the donkey and the goats. When it came time to check the pigpen, Bernie opted to take the four-wheeler.

      It seemed to suit Gerard just fine. He rode on the back with his arms wrapped tightly around Bernie’s waist the entire way.

      The pigpen was the same as it had been the night before when they’d herded the escapees back inside their home.

      Bernie checked the latch on the gate. It was secure but not enough. She returned to the four-wheeler, unlocked a cable from the back rack, wrapped it around the gate and the brace post and pressed the lock together tightly.

      Her lips twisted wryly. “A bolt cutter would cut right through that, but maybe it will slow them down.”

      By the time they returned to the house, dusk had settled over the land.

      Bernie’s pulse kicked into high gear. Cooking naked was next on her list.

      “Last one in the house has to wear an apron,” Bernie called out, and she leaped forward.

      Not to be left too far behind, Gerard raced to catch up to her before they reached the porch steps. Gerard caught her around the middle and swung her around and into his arms, kissing her soundly.

      “Eh-hmm,” a voice sounded from the shadows on the porch. “I was going to announce our presence earlier, but you were a little preoccupied, and I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      Gerard stepped between Bernie and the porch.

      Two men moved out of the shadows and descended the porch, their faces becoming clear in the fading light.

      Bernie recognized the man on the left dressed in khaki slacks and a white polo shirt. He’d slicked back his thick blond hair, displaying his model-perfect facial features. Bobby Burns had been a senior when Bernie was a Freshman in high school. As the star quarterback on the football team, he’d been the most popular student in the school. And he knew it.

      The other man wore a tailored gray suit with a light blue shirt and graphite-gray tie. With salt-and-pepper gray hair and blue eyes, most women would consider him a silver fox.

      Bernie considered him a trespasser and wanted him gone. She frowned and moved up to stand beside Gerard. “Bobby, we have nothing to talk about. I’m not selling Bellamy Acres.”

      “Bernie, at least talk with my client, Mr. Jonathon Worthington of Worthington Brokerage Firm. He wanted to speak with you himself and let you know what Grand Bijou’s plans are for this property and those surrounding it.”

      “I’ve already spoken to two of his firm’s salesmen.” Bernie held up her hand. “I’m sorry, Mr. Worthington. Bobby is wasting your time. I’m not selling Bellamy Acres. Nothing you can say will change my mind.” She started to walk past him.

      Worthington stepped in front of her.

      Gerard tensed beside Bernie. “That’s one,” he murmured beneath his breath.

      Bernie shot a glance at her Marine. His jaw was tight, and his fists were clenched.

      “Ms. Bellamy,” Worthington said, “I understand this was your husband’s heritage. Land that has been in his family for over a century. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m tired and need a shower.” She stepped to the side.

      Worthington stepped in front of her again.

      Beside Bernie, Gerard murmured. “Two.”

      Worthington continued, “Grand Bijou Resorts is poised to sink a lot of money into Bayou Mambaloa. Positioning the resort here will create hundreds of jobs at the resort as well as for the businesses throughout the town.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s nice. But it won’t be on my property.”

      The man’s brow dipped. “We understand that when the boat factory closed, the town lost its major employer, and people had to leave to find work. Building a Grand Bijou Resort in Bayou Mambaloa will revive the town, the economy and keep young people from leaving.”

      Bernie sighed. “Look, Mr. Worthington...”

      He smiled. “Please, call me Jonathon.”

      She didn’t want to call him anything as she wouldn’t be seeing him ever again and didn’t want to get to know the guy.

      “Look, Mr. Worthington,” she said, holding onto her temper by a thread. “I heard this exact sales job from Bobby, verbatim. Now. Read my lips. Bellamy Acres. Is Not. For Sale.” Her eyes narrowed, and she stepped closer until she was practically nose-to-nose with the man. She poked her finger into his fancy tie. “And if you, or anyone else, hurts another one of my animals or tries to sabotage my property again in any way, I’ll find you, and I’ll make you pay.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Worthington raised his hands and gripped Bernie’s arms. “I’m not threatening you. You’re threatening me.”

      “Three,” Gerard said. He moved around Bernie, grabbed Worthington by his tailored lapels and jerked him away from Bernie. He shot her a quick glance. “I know you can handle this, but he hit my limit.”

      She fought a smile. “By all means. He’s not listening to me.”

      Gerard glared at the broker. “You should listen to the woman. She’s not selling her place. No amount of sabotage or death threats is going to change her mind. As her bodyguard, if I find you on her property again, I’ll perceive it as a threat, and I’ll do whatever it takes to neutralize that threat, including but not limited to shooting, breaking bones, and feeding the perpetrator to the alligators.” He lifted the man by his suit. “Do I make myself clear?”

      Worthington’s eyes were wide, and his face had paled. “Yes...yes, you do.”

      Gerard held him there a moment longer and then shoved him away.

      Worthington staggered backward several steps. Once he had his balance, he straightened his tie and suit jacket. He looked past Gerard to Bernie. “If you change your mind—”

      Gerard stepped toward him, emitting a menacing growl.

      Bobbie and Worthington scurried toward a black SUV with a Burns Realty sign affixed to the door. When they were safely inside, Bobbie spun the vehicle around and kicked up gravel as they left Bellamy Acres.

      Bernie laughed. “Did you really growl at the broker?”

      Gerard’s lips twitched. “I wanted to hit him, but he would’ve had to swing first. The growl wasn’t as satisfying as plowing my fist into his face, but it did release some of my anger.”

      Bernie slipped her hand through his arm. “See? You don’t give yourself enough credit. You wanted to punch that guy, but you didn’t. You’re a good man, Gerard Guidry.”

      Gerard frowned. “Just because I didn’t hit the guy doesn’t mean I wouldn’t lose control in a different situation.”

      She leaned into him. “I think you are in complete control and would only use force if it was absolutely necessary.” She sighed. “Damn them for showing up when they did.”

      Gerard walked with her up the steps. “Killed the mood, didn’t it?”

      She nodded. “Right now, I’d settle for a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a shower and bed.”

      “You’re in luck,” he said. “PBJ is one of my specialties.” Once in the house, he turned her to face him. “Go get your shower. I’ll whip up the sandwiches, and we can make it an early night.”

      She nodded. “I have to be up before dawn to get to the farmer’s market and set up. People are early risers on market days. They like to beat the heat.”

      He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You’re beautiful when you’re fierce.”

      Her heart warmed. “Should I be fierce more often?”

      Gerard stared down into her eyes. “You’re beautiful even when you’re not fierce.” He tipped her chin up and lightly brushed his lips across hers.

      Bernie wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer, deepening the kiss, her body melting against his. When they finally broke apart, she smiled up at him. “I want a raincheck on cooking naked.”

      He chuckled. “You got it.”

      With her heart light, she practically floated to the bathroom.

      Gerard thought she was beautiful.

      As she washed her hair and body, her thoughts went back to her encounter with Bobbie Burns and Jonathon Worthington. She suspected the broker liked to win.

      Was he ruthless enough to hire people to make her life so miserable she’d be forced to sell?

      Hopefully, he’d gotten the message and would move on.

      Bernie was tired. The stress of her financial situation was secondary to the worry about the animals in her care.

      If Worthington wasn’t going to back down on his efforts to purchase her property, would he or his lackey be back to try something else to get her to sell?

      As she stepped out of the shower, she made up her mind. She needed sleep, but her farm needed her awake more.

      After she and Gerard retired for the night, she’d slip out with her shotgun and spend the night on the back porch, where she could watch the barn and the fields for intruders.
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      Gerard hadn’t pursued sex with Bernie after they’d finished their sandwiches and brushed their teeth. He’d tried to sleep on the couch, but Bernie wouldn’t hear of it, insisting he sleep with her.

      Granted, she didn’t have to twist his arm.

      He liked how she felt pressed against his side and had to concentrate to keep from getting a boner.

      She needed sleep. The stress of the continued attacks and then the altercation with the broker had to be taking its toll on her.

      He pulled her close and held her until her breathing became more even and her body relaxed.

      Once he was certain she was asleep, Gerard eased out of the bed, gathered his clothes and gun and moved into the living room to dress. He’d retrieved his night vision goggles from the gym bag, looped the strap over his neck and tiptoed to the door, carrying his boots.

      He'd just reached for the front doorknob when a floorboard creaked behind him.

      Gerard spun.

      Bernie entered the living room from her bedroom dressed in the worn T-shirt, the shorts she’d worn to bed and her dingo boots. In her hands was her shotgun.

      “You should stay in the house,” he whispered.

      “Yeah,” she said. “That’s not going to happen. Over the past two nights, they’ve turned my pigs loose, destroyed my property and poisoned my dog. I really hope they’re back tonight because I’ll be waiting.”

      “That was my plan. No need for both of us to lose sleep.”

      She snorted and closed the distance between them. “I won’t sleep, knowing they might be back. I want a shot at catching them in the act.”

      “Same,” Gerard said. “We need to put an end to this.”

      “So, I’m not going back to bed,” she said. “How do you want to play this?”

      “We could both hang out on the porch and watch for movement,” Gerard said.

      “Pretend I’m one of your Marine teammates. What would you do?”

      “I’d have him positioned where he could see the house and barn. Then, I’d go out to the field and lay low in the shadows where I could monitor the back of the barn and the pigpen. Plus, we’d keep in touch via radio headsets. I only have one radio headset.”

      “You have a cell phone. I have a cell phone. If something goes south near one, we could call the other,” she offered.

      Gerard’s lips pressed together. “I don’t feel right leaving you alone unless you’re locked safely in the house.”

      “And I’m not going to stay in the house and do nothing while someone attacks my animals and property." She lifted her chin. “I’m a good shot.”

      “I’m sure you are.” Gerard didn’t like her being exposed to the attacker, but he didn’t have a choice. “We can both hang out close to the house and see what happens.”

      She shook her head. “Someone needs to stay close to the house and barn, and someone else should be where they can see what’s happening with the pigs. If you want to stay by the house, I’ll guard the pigs.” She reached for the doorknob.

      His hand closed over hers. “You’re a stubborn woman,” he said.

      She lifted her chin. “I’ve had to be to survive.”

      He bent and captured her mouth with his in a quick, hard kiss. “Don’t change a thing. But for tonight, you’ve got the house; I’ll take the field. Deal?”

      She nodded. “Deal.”

      They slipped out the door. Clinging to the shadows, they moved around to the corner of the house.

      Gerard pointed to a large bush.

      Bernie slipped into the shadows and hunkered low. From her position, she would be able to see two sides of the house, the front of the barn and the pasture where the llamas, donkey and goats lived.

      Gerard slipped through the shadows and along the edge of the watermelon field to a point where he could watch the pigpen and the back of the barn. He could just see the corner of the house where Bernie lay hidden in the bushes.

      Now, all they had to do was wait.

      An hour passed.

      His phone, on silent, vibrated in his front pocket. He leaned over his phone, covering it so that no light would shine out from his position, and read the message.

      Anything?

      He grinned.

      Bernie was someone who liked to get things done. Sitting still for hours on a stakeout had to be driving her nuts.

      As he replied, he hoped she was shading the light from her phone.

      No.

      Another hour passed. Thankfully, a light breeze blew across the field, keeping the humidity at a tolerable level.

      He’d been looking at the pigpen when something moved in his peripheral vision.

      Turning left toward the barn, he lifted his night vision goggles and spotted the green silhouette of a man near the rear of the barn. He was hunched over, carrying something, shaking it as he worked his way around to the front corner.

      A branch snapped in the opposite direction from the barn.

      Gerard started to turn his goggles in that direction but stopped when a flame ignited in the hands of the figure by the barn.

      He’d lit a match.

      As quickly as the flame ignited, the breeze extinguished it. Holy shit. The thing he’d been shaking had been a gas can.

      “Fuck!” Gerard dropped the goggles and lunged to his feet.

      Footsteps sounded to Gerard’s right as if something, or someone, was moving quickly through the woods. He spun, holding his gun out in front of him. He couldn’t see into the shadows. Whoever was out there was beating a hasty retreat.

      He didn’t have time to worry about whoever was moving away. Not when the barn was about to go up in flames. He ran toward the barn but wouldn’t make it there in time to stop the man from setting it aflame.

      The arsonist lit another match. Before he could throw it on the gasoline, a shot rang out.

      The man staggered backward.

      Still running, Gerard held his breath as the match fell from the man’s fingers. The flame disappeared before it hit the ground.

      Gerard didn’t slow, running straight for the corner of the house where he’d left Bernie, kicking himself for leaving her alone. What the hell kind of protector was he if he wasn’t protecting his charge?

      He was several yards from her position, frantically scanning the shadows for any sign of her. “Bernie,” he called out as he slowed to a stop.

      Her head popped out of the shadows. “Gerard, did you get him?”

      He stared down at her. “Get him?”

      “You fired a shot,” she said.

      “No. I didn’t,” he said and dove into the bush beside her. “It wasn’t you?”

      She shook her head. “No. I saw movement to the right of the barn, but I didn’t have a clear shot and wasn’t going to shoot in case it was Dom or one of the dark goats. If you didn’t shoot, who did?”

      “I don’t know, but whoever did nailed a guy on the far side of the barn before he could burn it down.”

      “What?” Bernie started to rise.

      “I need you to stay here and dial 911. Get the sheriff and an ambulance,” he said. “I’m going to check it out.”

      She grabbed his arm before he could leave the shadows. “Be careful. You still owe me a raincheck for naked cooking.”

      “I wouldn’t miss that for anything.” He left the bush and darted across the barnyard and into the shadow of the barn.

      Working his way around to the corner, he peeked around the edge.

      A man lay on the ground moaning. “Help me.”

      Though the guy had almost burned down the barn, Gerard couldn’t let him die. He was the first clue they had as to who was behind the attacks.

      He didn’t know if the gunman was still out there, but he had to get to the man and move him to a more protected position.

      He flipped the safety on his pistol and tucked it into his waistband. Then, crouching low, he ran around the side of the barn and dropped down beside the wounded arsonist.

      “Help me,” he said, reaching out his hand. “I’ve been shot.”

      “Where?”

      “My leg,” he said. “Get me out of here before he shoots again.”

      “Hold onto my hand; I’m going to drag you around and into the barn, where you’ll be safe until help arrives.”

      Gerard gripped the man’s wrist and, staying low, dragged him around the side of the barn.

      Before he reached the door, it was flung open.

      Bernie stood just inside, moving back to allow him to get the man through the door.

      “Sheriff’s on the way,” she said.

      When he cleared the threshold, she shut the door and turned on the lights. She twisted the lock and turned to the man on the ground.

      Her eyes widened. “Billie Joe Weems, what the ever-loving hell?”

      Billie Joe closed his eyes. “I needed the money,” he said. “God, my leg hurts.”

      Bernie and Gerard bent to examine the wound.

      It was bleeding but not profusely.

      “Seems to have missed the arteries,” Gerard said. “You’ll probably live.”

      Billie Joe moaned. “It hurts.”

      “You’re lucky that match blew out,” Gerard said, “or you’d have been lying in the middle of all that gasoline when it burst into flame.”

      “I’ll get some towels.” Bernie spun away.

      Gerard reached out and grabbed her arm. “Not if it means crossing the barnyard again.”

      She shook her head. “I keep clean rags out here in case I need them.” Bernie disappeared into the little office in the corner of the barn and reappeared moments later with several old towels.

      Gerard pressed a towel to the wound on the man’s leg, applying enough pressure to slow the bleeding. “So,” he said, “spill it. Who put you up to burning down Ms. Bellamy’s barn?”

      “It wasn’t my idea to burn down the barn,” he said, writhing in pain.

      “Whose idea was it?” Bernie asked. “You’re already in trouble. You might as well take down whoever put you up to it.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be this way,” the young man whined.

      “What way was it supposed to be,” Gerard demanded, pushing a little harder.

      Billie Joe grimaced. “I was just supposed to let the pigs out to eat the watermelons. That’s all. I wasn’t supposed to burn no barn or get shot.”

      “Start from the beginning,” Bernie said.

      “He paid me to open the gate of the pigpen. The pigs were supposed to get out and eat the watermelons so Ms. Bellamy couldn’t sell them.”

      “Only Penelope was loose, and the gate was closed,” Bernie said.

      “I left it open. They didn’t all come running out. I left after the one ran out, figuring the rest would follow.” He grimaced, sweat popping out on his face.

      “At what point did you kill my goose?” Bernie demanded.

      Billie Joe shook his head. “What goose? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “The big white bird you killed and left on my porch.” Bernie glared at the young man.

      “I didn’t kill a goose. I didn’t sign up to kill anything.”

      Bernie paced back and forth. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I didn’t kill no goose,” Billie Joe insisted.

      “What happened next?” Gerard pressed.

      “Since the pigs didn’t eat the watermelons the first night, I opened the pen the second night and shooed them out. Then I had to smash the watermelons that had already been picked. He didn’t want you to sell the melons.”

      Bernie stopped pacing. “And you had to poison my dog to smash the melons?”

      He stared up at Bernie, his brow creased. “I didn’t see a dog. The trailer was there with the melons. I climbed into each box and jumped up and down until they were all smashed. No dog came out. I thought for sure someone would hear me.”

      “And since the watermelons made it to the market, you decided to burn down my barn?” Bernie shook her head.

      “No,” Billie Joe said. “He said that if I didn’t do it, he’d turn me over to the sheriff, and I’d go back to jail. I had to do it. My parole officer is going to throw the book at me.” He lay back. “I wouldn’t have done it, but I needed the money to bail my dog out of the animal shelter. They were going to put him down. I couldn’t let that happen. Now, he’ll have to go back to the shelter because I’ll be in jail.”

      Bernie knelt next to the young man. “Billie Joe, I understand how important your dog is to you. I get that. I can’t keep you from going back to jail, not after trying to burn my barn to the ground. But you can’t let the guy who paid you get away with what he was trying to do. If you tell us who it was, maybe we can have some sway with the judge. At the very least, I can ensure your dog is placed in a foster home, not the shelter.”

      Billie Joe looked up into Bernie’s eyes, his own glassy with unshed tears. “You’d do that for me after what I did to you?”

      She nodded.

      He shook his head. “I didn’t kill your goose or poison your dog. I swear to God.”

      “What about the text with the death threat?” Gerard asked.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about. Maybe he sent it,” Billie Joe said. “I don’t even own a cell phone.”

      Bernie met Gerard’s gaze.

      He turned to Billie Joe. “We’ll get to the bottom of that when you tell us who put you up to this?”

      “It was that real estate agent, the one with the big black SUV with his name on the side.” Billie Joe’s eyes narrowed. “Burns. He wanted Ms. Bellamy to sell her place to the big resort trying to move into town.”

      Bernie had her cell phone out, dialing 911 before Billie Joe finished talking. “This is Bernie Bellamy. Patch me through to the sheriff.”

      “He’ll say I’m lying. No one will believe me over him,” Billie Joe said.

      She gave Sheriff Bergeron the information, nodded, thanked him and ended the call. “He’s got a plan he thinks will smoke out Burns. We have to get you to a hospital first. He said he might get the judge to go easy on you if you agree to let him rig you with a wire.”

      Gerard nodded. “Burns isn’t going to want to leave any loose ends. He’ll come to you in the hospital to make sure you don’t talk.”

      Billie Joe blanched. “He’ll kill me.”

      “They’ll have you wired and have an officer dressed as a nurse as your backup,” Bernie said. “They’ll keep you safe. If you want even a slim chance of the judge having mercy on you, you’ll do whatever they want you to do to help them get Burns.”

      “You’ll take care of Ruger, my dog?” Billie Joe pleaded.

      Bernie nodded. “I promise.”

      “I’ll do it.” He reached out and touched her arm. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve all I did to you. I’m really sorry.”

      Bernie sighed. “I believe you. You can make it up to me by helping us nail Burns.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The sheriff arrived along with an ambulance and two other deputies. While the sheriff and his deputies scoured the area for the shooter, the emergency medical technicians loaded Billie Joe into the ambulance for transport to the nearest hospital.

      The sheriff had one of his deputies follow the ambulance to ensure it made it to the hospital without incident. He’d stay with the Billie Joe until they could put their plan into place the next morning. Billie Joe’s capture would have spread through town by then. Burns would know where they’d taken his henchman.

      “We didn’t find anyone out there,” the sheriff said. “We’ll send someone in the daylight to look for the casing. In the meantime, I’ll get things set up to bring Burns in.”

      “It had to be Burns who shot Billie Joe,” Bernie said. “He wanted to shut him up.”

      “But he shot him before he could finish the job of burning down your barn,” Gerard said.

      Bernie snorted. “Serves him right.”

      “I’d leave one of my deputies here for the remainder of the night, but I’m shorthanded. If you want, I can stay to make sure the shooter doesn’t come back while you sleep.”

      Bernie shook her head. “Go home to bed. I’m up for the day. It’ll be daylight in an hour. I have to be at the farmer’s market before sunrise.”

      The sheriff gave her a gentle smile. “I’m sorry all of this is happening to you. I’ll be sure to swing by for some fresh vegetables later in the morning.”

      Once again, Gerard was touched by how the community looked out for Bernie and her farm.

      “Thank you, sheriff,” she said.

      After all the vehicles left the barnyard, Gerard wrapped an arm around Bernie and led her back to the house. “I’m going to make an omelet. You’re going to eat it, and then we’re going to drive to town and set up for the market.”

      She leaned into him. “I’ll feel better when they bring Burns in. He could be out there now, ready to shoot again. I don’t know why he didn’t just shoot me instead of going to all the trouble of trying to ruin me first.”

      “I’m glad he didn’t,” Gerard said. “I like to pay my debts, and I still owe you naked cooking.” He slapped her ass. “Go get dressed for a great day at the farmer’s market. Maybe we’ll get word from the sheriff before the day is over, and you can cash in on that raincheck.”

      “I like the way you think,” Bernie said and disappeared into her bedroom.

      Gerard was glad they’d caught Billie Joe and that he’d confessed who’d set him up to the trouble he’d caused. But something didn’t feel right. Not all the pieces fit. They were missing something.

      Billie Joe hadn’t mentioned anything about the foot. And what about the ring they’d found in the pigpen?

      Where did they fit in this scenario?

      He pulled out his cell phone and started to call Remy. His hand paused over the number. It was too early. Why disturb the man’s sleep when there wasn’t much he could do anyway? He’d bring him up to speed at a more reasonable hour. He could touch base with the sheriff or Hank and Swede and find out if they’d heard anything about the DNA from the foot or the fingerprints they’d lifted from the car in the bayou and the barn’s doorhandle.

      In the meantime, Gerard had an omelet to make.
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      With Gerard’s help, Bernie had the old produce truck set up, extra tables laid out and a couple of chairs sitting nearby in case business was slow.

      The morning flew by. Neither Bernie nor Gerard sat down once.

      It was as if the entire town of Bayou Mambaloa had turned out for the farmer’s market that day, and everyone made it a point to stop at her truck and buy some of her produce.

      Word had circulated that Billie Joe Weems had been captured trying to burn down Bernie’s barn. Every customer had to express their concern and delight that they’d caught him, and it was all over. Things could get back to normal at Bellamy Acres.

      Bernie smiled and thanked her neighbors and friends, careful not to say anything about Burns, all the while waiting for her cell phone to ring with the news that Burns had shown up at the hospital to silence Billie Joe.

      Halfway through the morning, she was shocked when she caught sight of Robert Burns strolling through the market, smiling and laughing as if nothing was wrong.

      “Do you see who I see?” Bernie whispered, anger simmering beneath the surface.

      Gerard’s jaw tightened, the only indication that it bothered him as much as it bothered Bernie to see the man walking around free and clear. “I do.”

      “I guess the sheriff’s plan didn’t work,” Bernie said. “How can we get him to confess to his part in sabotaging my place?”

      “I don’t know,” Gerard said. “Something’s got to give.”

      Customers converged on the produce truck, and Bernie lost track of Burns. When she looked for him again, there was no sign of the man.

      So much for feeling safe. What was to keep him from hiring someone else to do his dirty work? Hell, if he shot Billie Joe and got away with it, what was to keep him from shooting her? That would solve his problems.

      With Bernie out of the way, she didn’t have anyone who’d inherit the place. What would happen to it?

      She hadn’t really thought about what would happen upon her death. She hadn’t planned on dying anytime soon. Making a mental note to speak to a lawyer on Monday, she continued to smile and sell corn, peas and okra to the generous members of her community.

      By two o’clock, many of her bins were empty, and the extra bushels of corn had been sold. She was about to call it a day when her cell phone rang.

      Bernie glanced at the caller ID, and her heart immediately started racing.

      “This is Bernie,” she answered.

      Sheriff Bergeron’s deep voice filled her ear. “Bernie, we got him.”

      Bernie’s knees buckled, and she would have dropped to the ground if Gerard hadn’t chosen that moment to stand beside her.

      He slipped an arm around her waist and held her upright.

      “Thank God,” she breathed into the phone. “We didn’t think your plan was working when we saw him here at the farmer’s market. I have Gerard with me. Can you tell us what happened?” Bernie punched the speaker button on her phone so Gerard could hear the sheriff.

      “He must’ve made a showing at the market to throw people off. He arrived just after one o’clock when the nurses take turns going to lunch. Our undercover nurse saw him slip into Billie Joe’s room. Thankfully, Billie Joe refused painkillers so that he would be coherent when Burns showed up. We got audio evidence of him blaming Billie Joe for botching the job and not finishing it by burning down the barn.”

      “He said all that?”

      “He did,” the sheriff said. “When we had enough to book him, our undercover guy moved in just in time to catch Burns holding a pillow over Billie Joe’s face.”

      “Oh my God,” Bernie exclaimed. “Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine and glad they led Burns away in handcuffs. He finally got his pain meds and is resting. The judge should be lenient on him after he helped us get Burns’ confession.”

      Bernie sighed. “Thank you, sheriff. I’ll sleep better tonight, knowing he’s locked up.”

      “Oh, and Billie Joe had the deputy drop by the room he was renting from Mrs. Crabtree to get his dog. He said you promised to look out for him until he’s released.”

      “I did. The deputy can drop him off at my place in an hour. I’m wrapping up here at the farmer’s market and will head that way.” Bernie drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Thank you, sheriff.”

      “No, Bernie,” Sheriff Bergeron said, “thank you and that man of yours. If you hadn’t been there to catch Billie Joe in the act, Burns would’ve gotten away with it. Now, he’s behind bars for the destruction of property, arson and attempted murder.”

      As Bernie ended the call, she smiled at Gerard. “My man, huh?” She shook her head. “Thank you for being there to keep me safe and stop Burns from destroying Bellamy Acres.” She looked around at the empty bins and baskets. “What do you say we pack it in and head back to the farm?”

      “I’m all for it,” Gerard said. “Seems like a good night to eat in.” His lips tilted in a teasing smile. “I’ll cook.”

      “As long as you’re naked,” she whispered.

      “I can arrange that,” he said with a grin.

      Happiness bubbled up inside Bernie. She’d just folded one of the chairs when LaShawnda Jones hurried across the gravel in her signature three-inch heels, wearing an eye-popping teal skirt suit and waving her matching acrylic nails. The color complimented her glistening dark skin to perfection.

      Bernie envied the woman’s ability to always appear dressed like a runway model.

      “Bernie, darling,” she said as she came to a stop in front of the produce truck. “I’m glad I caught you.”

      Bernie smiled at her friend. “LaShawnda, I’m sorry, we’re just about sold out of everything.”

      She shook her head. “I just heard about what happened at your place last night and that Robert Burns was behind it.” Her full, luscious lips pursed in a pretty pout. “I’m glad they caught him. He’s been impossible to work with since Grand Bijou started buying up property in the area. He was determined to get the bonus they offered to anyone who got you to sell Bellamy Acres to them—that, on top of the commission. I knew he was greedy, but he went too far.”

      Bernie frowned. “They offered a bonus to get me to sell?”

      LaShawnda touched Bernie’s arm. “I just wanted you to know I gave them a hard pass. You can’t put a price on our friendship. Not even for one hundred thousand dollars.” She leaned close and air-kissed Bernie’s cheek. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re okay, and Bellamy Acres is still yours. Bayou Mambaloa wouldn’t be the same without your sweet face here.” She turned to Gerard. “Mmm. Aren’t you delicious? He’s a keeper, Bernie. Gotta go, love. I’ll see you later.”

      As quickly as she’s swooped in, LaShawnda drifted away, making walking in three-inch stilettos on gravel look like art.

      Gerard chuckled. “Who was that?”

      “LaShawnda Jones. She’s a real estate agent.” Bernie’s gaze followed her friend, a frown forming on her forehead. “Did you hear that? Grand Bijou offered a hundred-thousand-dollar bonus to whoever could get me to sell.”

      “No wonder he was so determined.” Gerard folded a table, slid it into the back of the truck then piled the chairs on top. “I think we’re ready. Do you want me to drive?”

      “Yes, please,” she said. “I’m getting used to having someone around to help. It’ll be a tough transition back to the real world when you move on to your next assignment.”

      “Trying to get rid of me already?” he said.

      “No way. You owe me. I plan on collecting on that raincheck.” She leaned back in her seat, a smile spreading across her face. “It’ll be nice to be home surrounded by peace and quiet. I love my town and the people in it, but after smiling and greeting folks all day long, I look forward to being alone with you.”

      As Gerard pulled into the driveway leading up to the farmhouse, he whistled. “I don’t think we’re going to get the peace and quiet you expected.”

      Bernie frowned. “What’s going on?”

      Cars lined the driveway and were parked in the field close to the house. Music blared, and the roar of laughter filtered through the air into the cab of the old truck.

      “Someone’s having a party,” Gerard said.

      “At my house? Do you think we’re invited?” She recognized some of the vehicles parked in the grass. “Is the entire town here?” Based on the size of the crowd, collecting on that raincheck was again on hold.

      Gerard parked as close as he could get to the house. He hurried around to open Bernie’s door and helped her down to the grass. “Nothing like being late to your own party,” he quipped.

      “A party I knew nothing about,” she grumbled, disappointed that she wouldn’t have Gerard all to herself.

      As they approached the throng of people laughing and dancing in the yard, someone shouted, “She’s here!”

      Everyone turned as one, and a cheer went up that probably reached into the next parish.

      Shelby, Felina, Mimi and Gisele converged on her, grinning.

      “Were you surprised?” Felina asked.

      “Most definitely.” Bernie frowned. “But it’s not my birthday.”

      “It’s not a birthday party,” Shelby said.

      Gisele flung her arm wide. “It’s a Save Bellamy Acres Fund-raising Carnival.”

      “Entry to the party is by a donation of your choice,” Felina said.

      Mimi held out a bushel basket full of money and checks. “The entire town turned out to make sure you don’t have to sell Bellamy Acres. We love this place, and most of all, we love you.”

      “But they bought all my produce today. That was already generous of them.”

      Mimi laughed. “We bought all your produce so we could have a huge crawfish boil and all the sides. We’ve been here all day setting up and cooking while you were at the farmer’s market.”

      Bernie shook her head, smiling at the love and generosity of her friends and community. “How did I not know this?”

      “The entire town was in on it.” Sheriff Bergeron appeared with a roasted corn cob in his hand. “Best corn in the county. I was glad Burns showed up when he did, or we’d have missed the party.”

      Bernie’s eyes widened. “You knew about it, too?”

      The sheriff nodded. “Deputy Taylor and her friends dreamed it up after you left yesterday to deliver your melons to New Orleans.”

      “Word spread so fast we were afraid it would get back to you.” Shelby grinned. “Apparently, it didn’t.”

      Gerard slipped an arm around Bernie’s waist.

      “Did you know about this?” she asked him.

      He shook his head. “I’ve been with you all this time. But I had a feeling they were scheming when we left yesterday. I just didn’t know what it was about.”

      “Come on,” Gisele said. “Join the fun.” She danced away.

      As Bernie and Gerard moved through the crowd, they came upon Gerard’s teammates, drinking beer and playing a yard game, tossing bean bags onto a board with a hole in it.

      “Hey, Bernie and Gerard,” Remy called out. “Come play a round of cornhole with us.”

      Gerard held up a hand. “Maybe later.”

      Remy turned and tossed a bean bag at the far board. It slid up to the hole but didn’t go in. “Oh! So close.” His cell phone chirped before he could throw another bag. He stepped away from the noise to answer it.

      LaShawnda appeared, carrying a can of beer. “Bernie, darling, this man’s hand is empty. You gotta keep your man happy, or someone will steal him away.” She handed the beer to Gerard. “I might just be the one who steals him away.”

      “He’s not mine to steal, LaShawnda,” Bernie said, watching for Gerard’s reaction out of the corner of her eye.

      LaShawnda practically purred. “You mean, he’s fair game?”

      Gerard shook his head. “I owe Bernie a date. Until I pay up, I’m not available.”

      “What kind of date is that?” LaShawnda glanced from Gerard to Bernie and back. She tapped a long, teal acrylic fingernail against her lip. “I think there’s more to this date than you’re letting on. But LaShawnda doesn’t play with her friend’s boy toys.” She cocked an eyebrow at Gerard. “Let me know when or if you’re available again. I like playing with toys.”

      “LaShawnda, you hussy, leave Bernie’s beau alone,” Shelby said.

      “He’s not my beau,” Bernie tried to say, but the music got louder at the point, drowning out her words.

      Remy strode back into the group gathered around the cornhole game and walked straight over to Gerard and Bernie, a frown denting his brow. “That was Hank and Swede. They finally got some information about the foot and the fingerprints.” He had to shout to be heard over the Zydeco band set up on a portable stage in the middle of the yard.

      Bernie’s eyes widened. She wanted to hear what he had to say. “Come into the house,” she yelled.

      Remy, Shelby, Gerard and Bernie entered the house, passing someone on the way out, carrying a six-pack of beer.

      Bernie didn’t mind. It wasn’t like she had anything of value in the house.

      Once inside, she closed the door. They could still hear the music, but at least it was muffled by the walls and windows.

      “Start all over,” Bernie said.

      Remy pulled out his cell phone. “Hank and Swede heard from the Louisiana State Crime lab. They found a match on the fingerprints from the car found crashed in the bayou. It belonged to Dean Chauvin, a thirty-eight-year-old man from New Orleans.” He held up an image of a man in a mug shot with thick, wavy dark hair, bushy eyebrows and a distinctive nose.

      Bernie stared at the image for a long time. The face looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on who it reminded her of.

      “Chauvin has a rap sheet filled with minor infractions. Nothing life-changing. The problem is the group he hangs with is tagged by Homeland Security and the DEA as New Orleans mafia. He’s believed to be the grandson of Vincent Benoit, the New Orleans mafia kingpin.”

      Bernie shook her head. “And he just happened to crash into Bayou Mambaloa? Why here?”

      Shelby frowned. “The deputy who found the car that night said that there were two men with guns near the area where he found the car in the bayou. When he ordered them to put their hands in the air, they fired at him and then took off. They got away in another car. They could’ve run Chauvin off the road into the bayou and were looking for him when the deputy found them.”

      “Swede was able to get the DNA info from the crime lab and ran it through a couple of the ancestry databases and found a close match with Vincent Benoit.”

      “That fits with the fingerprint,” Shelby said.

      “My grandmother was into the ancestry apps,” Bernie said. “I remember coming home from school, and she would be paging through screen after screen on the computer, tracing her family all the way back to Wales. She gave my mother and me DNA tests for Christmas one year.”

      Remy nodded. “That’s what was so interesting about Swede’s findings.”

      Bernie’s eyes narrowed. “What else did they learn?”

      Remy met and held Bernie’s gaze. “Chauvin is a close match to a Bernadette Dupuy.”

      Bernie pressed a hand to her chest. “My maiden name.”

      He nodded. “Daughter of Alice and Bernard Dupuy.”

      Bernie’s heart pinched hard in her chest. “My mother and father. I was named after my father, but I didn’t have any siblings.”

      “You and Chauvin could be related as close as half-siblings.”

      “How old did you say Chauvin was?” Gerard asked.

      “Thirty-eight,” Remy replied.

      Bernie struggled to wrap her head around this. “Four years older than I am.” She held out her hand. “Let me see that photo again?”

      Remy held out his cell phone.

      “That’s why he looks familiar.” Bernie left the living room and hurried to the guest bedroom where she’d stored keepsakes her mother and grandparents had treasured. She pulled a wooden box off the closet shelf, opened the lid and shuffled through old photographs of her and her mother. Near the bottom of the box, she found the only photo her mother had kept of the three of them when she’d been a golden-haired toddler.

      She laid the box on the guest bed and hurried back into the living room. She held out the photo. “Dean Chauvin is the spitting image of my father at that age.”
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      Gerard leaned over her shoulder, resting a hand against the small of her back. “He has the same hair and facial features as your father. On the other hand, you look like your mother.”

      Bernie had always been told she resembled her mother. “I think it made it easier for her that I didn’t remind her of my father. She never remarried after my father left.” She stared at the last picture of them as a happy family of three. “I always hated him for breaking her heart.”

      “Well,” Shelby said, “that’s a hell of a note. Kind of puts a damper on our little party here.”

      “Any idea of why Chauvin was in Bayou Mambaloa?” Bernie asked.

      Remy shook his head. “Now that Swede knows he’s connected to the mafia, he’s putting out feelers to see if anyone is talking about why Chauvin left New Orleans.”

      Gerard pulled Bernie close. “They’ll keep us informed. In the meantime, all of Bayou Mambaloa is here for you.”

      Shelby nodded. “You might want to say something to them.”

      Bernie nodded, her head spinning with the knowledge that she’d had an older brother. A sibling she’d never meet if his foot was any indication of what had happened to him. She’d always wished she’d had a brother or sister growing up.

      She walked with Gerard out onto the porch and looked over the lawn where people talked, danced and mingled with their friends and neighbors.

      These people were her family. They’d joined forces to help her when she’d thought she’d lose the farm.

      Shelby strode over to the band. When they finished the song they were playing, she motioned for them to stop.

      As an introvert, speaking to crowds had always been difficult for Bernie. When she looked out at the faces looking back at her, she reminded herself they weren’t strangers but friends and neighbors she’d known all her life.

      She faced them and spoke from her heart. “When I lost my mother, then my grandparents and my husband, I thought I was alone in this world. You have proved me wrong. I’m not alone when I’m surrounded by a community of people I consider family. You’re there when I need a hand or just someone to talk to. As I look at all of your faces, I’m overwhelmed with love and joy and thankful I have you in my life. Thank you for your incredible generosity.”

      As tears slipped from her eyes, someone clapped. Soon, everyone was clapping. As the applause died down, someone shouted. “Let’s party!”

      The band struck up a lively tune; people laughed, danced and spent time with each other.

      Gerard guided her over to where his team had resumed their game of cornhole. While he filled them in on what Swede had discovered, Bernie wandered away, stopping to talk with Remy and Shelby.

      Shelby’s sister, Chrissy, approached with her husband Alan and their five children.

      When Gerard caught up with her, Chrissy’s children attacked him.

      Bernie’s heart swelled at how comfortable he was with them and they were with him.

      Gerard dropped to his haunches to give them a great big group hug. As he straightened to his full height, he had the baby on one arm and a toddler on the other. They giggled and hugged his face, pressing wet kisses on his cheek.

      Gerard needed to have children of his own. He was patient, playful and gentle with them. The Marine would be a good, protective father despite his fear of turning out like the man who’d raised him.

      As sweet as the scene was in front of her, the news that she’d had a brother sat like a heavy weight on her chest, making it difficult for her to breathe.

      She drifted to the edge of the crowd, standing quietly while thinking about Dean Chauvin. What had he been like? Did he know his father had another child?

      “Ms. Bellamy, dis is quite da party,” a deep voice said in her ear.

      She spun to face Clayton Fornier, a man who’d been a few grades ahead of her in school. He wore a gray T-shirt that stretched tightly over his barrel chest and thick arms.

      Willy Dumas, the man’s sidekick, stood on the other side of Clayton. They were always together. Some of the other farmers in the area claimed they’d caught these two men stealing cantaloupe and watermelons from their fields. One farmer said he’d chased them out of his cornfield one night. If they’d taken any of her produce, Bernie wasn’t aware and gave them the benefit of the doubt. “Clayton, how’s your sweet mother?” she asked.

      “She’s all right, I guess,” he answered.

      “Willy, I hear your little sister is getting married soon. Is she here tonight?” Bernie looked around at the crowd.

      “No, ma’am. Izzy spends most of her time in Baton Rouge with her fiancé.”

      Clayton moved closer and lowered his voice. “We figure you found what was out in your field da other night.”

      Bernie tensed. Her first thought was of Dean Chauvin’s foot. She nodded slowly, wondering how much these two men knew about the disappearance of her half-brother. “What do you know about it?” Though her gaze was on the band, she kept watch on the two men in her peripheral vision.

      “Just dat we ain’t da only ones lookin’ for it,” Willy said. “Da others are more dangerous.”

      Bernie frowned, not sure they were talking about the same thing but afraid she’d spook them if she asked outright what the hell they were talking about. “What do you suggest I do with it?”

      “If you give it to us, dey won’t have no reason to come after you,” Clayton said. He nodded to the crowd of people. “You got all you need.”

      “Ah, there you are.” Gerard joined her and slipped an arm around her waist. “Friends of yours?” he asked, nodding toward the two men.

      “Clayton Fornier and Willy Dumas, this is Gerard Guidry...” she paused and added, “my bodyguard.”

      The two men stiffened, their eyes widening.

      “Nice to meetcha, Mr. Guidry,” Clayton said. “Willy and I were jest leaving.”

      “We are?” Willy looked confused.

      “Yes, sir.” Clayton nodded to Bernie. “Let us know what you decide.” He grabbed Willie’s arm and hurried away from Bernie and Gerard.

      “Bodyguard, huh?” Gerard cocked an eyebrow.

      Bernie’s lips twisted. “That was the strangest conversation.”

      “You didn’t look comfortable. Do I need to flex my bodyguard muscles with them?” Gerard puffed out his chest and flexed his arms.

      Bernie laughed. “All you had to do was look at them, and they ran off.” She shook her head. “I think they might know something about the foot we found.”

      “Oh, now, I definitely need to flex my bodyguard muscles and get them to talk.”

      She told him what the two had said. It made no more sense when she repeated it than when she’d heard it the first time.

      “We should let the sheriff know to question the pair,” Gerard said.

      “I think he left a little while ago,” Bernie said. “We can let him know in the morning. I doubt Clayton and Willy will leave town suddenly.”

      The band switched from a lively tune to a slow, sultry one.

      Bernie leaned into Gerard. “I don’t suppose you like to dance?”

      “If, by dance, you mean standing in one place and swaying, then yes, I like to dance. Would you like to dance with me?” he asked.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Bernie turned into his arms, pressing her body against his, wishing all the people would go away so that she could be alone with Gerard on what might be their last night together.

      The thought depressed her.

      When the song ended, Bernie excused herself, claiming she needed a trip to the bathroom.

      She entered her house and found her way to the bathroom, the quietest place around. When she shut the door, she could barely hear the music.

      For a long moment, she stood absorbing the silence. She’d needed some alone time. As a farmer, she spent most of her days working outdoors, alone. Though she loved her neighbors and friends, being around people all day was exhausting.

      She splashed water on her face and dried off, knowing she couldn’t hide there forever.

      Taking a deep breath, she left the bathroom and her bedroom. As she passed the guest bedroom, she noticed the wooden box she’d left on the bed. She entered the room, gathered the loose photographs, placed them back in the box and closed the lid.

      Her mother had treasured the ornate box and the items she’d saved inside, including the photo of their little family. Though she’d struggled to support Bernie by herself, her mother had never said a bad word about Bernie’s father.

      When she turned toward the closet with the box in her hands, she tripped over something on the floor, lost her balance and crashed to the floor.

      The box she’d been holding hit the wall, the bottom breaking loose from the sides. A single envelope skittered across the floor and came to rest near Bernie’s hand.

      Bernie sat up and pulled the box across her lap. When she reached for the bottom piece, she realized it wasn’t broken but knocked loose. She slid it back into the box, and the panel blended perfectly; it was a secret compartment.

      The envelope that had drifted out must have been secreted into the hidden compartment.

      Bernie lifted the yellowed paper and read the handwriting on the front.

      My Love

      Intrigued, she opened the envelope and pulled out a single sheet of paper written in bold, masculine strokes.

      My dearest Ali,

      My past mistakes have caught up with me and threaten you and my sweet Bernie’s very existence. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to my girls. You are my everything.

      Alas, a brief affair I had before I met you resulted in a son I knew nothing about until today. His mother, the daughter of a very dangerous man, is dying of cancer and demands that I raise her son within her family. When I told her I couldn’t, she threatened to have you and Bernie killed. Her family does not know about you two and won’t know as long as I stay with our son and raise him in her family.

      The only way to keep you and Bernie safe is to do as she asks. It means leaving the two people I love the most forever. If I try to contact you, they will know. I thought of running away with you both, but I’m being watched all the time. These people are ruthless and wouldn’t hesitate to kill a woman and child. I can’t let that happen. I love you too much.

      So, I’m leaving. You will not hear from me. I will not contact you. Know that you and Bernie will be forever in my heart.

      With all my love,

      Bernard

      

      Tears streamed down Bernie’s cheeks as she read the last words her father had written to her mother so long ago.

      He hadn’t abandoned her because he didn’t love them. He’d left and hadn’t contacted them to keep them safe from the woman’s family.

      Part of Bernie wanted to hold onto her anger at having been abandoned. Her father could have tried harder. He should have found a way to spirit them away to a safe location where they would have remained the happy little family they’d been.

      But from what she’d learned about her half-brother, he belonged to a mafia family. It could be one of those families that, once you joined it, you couldn’t leave unless they carried you out in a box. Or threw you in a river with cement overshoes.

      What had brought Dean to Bayou Mambaloa? Had their father sent him? Was her father still alive?

      Bernie gathered the box and the letter and pushed to her feet, eager to find Gerard and show him the letter that proved her father hadn’t left because he didn’t love them, but because he loved them. When she turned toward the bedroom door, she froze.

      A man dressed all in black, wearing a ski mask, pointed a gun at her.

      “Where is it?” he demanded.

      “Where is what?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      “You damn well know what,” he barked.

      A surge of anger pushed through her veins. “No, I damn well don’t. If it’s the foot you want, you’ll have to go to the state crime lab to get it.”

      “I’m not after a goddamn foot,” he growled. “I want the bag,” he said.

      “What bag?” she shot back.

      “The bag he stole. I know you have it.”

      “What’s with you men thinking I have something that I don’t?” She set the box on the bed to free her hands in case she had to fight for her life. “Who stole what bag? And what’s so special about a bag?”

      “Your half-brother, Dean, stole a bag filled with three-hundred-thousand dollars in cash.” The man in the mask’s eyes narrowed. “The family wants it back.”

      “The family or you?” Bernie asked. She was stalling, hoping someone—Gerard—would notice she’d been gone too long and come find her. “If the family was that concerned about the money, wouldn’t they have sent more people to retrieve it?”

      “They sent me,” he said.

      “Or were you in charge of safeguarding the money, and Dean absconded with it on your watch?” She laughed. “That’s it, isn’t it? You have to get that money back, or they’ll come after you, thinking you stole it.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” he said. “Give me the goddamn money.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t have it.”

      “Then get it,” he commanded.

      The man wasn’t going to believe she didn’t have the money. The problem was that he had a gun. There were a lot of people in her yard and going in and out of her house. If this man started shooting, the innocent lives of her friends would be lost.

      She had to do something to disarm this man without getting shot or getting other people shot in the process.

      “It’s not in this room. I hid it in the barn,” she lied. If she could get him out of the house and into the barn, she’d have more room to work on getting that gun out of his hand. Holy shit. She’d never had to disarm a gunman.

      Before she’d married Ray, she’d never driven a tractor, milked a cow or stuck her arm inside a pregnant cow’s hoo-hah to help it birth its calf. She’d done a lot of things she’d never done before. How hard could it be to disarm a gunman?

      Gerard, where are you? This damsel is in distress and in need of a knight in shining armor to save her ass.
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      Bernie had been gone long enough to use the bathroom, take a shower and bake a cake.

      Gerard was heading for the house to find her when Bayou Mambaloa’s Laurel and Hardy ran up to him, breathing hard, their eyes wide as if they’d seen a ghost.

      “Bodyguard dude,” the one called Clayton said in a rush. “Where’s your girl?”

      “Where’s Bernie?” Willie demanded.

      “Why?” Gerard stalled. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s not good. Not good at all,” Clayton said.

      “Lost ten years off my life, I did,” Willy exclaimed.

      “Slow down,” Gerard said, “and tell me what’s got you so freaked out.”

      “It’s only da second dead body I’ve seen,” Willy muttered. “I don’t like it. It ain’t right.”

      “What dead body?” Gerard asked.

      “The one behind the barn,” Clayton said.

      Gerard wanted to check on Bernie, but the two men were so freaked out, he had to see this dead body first. “Show me,” he said.

      Clayton and Willy led the way around to the back of the barn. Gerard rested a hand on the pistol tucked into his waistband. He’d be ready if these guys were trying to pull one over on him.

      “There,” Clayton stopped and stepped aside, pointing at a body lying on the ground, dressed all in black and wearing a black ski mask. “That’s one of the two guys.” He looked round nervously.

      “Question is, where’s da other?” Willy said.

      “We told Ms. Bellamy to give us the bag,” Clayton said. “We’d take it off her hands, and they wouldn’t come after her.”

      The two men weren’t making sense. Gerard had reached his limit of nonsense and wanted to get back to Bernie. “What bag?”

      “Da one we took off da dead guy before we tossed him in with da pigs,” Willy blurted out.

      “Willy!” Clayton punched his friend in the arm.

      “What?” Willy rubbed his arm. “We didn’t kill him, just disposed of his body and that damned goose.” Willy shrugged. “You killed the goose.”

      “Damned thing attacked me. It was pure self-defense.”

      Gerard held up a hand. “Let me get this straight. You took a bag off a dead guy, threw him in with the pigs and killed Bernie’s goose?”

      “It attacked me,” Clayton insisted.

      “What was in the bag?” Gerard asked. Before either man could answer, Gerard’s cell phone rang. The caller ID indicated it was Swede. He answered.

      “The New Orleans Mafia is wound up tighter than a top over a bag of missing money to the tune of three-hundred-thousand dollars.”

      Gerard glanced at the two men in front of him as he repeated the amount out loud, “Three hundred thousand dollars?”

      “Yeah. Three of their men are missing. Chauvin and two others. The entire mob is looking for them with orders to bring back that money no matter how many people they have to kill.”

      “We can account for two of the three. There’s still one outstanding.” Gerard was already on the move before he ended the call.

      Clayton and Willy hurried to catch up. “What about the dead dude?” Clayton asked.

      “Call 911,” Gerard called out over his shoulder.

      The band still played. People laughed and danced, oblivious to the danger they could face.

      Gerard didn’t have time to warn anyone. He had to get to Bernie before the other mafia man did.

      It all made sense now. The foot, the text message Bernie had received warning her to give back what she had or die. She’d thought it was the realtor, trying to scare her into selling her property.

      Instead, it was the mafia wanting their money back.

      He bet it had been the mafia guys who’d poisoned Howey to keep him quiet while they’d searched the barn.

      Since the last mafia guy standing of the three hadn’t found the bag of money, he would be convinced Bernie had found it and hidden it somewhere they wouldn’t find it.

      But she didn’t have it. And neither did the men who’d taken it from the dead guy.

      They needed to find it before anyone else got hurt.

      Gerard raced up the steps onto the porch and entered the ranch house. As he crossed the living room toward the bedrooms, the guest bedroom door swung open.

      Bernie stepped out, her body stiff and her chin held high.

      “Bernie!” Gerard rushed forward.

      “Gerard, don’t,” she commanded.

      He skidded to a stop, his heart sinking like a lead weight in his belly when she moved enough to the side that he could see behind her. A man dressed in black with a black ski mask held a gun to Bernie’s temple.

      “Oh, babe,” he said.

      She gave him a weak smile. “I’m showing him where the money is hidden in the barn.”

      Gerard knew the money wasn’t hidden in the barn and that Bernie had only told the lie to buy some time.

      “My finger is resting on the trigger,” the masked man said. “Make a move toward us, and I’ll shoot her.”

      “It’s okay,” Bernie said. “I’ll give him the bag, he’ll be on his way and this will all be just a bad dream to forget.”

      An idea sprang into Gerard’s head. “The bag from the barn?”

      Bernie nodded, her brow knitting ever so slightly.

      “You remember I moved that bag from the barn back to the house.” He bent to retrieve the bag he’d packed with all his clothes, hoping it was close to the same size and color as the bag of money this terrorist expected.

      The man holding the gun at Bernie’s head lifted his chin. “Toss it here.”

      “Okay, on three,” Gerard pointed two fingers down so that Bernie’s captor couldn’t see what he was doing.

      Bernie gave an almost imperceptible nod.

      Gerard gripped the bag in both hands.

      “One,” he said and tensed.

      “Two.”

      Gerard launched the bag straight at Bernie.

      At the last second, she ducked.

      The bag hit the gunman full in his masked face.

      The gun went off, Bernie dove for the floor and Gerard threw himself after the bag, knocking the gunman to the ground. His gun flew from his grip and landed several feet away from the man.

      Bernie scrambled on all fours, grabbed the gun and pointed it at the man in the mask.

      Shelby erupted into the room, her gun drawn, followed by the Brotherhood Protectors, ready to protect and defend.

      Gerard straddled the piece of shit who’d tried to kill Bernie. He wanted to slam his fist into the man’s face for even pointing the gun at his woman.

      Shelby pulled a zip-tie out of her back pocket and secured the man’s wrists behind his back.

      Gerard left the guy on the ground and pulled Bernie into his arms. “I just lost a couple dozen years off my life.”

      “I thought you’d never get here,” she said.

      “I was busy. Your friends Clayton and Willy found this guy’s partner behind your barn.”

      “Dead?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Shot.”

      “All for a bag of cash,” Bernie said. “You know this problem isn’t going to go away until the money is located, don’t you?”

      “Two men have died for that bag of cash,” Shelby said. “It might not even be here anymore.”

      “Clayton and Willy confessed that they took it off your brother’s body and stuffed it into the base of a hollow tree. When they came back for it, it was gone.”

      Bernie shook her head. “Who else would have known it landed here?”

      “Word gets out,” Shelby said as she led her prisoner through the living room. “It might be a good idea to disperse the crowd. If the mafia gets wind the bag ended up in Bayou Mambaloa and traces it to Bellamy Acres, it could get ugly.”

      “Leave the money where they can find it, and they’ll go away,” the prisoner said.

      “How about we leave you where they can find you?” Shelby said.

      He shrugged. “My days are numbered. They probably already think I stole it and killed the other two so that I could keep it all to myself.”

      “Well, you’ll be safe in a jail cell for a very long time for the murder of your partner,” Shelby said.

      The man snorted. “There’s nowhere safe from them. I won’t last a week, even in a maximum-security prison.”

      Shelby snorted. “Guess you should’ve thought of that before you got involved with them.” She tossed her car keys to Remy. “Could you have someone bring my cruiser up to the front of the house?”

      Remy nodded and handed the keys to Lucas, who immediately left the house to follow orders.

      Bernie looked up into Gerard’s eyes. “I don’t want anyone else hurt because of that money.”

      He nodded and dropped his arms from around her to take her hand in his. “Let’s thank everyone and tell them you’d like to call it a night.”

      She nodded. “I’d rather be a party pooper than have anyone hurt.”

      “It might be better if they don’t know about the danger,” Remy said. “There won’t be a mad rush to get out of here.”

      Bernie’s hand tightened in his as they stepped out onto the front porch.

      “Hey, Bernie,” a voice called out. “We have another surprise for you.” Mimi waved a hand toward a man walking up the road from where all the cars were parked.

      As he neared, Gerard could make out the man’s features. It was the veterinarian, and he had a large hound dog on a leash.

      As they neared, Bernie cried, “Howey!”

      The vet bent, unclipped the leash from the dog’s collar and let him go.

      Howey, in his gangly lope, his ears flopping, raced toward the house.

      Bernie bent down and called out, “Come on, Howey. Come to Mama.”

      The dog didn’t slow until he reached the porch steps.

      Instead of climbing up to Bernie, he darted to the right and disappeared beneath the porch.

      Bernie laughed. “He’s probably disturbed by all the people.” She descended the stairs and crouched low to peer beneath the porch. “Howey? Come out, sweet boy.”

      The dog whined but remained where he was.

      Gerard pulled out his cell phone and turned on the flashlight, then squatted beside Bernie.

      When he shined the light beneath the porch, it reflected red off the hound dog’s eyes.

      “Come on, boy. Come to Mama,” Bernie coaxed.

      In the beam of light, Gerard noticed a variety of items scattered beneath the porch. “I see what you mean by Howey’s treasures.”

      Bernie laughed. “I really need to get under here and clean it out. It’s been a while. Come on, Howey. I want you to stay in the house tonight.”

      “I’ll get him,” Gerard said and dropped to his hands and knees.

      “Please, don’t,” Bernie said. “It’s too dirty, and there are spiders and maybe even snakes.”

      “I don’t want Howey staying out all night, either,” he said and handed her his cell phone. “Hold the light.”

      She aimed the light at an angle toward the dog so that Gerard could pick his way through the items the dog had collected.

      When he reached Howey, he scratched the dog behind his ear and spoke softly. “It’s okay, boy. We just don’t want anyone to hurt you. Come on.” He snagged the dog’s collar and started to drag him out. As the dog moved, Gerard could see what appeared to be a gym bag beneath him.

      What were the chances?

      He hooked his fingers through the handle and crab-crawled backward, dragging the dog and the bag. As he came out from under the porch, Howey ran for Bernie.

      She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him until he squirmed.

      Gerard stared down at the bag in his hand, his heart pounding as he slid the zipper open.

      “What have you got there, Gerard?” Remy leaned over his back. “I’ll be damned.”

      Gerard turned to Bernie, a smile spreading across his face.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Howey had the bag of money all along,” he said.

      Her brow furrowed. “You’re kidding.” Holding onto Howey’s collar, she moved closer. “Holy cow. It’s probably been there since the first night.”

      Gerard zipped the bag before curious party-goers gathered around.

      At that moment, Lucas arrived, easing Shelby’s cruiser through the crowd and stopping in front of the house.

      Shelby came out the front door with her prisoner and escorted him to the cruiser, tucking him into the back seat.

      She joined Gerard and Bernie beside the porch. “What’s going on?”

      Gerard shoved the bag full of money toward Shelby. “We found the money. It needs to go into evidence ASAP. And, by all means, leak it to the news. The mafia needs to know the money has been recovered and turned over to the state police.”

      Shelby took the bag. “Got it.”

      Remy slipped an arm around her. “We’ll make sure it gets into the right hands.” He turned to the other members of the Brotherhood Protectors. “Valentin, Landry, Jacque, Sin. You’ll be our escort.”

      The men gathered around Shelby as she climbed into her cruiser. Remy got into the passenger seat.

      Shelby drove slowly through their neighbors and friends, with the four men walking alongside her. Once they reached their vehicles, they loaded up. One truck moved in front of Shelby, the others fell in behind her. Moments later, three vehicles drove toward the gate.

      They slowed as another sheriff’s vehicle with lights flashing entered Bellamy Acres, followed by an ambulance.

      By that time, the band had stopped playing and had begun to pack up their equipment. The partygoers gathered their blankets, chairs and children, an air of confusion mixed with concern heavy in the air.

      Gerard climbed the steps to the porch and called for their attention. “Bernie appreciates everything you all have done for her, and she hopes you’ve had some good food and a good time here at Bellamy Acres. Thank you for coming. Right now, there are some matters that need to be cleared up with law enforcement. Rest assured, you’re all safe, and Bernie is safe. Members of the Brotherhood Protectors will help direct traffic leaving the farm. Please drive carefully, preferably with a designated, sober driver.”

      Bernie took Howey into the house to feed him and get him settled.

      Gerard met with the sheriff, bringing Clayton and Willy along to explain their part in the drama and the disposal of Chauvin’s body.

      The emergency medical team zipped the dead mafia guy into a body bag and loaded him into the back of the ambulance.

      It was nearing midnight when the last vehicle departed, leaving Gerard alone with Bernie.

      They stood on the deck, looking out at the debris left behind from the party.

      “It can wait until tomorrow,” Gerard said.

      “Tomorrow.” She smiled sadly. “It’s all over, isn’t it?”

      He nodded. “Now that the money has been recovered, the mafia won’t have a reason to come after you. You’ll be safe.”

      She nodded. “I’ll move on with my life, and you’ll move on to your next assignment.”

      “You know, you haven’t cashed in that raincheck I owe you,” he said.

      She shook her head. “You don’t owe me anything. I owe you my life. Not only did you save me, you reminded me that life isn’t all about work. It’s about relationships, community...and love. I’ve pushed all of that aside over the past three years. It’s time I started living again.”

      He nodded, his chest tightening. This felt like goodbye, and it hurt more than being shot or hit with shrapnel.

      He'd always walked away, never looking back. Never thinking about who the woman was sleeping with after he left. One time, he’d run into a woman he’d dated a couple of years before. She’d been pushing a baby stroller with a beautiful baby girl all dressed in pink ruffles.

      He hadn’t been the least jealous. In fact, he’d congratulated her on her marriage and baby, truly happy for her.

      He tried to imagine his reaction if he encountered the same scenario, only the woman was Bernie with a baby that wasn’t his.

      His chest burned with something he’d never felt before. He pressed his hand against the spot with no relief.

      Bernie with a baby.

      She’d make a great mother. Kind, caring, protective. What if she married a man who turned out to be like Gerard’s father?

      Gerard wouldn’t be there to protect her and her baby.

      The thought made his fingers clench into fists.

      “I told you from the start, no commitment, no regrets.” Bernie turned to face him. “Only I lied. To you. To me.” She laid her hands on his chest and met his gaze with a fierce one of her own. “I committed my heart in our first kiss. I had no choice. It’s what my heart wanted. When you walk away like you promised you would, I’ll wonder if I did enough to make you stay. I’ll regret not trying harder. So, here’s me, trying harder.” She leaned up and pressed her lips to his. “We’ve only just met, but we’ve lived a lifetime in the past forty-eight hours. I know in my heart you’re the one for me, and, damn it, I’m the one for you.”

      Gerard’s heart swelled to the point he thought it might burst from his chest.

      Tears welled and spilled down her cheeks.

      Her tears gutted him.

      He reached up to brush them away and bent to touch his lips to hers.

      “What if I turn out to be like my father?” he whispered.

      She smoothed her fingers along his cheek. “What if you don’t? We only live once, and we don’t even know how long that might be. I won’t pass on a chance for happiness. Either one of us could’ve died tonight. Would you have died with regrets? I would have. I would’ve regretted that I didn’t tell you how I feel, that I didn’t kiss you enough or make you realize what an incredible man you are.” She curled her fingers into his T-shirt and yanked him closer. “Don’t leave,” she said, her eyes flashing with her passion.

      “I can’t,” he said, a sense of release welling inside.

      She continued. “Don’t walk away from a life filled with happiness, children and love.”

      “I won’t,” he said, brushing a strand of her hair behind her ear.

      “You’re kind, gentle with children and in complete control of your emotions. You’ll never be like your father. You’re better than him and worthy of all the happiness your heart desires.”

      Gerard’s lips spread into a grin. She was so caught up in convincing him to stay she hadn’t heard him.

      She stared into his face, her cheeks blooming with color. “You have to understand what an incredible—”

      Gerard covered her mouth with his, stemming her flow of words. As the kiss deepened, she melted against him.

      When he lifted his head, he smiled down into her eyes. “We’ve only known each other a couple days—”

      “The heart knows what the heart knows,” she countered.

      “Shh.” He pressed a finger to her lips. “Let me finish.”

      She nodded, kissed his finger and let him continue.

      “You say I saved you when, in truth, you saved me. I shut people out when they got too close. But you didn’t let me. You showed me what I didn’t realize. I can be kind to children. I can control my anger.” He brushed a kiss across her forehead. “I can love without hurting the ones I love.”

      Bernie wrapped her arms around him. “You deserve to love and be loved,” she said. “You’re a good man. And if I’m not the one for you, there’s someone out there who is. You just have to open your heart.”

      “Bernadette,” he said, liking the way her full name sounded. “My heart is open. To you.”

      She looked up into his eyes. “You mean that? You’re not saying that because you feel sorry for me, and my begging got to you?”

      He laughed. “I mean it. The thought of walking away from you nearly brings me to my knees. I can’t do it. I want to be with you. I want to get to know you better. I want...” he swallowed hard, “I want to have babies with you.”

      She laughed, the sound catching on a sob. “You’re not afraid?”

      “Sweetheart, I’m terrified.” He crushed her to his chest, burying his face in her hair. “But I’m more terrified of losing you. Of wasting time second-guessing my ability to be a good father. I want you. I want a life with you. A family filled with children, love and laughter. I think I’ve always wanted it but was afraid I could never have it.”

      She raised his hand to her cheek, tears streaming down her face. “We can have all of that. Together.”
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      Gerard stood at the stove in the farmhouse he now shared with Bernie, making scrambled eggs while coffee brewed on the counter behind him.

      He wore nice slacks, a white button-down shirt and patent leather shoes. It had been a long time since he’d worn a suit. Thankfully, Bernie had helped him pick out this one. She’d assured him he could use it for multiple occasions, including their wedding, just three short months away.

      He'd wanted to get married sooner, but Bernie’s friends talked her into waiting long enough for them to secure a venue and schedule all the things women expected at a wedding.

      Bernie said none of that mattered to her, but it made her friends happy to be involved, and she was happy her friends were happy. So, she’d agreed to go along for the ride.

      Wearing the suit today wasn’t for a happy occasion but more for closure.

      After learning Dean Chauvin was her half-brother, Swede looked further, searching for Bernie’s father. He found him listed as Bernard Chauvin, former resident of New Orleans. He’d died over a decade before—the cause of death: heart failure. Bernie had visited his grave in New Orleans and seemed to have made peace with the memory of her father.

      A week ago, the state crime lab had released Dean Chauvin’s foot into Bernie’s custody. No one else stepped forward to claim it. Not even his kingpin grandfather. Bernie arranged for the cremation and wanted to conduct her own small service for the half-brother she’d never known.

      “I didn’t know him, and he might not have been a good person,” she’d argued, “but at one point in time, he was someone’s baby. He deserves a send-off.”

      Thus, the suit and the patent leather shoes that were still too stiff to be comfortable.

      They’d collect the urn from the mortuary and drive over to a point on the bayou where Bernie’s father had taken her fishing as a little girl. They’d say a few words, release Dean’s ashes and be home in time for lunch.

      “Uh, Gerard?” Bernie’s muffled voice called out from somewhere in the master bedroom or bathroom.

      “Yes, dear?” he responded.

      “Remember that night I collected on the naked cooking raincheck?” Her voice was moving closer.

      Gerard smiled. They’d cooked lasagna, and he’d made love to her on the kitchen table, on the counter and against the wall. “I remember.”

      “Remember how we only had the one condom but made love three times?”

      He chuckled. They’d searched the house for more but hadn’t found any and had made love anyway.

      Bernie appeared in the doorway, wearing only a bra and lacy panties.

      God, she was sexy. His groin tightened. Grease popped in the pan, and he returned his attention to the eggs he was about to burn. “I remember.”

      Her voice softened. “Remember how we said we’d wait until after we were married to remodel the guest bedroom and start trying to have children?”

      His head shot up, and his gaze locked with Bernie’s.

      She brought her hand up from behind her back and waved a plastic wand. “We might want to rethink our project timeline.”

      Gerard’s heart leaped in his chest. He let out a whoop! Across the floor in seconds, he crushed her in his arms. “How? When? Is it a boy or a girl? What will we name him? Holy shit! I better get that room remodeled.”

      Bernie laughed. “We have time. Eight months should be enough to get ready for baby Guidry, between your work, my farming and the wedding.”

      “Babe.” He shook his head, his heart so full he couldn’t come up with words that expressed his happiness. “I love you.”

      Bernie smiled, her face glowing. “I love you. And this is just the start. I want at least four children. We’d better plan an addition to the farmhouse in the very near future.”

      “I’ll make it happen.” He grinned. “We’re going to have a baby.”

      “We’re going to have a house fire if you don’t turn off the stove.”

      Gerard started over with fresh eggs like he’d started over life when he’d found Bernie. It was up to him to do it right. With Bernie, he had the confidence and courage to be the best person he could be.

      For Bernie and, now, for their baby.
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      “Damn,” Drake Morgan muttered, checked his speedometer and repeated the expletive.

      He hadn’t realized he’d been going over the sixty-miles-an-hour speed limit until blue lights flashed in his rearview mirror. Lifting his foot off the accelerator, he slowed and eased to the side of the road, just a few miles from his destination.

      A county sheriff’s SUV pulled to a stop behind him, and a deputy dropped down from the driver’s seat.

      The tan, short-sleeved uniform shirt stretched taut over full breasts, the shirt-tails tucked into the waistband of dark brown trousers, cinched around a narrow waist with a thick black belt.

      Definitely female. Too petite and pretty to be out patrolling the wild roads of rural Montana.

      He lowered the window of his Ford F250 pickup, reached into his glove box for the vehicle registration and insurance information she’d surely request and straightened.

      “Sir, place your hands on the window frame,” she said.

      He raised his hands, one of which held the documents. The other he carefully placed on the window frame of his door, staring out the open window into the barrel of a pistol. He raised his gaze to the deputy’s and cocked an eyebrow. “I have a concealed carry license,” he warned. “My weapon is in the glove compartment. I’m unarmed at this moment.”

      “Just keep your hands where I can see them,” she said, her tone curt, her eyes narrowed as she held the pistol pointed at his head.

      “Can I ask why I was pulled over?” he asked in a calm, even tone, knowing the answer.

      “You were exceeding the speed limit,” she said. “If that’s your title and registration, I’ll take those. But no funny business.”

      “Trust me,” he said with a crooked smile. “I’ve never been accused of being funny.”

      Her eyebrows pulled together to form a V over her nose as she took the papers he held out for her.

      She studied the documents then glanced up. “You’re not from around here,” she said.

      “No, I’m not,” he said.

      “Do you know how fast you were going?” she asked, all business, no smile.

      Drake almost grinned at the seriousness of the young woman’s expression and the way she stiffly held herself. “Over the speed limit?”

      She snorted. “By at least fifteen miles an hour. In a hurry to get somewhere?”

      “I was.”

      She shook her head, a hint of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “And how’s that working out for you?”

      “You tell me,” he quipped.

      She was pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way with light brown hair pulled back in an efficient ponytail.

      Drake stared up into her eyes, trying to decide if they were brown, gold or green, finally settling on hazel. To cap it all, she sported a dusting of freckles on her bare face. “You have my information, but let me introduce myself.” He stuck out his hand. “Drake Morgan.”

      Her brow furrowed as she contemplated his extended hand. “I’m Deputy Douglas.” She gave a brief nod, ignored his hand and stared past him into the vehicle. “Since you have a gun in the vehicle with you, you’ll need to step out of the truck while I run your data.”

      Already late for the meeting with his team, their new boss, and this his first day on the job, he sighed, pushed open the door and stepped out with his hands held high.

      “Turn around, place your hands on the hood of your vehicle and spread your legs,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument.

      He cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not a convicted felon. I owned up to the gun in my glove box. I’m unarmed and at your mercy.”

      Having stated her demand once, she held the gun pointed at his chest, unbending, waiting for him to follow through.

      Rather than give her a reason to pull the trigger, he turned and complied with her command.

      The shuffle of gravel indicated she’d moved closer. A small, capable hand skimmed over his shoulders, down his sides, around to his abs and lower. Bypassing his private parts, her hand traveled the length of his legs, patting both all the way to his ankles.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as she balanced her service weapon with her right hand as she frisked him with her left.

      Finally, she straightened and stepped back. “Please stand at the rear of your vehicle while I run your plates and license.”

      He turned and gave her a twisted grin. “Told you I was unarmed.”

      She backed toward her vehicle then slipped into the driver’s seat. Her fingers danced across a computer keyboard as she entered his license and registration data and waited.

      Moments later, she got out of her work vehicle, weapon back in the holster on her belt, and strode toward him while writing on an official-looking pad. When she reached him, she ripped off the top sheet and handed it to him. “I’m only giving you a warning this time. Next time, I’ll cite you. Slow it down out there. The life you endanger might not be your own.”

      With that parting comment, she spun on her booted heels and marched back to her vehicle.

      “Deputy Douglas,” he called out.

      As she opened her SUV, she turned to face him, “Yes, Mr. Morgan?”

      “You’re the first person I’ve met here. Nice to meet you.” He waved the warning ticket. “And thank you.”

      Her brow furrowed, and she shook her head as she climbed into the vehicle. Moments later, she passed his truck and continued toward the little town of Eagle Rock ahead of him.

      Drake slipped into the driver’s seat and followed at a more sedate pace. Hell, he was already late. What were a few more minutes? And it wasn’t worth getting a full-fledged ticket. He was lucky she’d only issued a warning. She could’ve hit him hard with a speeding ticket, with the lasting effect of jacking up his insurance rates.

      He owed her a coffee or a beer. Since she was the only person from Eagle Rock he knew besides Hank Patterson, he’d kind of like to get to know her better. It paid to have the law on your side in these backwater towns.

      Following the GPS map on his dash, he drove through town and out the other end, turning on the road leading to his destination.

      Soon, he saw her, perched on the side of a mountain, her broad porches intact, her late eighteen-hundred charm shining through, despite the need for a good paint job and dry-rot repair.

      The Lucky Lady Lodge clung to the side of the mountain, welcoming travelers in search of a quiet getaway in the Crazy Mountains of Montana.

      From what Hank had told him, this lodge had been a place for the gold rush miners of the late eighteen hundreds to spend their hard-earned gold on booze and women.

      After the gold had dried up, the Lucky Lady had become a speakeasy during the prohibition, with secret passages into the old mine where they’d made moonshine and stored the contraband in the mountain.

      Drake had done some research on the old lodge. He’d found stories telling of days when mafia kingpins had come to conduct business while hunting in the hills or fishing in the mountain streams.

      Fires had consumed hundreds of acres surrounding the lodge, missing it on more than one occasion by less than a mile. Throughout the years, the lodge stood as she had from the beginning, a little worn around the edges. Recently, she’d been damaged by an explosion in the mine. That’s where Drake and his team would come in.

      He looked forward to rolling up his sleeves and putting his carpentry skills to work restoring the old girl. He hoped that, like riding a bike, it would all come back to him despite the sixteen years it had been since he’d last lifted a hammer to build or repair anything more than a deck on the house of a friend. The summers he’d spent working on new home construction while in high school gave him skills he wouldn’t have known otherwise and the confidence to try new things he’d never done.

      Having joined the Marines straight out of high school, he hadn’t had much need for carpentry skills. He’d focused all his attention on being the best military guy he could be. That had meant working his ass off and applying for the elite Marine Force Recons.

      Marine Force Recon training had been the most difficult training he’d ever survived. Once he’d made it through, he’d been deployed on a regular basis to all corners of the world, fighting wars he thought were to help people who couldn’t help themselves or protect his own country from the tyranny of others.

      Drake snorted. He’d learned all too soon that war wasn’t always for just causes. When he’d tired of putting his life on the line for the benefit of big business, he’d said goodbye to what had been the only career he’d ever wanted.

      From there, he’d worked with Stone Jacobs as a mercenary in Afghanistan, leaving just in time before the US pulled out and left Stone and the last five members of his team stranded.

      Rumor had it that former SEAL, Hank Patterson, had sent a rescue team to get Jacobs and his people out.

      Since Afghanistan, Drake had refused to be another hired mercenary. He’d been drifting from one low-paying job to another. Nothing seemed to fit.

      When Hank Patterson had called him out of the blue, he’d been working at a small diner in the backwoods of East Texas, dissatisfied with life, unable to fit into the civilian world and ready for any change that would take him away from the diner, the small-minded residents of the town and the meddling mamas bent on matching their single daughters to the only bachelor in town with all of his original teeth.

      No, thank you.

      Drake had been ready to leave East Texas.

      When Hank’s call had come, he’d been willing to listen and even come to Montana for a one-on-one chat with his old friend and brother-in-arms.

      Hank had offered Drake a job as a Brotherhood Protector, a kind of security firm providing protection, extraction and whatever else was warranted for people who needed the expertise of someone skilled in special operations.

      “I’m not interested in mercenary work,” Drake had said. “Been there…done that.”

      “It’s not mercenary work,” Hank had said. “It’s bodyguard, rescue and protective services for real people who need specialized help. We aren’t working for big corporations.”

      Drake had been insistent. “Not interested. Got anything else?”

      Hank chuckled. “As a matter of fact, I know someone who needs carpenters for a lodge restoration project. It’s good physical work, and the lodge is worth restoring.”

      “Sounds more my speed,” Drake said.

      “Come out to Montana. See what we have here and make your decision,” Hank had urged.

      Drake had remained firm. “I’m not going to change my mind.”

      “Okay. I get it. But I want you to meet the guys who work with me and get their take on what we do.”

      “Fair enough,” Drake said. “I’d still rather pound nails. It beats slinging bullets.”

      “I’ll put you in touch with Molly McKinnon and Parker Bailey. They are leading the effort to restore the lodge. I’ve sent several spec ops guys their way already. You probably know some of them or know of them.”

      “I’m down for some renovation work with a team full of former spec ops guys, as long as they aren’t going to try to talk me into working for your Brotherhood Protectors.” He thought he might have insulted Hank. “No offense.”

      Hank laughed. “None taken. Whichever way you lean in the job front, you’ll love Montana and the little town of Eagle Rock.”

      Anything would be better than the close-minded, stone-faced inhabitants of the small East Texas town he’d worked in for the past six months.

      “How soon can you get here?” Hank asked. “The other four SEALs are due to start on Monday morning.”

      “I’ll be there,” Drake had assured him.

      “Great. See you then,” Hank ended the call.

      Drake had immediately given the diner his resignation, packed up his few personal items in his furnished apartment and left Texas. He’d driven for two days, stopping only long enough to catch a couple of hours of sleep at a rest area along the way.

      When he rolled to a stop in the parking lot in front of the Lucky Lady Lodge, with the Crazy Mountains as a backdrop to the old building, he already felt more at home than he had anywhere else. Maybe it was because he was tired. More likely, he felt that way because he didn’t want to move again.

      As he stepped down from his pickup, he shrugged off his exhaustion. He could sink his teeth into this project. It beat cleaning years of grease off the diner’s floor back in Texas.

      With a new sense of purpose, he passed the large roll-on-roll-off trash bin, already half-full of broken boards, crumbled sheets of drywall panels, ruined carpet and damaged furniture. He climbed the steps to the wide veranda and entered through the stately double doors of the lodge.

      Six men and a woman stood in the lobby, wearing jeans and T-shirts. They had gathered around a drafting table, all looking down at what appeared to be blueprints.

      The woman glanced up. “Oh, good. Drake’s here.”

      The others straightened and turned toward Drake.

      As he studied the faces, his heart filled with joy.

      He knew Hank from way back at the beginning of his career as a Marine Force Recon. Hank had been the experienced SEAL who’d taken him under his wing and shown him the ropes of what it was like beyond training. Clean-shaven, he had a short haircut, unlike the shaggy look he’d acquired on active duty. The man had a few more wrinkles around his green eyes, but he was the same man who’d been his mentor so many years ago.

      Hank stepped forward, holding out his hand. “Morgan, I’m glad you made it. You must’ve driven all night to get here.”

      Drake took the man’s hand and was pulled into a bone-crunching hug.

      “Good to see you,” Hank said.

      “Same,” Drake said. “It’s been a few years.”

      Hank stepped back. “I believe you know everyone here.”

      Drake nodded, his lips spreading into a grin.

      A man with dark blond hair, blue eyes and a naturally somber expression stepped past Hank and pulled Drake into another powerful hug. “Dude, it’s been too long.”

      “Grimm,” Drake clapped his hand on the man’s back. “I thought you were still on active duty.”

      Mike Reaper, or Grimm as he’d been aptly nicknamed, patted his leg. “Took shrapnel to my left leg. It bought me early retirement.”

      Drake shook his head. “Sorry to hear that.”

      “I’m not. I was getting too old to play with the young kids. It was time for me to move on.” He nodded. “I’m looking forward to getting my hands dirty with something besides gun cleaning oil.”

      “Move over, Grimm. My turn.” A man shoved Grimm to the side. “Bring it in, Morgan.”

      A black-haired man with shocking blue eyes grabbed Drake by the shoulders and crushed him in a hug. “’Bout time we worked together again,” he said. “When did we last?”

      “Afghanistan,” Drake said when he could breathe again. He grinned at his old teammate from his last tour of duty before leaving the Marines. “We took out that Taliban terrorist who was cutting off heads for fun. How’re you doing, Murdock?”

      Sean Murdock stood back, smiling. “Better, now that you’re here. Thought we were going to be Army puke heavy. We needed some bone frogs to level the playing field.” He turned and dragged another man forward. “Remember this guy?”

      Drake’s brow furrowed. “Utah?”

      The handsome man with the auburn hair and blue eyes smirked. “I prefer to go by Pierce. I like to think I’ve outgrown the Utah moniker.”

      Murdock laughed and pounded Utah on the back. “You’ll never live down Utah. Once an uptight asshole, always an uptight asshole.”

      Pierce “Utah” Turner’s lips pressed together. “Thanks.” He held out his hand to Drake. “Good to see you under better circumstances than the last time we worked together.”

      Drake gripped the man’s hand, truly glad to see him. “Taking mortar fire while trying to extract that Marine platoon was not one of our cleanest joint operations. You saved my life that day.”

      “And you returned the favor five minutes later,” Utah said. “I’d call it even.”

      Drake glanced toward the last man he knew in the group and smiled. “Hey, Judge. You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

      “Didn’t think you’d remember me, it’s been so long.” Joe “Judge” Smith, former Delta Force Operative, was the old man of the group of men Drake would work with at the lodge. Like Hank, he’d influenced Drake when he was a young Marine Force Recon fresh out of training. He’d been an integral part of the first joint operation of which Drake had been a part.

      He'd hung back to provide cover fire for the team as they’d exited a hot zone. Judge had taken a bullet to his right forearm and had to use his left arm and hand to fire his rifle. The man hadn’t missed a beat. He’d held on long enough for the entire team to reach the Black Hawk helicopters waiting at the extraction point.

      When Judge hadn’t been right behind them loading the aircraft, Drake had jumped out, determined to go back. He’d gone less than twenty yards when Judge had come running, dozens of Taliban soldiers on his heels.

      Drake and the rest of his team had provided him cover until he’d dove aboard the helicopter. They’d lifted off under heavy fire and made it back to the Forward Operating Base without losing a single man. He’d made an impression on Drake he would never forget.

      “What brings you to Montana?” Drake asked.

      “Got tired of wiping the noses of baby Deltas,” Judge said. “When I reached my twenty, I figured it was time to leave.”

      “I always wondered why they called you Judge,” Drake admitted.

      Judge shrugged.

      Grimm laughed. “It came out of a barroom fight. Patterson didn’t like the way a man was treating one of the ladies. When he told him to back off, the man asked him what he was going to do if he didn’t.” Grimm’s lips curled. “He became the Judge, jury and executioner.”

      “You killed the guy?” the woman at the drafting table asked.

      Judge shook his head. “No.”

      “He made him wish he was dead,” Grimm said. “He almost got kicked out of Delta Force. If the woman he’d defended hadn’t come forward to tell her side of the story, his career would’ve been over.”

      Drake glanced around at the men he’d fought with and shook his head. “Had I known we were having a reunion, I would’ve come sooner.”

      “I want each of you to know I would hire you in a heartbeat for my organization, Brotherhood Protectors, but you all have expressed your desire to fire nail guns, not Glocks. I haven’t given up hope that you’ll change your mind, but I respect that you want to try something different. And with that, I’ll hand you over to your new bosses. Molly McKinnon and her fiancé, Parker Bailey, are from the Iron Horse Ranch.” Hank waved a hand toward the man and the woman who’d remained at the drafting table. “They’re the new owners of the Lucky Lady Lodge.”

      “For better or worse.” The man took Drake’s hand. “Welcome aboard. I’m here to do the grunt work, just like you guys.” He turned to the woman. “Molly is the brains behind the project.”

      Molly shook Drake’s hand. “Glad to meet you. Now, if we could get started…”

      He smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She turned to the drawings. “We’re in the demolition phase of this project. We have to clean up what was damaged in the mine explosion before we can assess structural damage,” Molly said.

      Parker added. “Each man has been assigned different areas to work, not too far from each other in case you run into trouble.”

      Molly pointed to the blueprint. “Drake, you’ll take the butler’s pantry and coat closet on the far side of the main dining room. The walls are cracked and crumbling. We need to get behind the drywall to see if the support beams have been compromised. Your goal today is to clear the walls on the mountainside of the rooms and any other walls showing significant damage.”

      Parker raised a hand. “I’ll take Drake and Grimm to their locations.”

      Molly glanced toward the other three men. “The rest are with me. You’ll find sledgehammers, battery-powered reciprocating saws, gloves and wheelbarrows staged in each of your areas. The power is off, so you’ll have to use the headlamps on your safety helmets. The rooms against the mountain don’t get much natural light.” She handed Drake a helmet with a headlamp. “Thank you all for answering Hank’s call. We needed as many hands as we could get for this project, and sometimes, people are hard to come by in small towns.”

      Anxious to get to work, Drake plunked his helmet on his head and followed Parker through the maze of hallways to the back of the lodge. They hadn’t gone far before they had to stop and turn on their headlamps.

      Parker continued, explaining what each room was as they passed doorways. He eventually came to a stop in front of a wooden door. “Grimm, this is your assigned area. Judge, yours is the next room. I’ll be two doors down. If something doesn’t feel right, get the hell out. We don’t know exactly how much damage the explosion caused. I’d rather we err on the side of caution. The sooner we see inside the walls, the sooner we can get to work rebuilding.”

      “Got it.” Grimm pulled on a pair of gloves, wrapped his hands around the handle of a sledgehammer and nodded. “Nothing like a little demolition to work out all your frustrations. Let’s do this.”

      Judge entered the next room and found what he needed to get started. Parker moved on.

      Gloves on, Drake grabbed the sledgehammer and went to work knocking big holes in the plaster on the back wall. Piece by piece, he pulled away the plaster and the narrow wooden slats behind it, exposing a couple of feet of the interior beams at a time.

      Plaster dust filled the air, making it more and more difficult to see. Judge found face masks in the stack of supplies and pulled one on over his mouth and nose. He’d made it through half the back wall in less than an hour. If he kept up the pace, he’d have that wall done in the next hour. The other walls in the room had only hairline fractures in the plaster. Hopefully, that was a good sign that they hadn’t been damaged to the point they needed to be torn down as well.

      One thing was certain; they’d have to wait until the dust settled before they could assess the status of the support beams.

      The banging on the wall in the next rooms stopped for a moment.

      “Can you see anything?” Grimm called out.

      “Not much,” Drake responded. “My headlamp is reflecting off all the dust particles.”

      “Same,” Grimm came to stand in the doorway, wearing a mask over his mouth and nose.

      “Let the dust settle for a few minutes,” Parker called out.

      “Have you had a chance to find a place to live?” Grimm asked.

      Drake shook his head, his light swinging right then left, bouncing off the dust in the air. “I just got to town and came straight here.”

      “I think there’s room at Mrs. Dottie Kinner’s bed and breakfast where I’m staying. You can follow me there after work and ask her yourself if she’s got another room available.”

      “Thanks.” Drake glanced across the room. “I think I can see the wall again.”

      Grimm nodded. “Going back to my wall.”

      Moments later, the men were slamming their heavy sledgehammers into yet more plaster.

      Drake worked on the next four feet of wall, knocking out sheetrock. He grabbed hold of a portion of the drywall and pulled hard. A large portion fell away, exposing a gap between studs that was three feet wide.

      Had there been a door there at one time? He removed the rest of the plaster down to the floor and had to wait for the dust to settle in order to see the beams, much less if anything lay beyond the beams.

      As the dust slowly settled, Drake’s headlamp beam cut through the remaining particles to a room beyond the wall. It wasn’t more than six feet by six feet square and had been carved out of the rock wall of the mountain.

      He stepped between the beams into the stone-walled room. Several wooden crates littered the floor, along with a pile of what appeared to be clothing. He crossed to the crates and found them to be full of bottles of some kind of liquid. None of the bottles were labeled.

      Drake suspected the bottles were moonshine and that the stash was left over from the Prohibition Era. He turned the beam of his headlamp to the pile of clothes on the floor. The cloth had a floral pattern of faded pink and yellow. Perhaps it had once been a curtain or a woman’s dress.

      As he neared the pile, he noticed a shoe and something that appeared to be a pole or thick stick lying beside it.

      His pulse picked up, his empty belly roiling. He leaned over the pile of clothes and the shoe and froze.

      The stick wasn’t a stick at all. It was a bone. On the other side of it was another bone just like it.

      With the handle of his sledgehammer, he moved the crate beside the pile of cloth and gasped.

      On the other side of the crate, lying against the cold stone floor, lay a skull covered in a dry mummified layer of skin with a few long, thin strands of hair clinging to it in scattered patches.

      “Parker,” Drake called out.

      When the hammering continued, Drake cleared his throat and yelled. “Parker!”

      All hammering ceased.

      “That you, Drake?” Parker answered.

      With his gaze on what he now had determined was a complete skeleton covered in a woman’s dress, Drake said, “You need to come see this.”
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