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“I just spent nearly two years in prison.

“I am very well aware of what it feels like to be stifled.”

Chance smiled.

He had the nicest smile.

Rory banished the thought that popped into her head every single time the man’s lips turned up. She had to stop looking at him that way. This was a business relationship. Her future depended on how this turned out.

As desperately as she needed a hero like him, he wasn’t here to comfort her…only to help her find the truth and to support her efforts to prove her innocence.





Reader Note

Wow! Writing Rory’s story was a rollercoaster ride! I hope you’ll love this newest Colby Agency story. What is a woman to do when no one believes the truth? Find out by following along on Rory’s journey. By the way, this story is set in my hometown of Scottsboro, Alabama. Please remember that I respect all those who serve in law enforcement but sometimes there’s a bad apple depicted in my stories. And sometimes, it’s only an illusion. See if you can figure out who’s telling the truth.
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CHAPTER ONE

Monday, June 15

Kindred Residence Tupelo Pike Scottsboro, Alabama, 2:00 p.m.

Rory Harris stood very still for a long time after getting out of her brother’s car.

It was a warm day. The sun was shining, and she was home for the first time in almost two years.

Two years.

Two long years. First in the Jackson County jail, and then in the Julia Tutwiler Prison for Women…for a murder she did not commit.

A collage of emotions whirled inside her like a tornado building in intensity, making her heart pound and her skin feel too cold. All those hours…the days and weeks of cowering in fear of the other inmates. All that time wondering if she would survive the next minute, much less the next day. Over a hundred weeks of her life…lost to fear and uncertainty.

But now she was home. She was free. This was a huge deal. An opportunity to right a grave wrong. She should be happy.

Somehow the reality hadn’t sunk in…maybe by tomorrow.

“Well, damn, Rory.”

Rory glanced over the top of the car, where her brother, Austin Wilkins, stood on the driver’s side. She followed his gaze toward the little white house that had belonged to their aunt. On the front porch, the old wooden screen door stood open. Not unusual. The thing never had stayed closed properly unless it was latched. But it was the front door behind the rickety screen door that held her brother’s attention. The pale pink wooden slab had words spray-painted in black on it.

You Should Die Too

Austin swore again and stamped off toward the house their aunt had left Rory. Lulu had been their favorite aunt—their only living relative. That she had died while Rory was in prison was just another travesty in the horror movie that was her life. She suddenly felt sick. Sick of trying to prove her innocence. Sick of being looked at like she was a monster.

Sick of it all.

But there was nothing she could do except keep going and hoping the truth would come out. That might be the biggest travesty of all—the helplessness.

With nothing else to do, she trudged after her brother. She had begged him to forget about her. To pretend she no longer existed. To stay away. Get on with his life.

But he refused. She was all he had, he insisted.

It was true. Only the two of them were left. They had clung together since they were kids and their parents died in a house fire. Lulu had raised them. She’d had a heck of a time getting custody in the beginning. She was forty-nine with a less than sterling reputation around the little town of Scottsboro, and there had been some back-and-forth during the hearings. Finally, the judge, a reasonable man with a broader view of things, had come to the conclusion that for all her eccentricities, Lulu was a good person who loved Rory and Austin, and that was more important than social status and her standing in a church.

“If I find out who did this,” Austin threatened as Rory reached the porch.

She put a hand on his arm. “Please don’t say or do anything to anyone. The more we fight back, the worse it will get.”

He nodded, his head hung in defeat. “I’ll go out to the shed and see if I can find some of that paint.” Before walking away, he thrust the key at her. “Go on in. Get settled. See if I did things right.”

She smiled, accepted the key. “You always do everything right.”

“So you say,” he muttered as he bounded down the steps.

Rory turned to the door, ignored the ugly painted words. Lulu would be furious that anyone had dared to deface her precious pink door. She had been a total pink fanatic. She had painted the door on her house a lovely pink well before anyone else would have been so bold. Lulu always did things before anyone else had the courage. Just another characteristic that caused folks to give her the side-eye.

Deep breath. Rory walked inside. Felt an instant relief. Home. She and Austin had lived in this house from the time Rory was five and he was three. And it looked basically the same, even more than twenty years later.

Lulu had been an aging hippie who believed flowers, peace symbols, boho style and vibrant colors could solve most anything. Having a bit of medicinal marijuana also helped greatly, in Lulu’s opinion. Though she had hidden her little therapeutic secret well, Rory had known. Her mother, Lulu’s younger sister, often said that her big sister was a little crazy—but in a good way. Not that Rory could remember a whole lot about things her mom said, but Lulu had gone to great lengths to ensure they remembered as much as possible about their parents. She had made it as important a mission as sending them to school—maybe slightly more. As for church, they had regularly attended the Church of Lulu.

Rory smiled, the warmth her aunt had always prompted spreading through her now. There had been no one else in the world like her. The life-crushing events of two years ago had hurt Lulu almost as much as they had Rory.

The house smelled and looked clean. Austin had really gone above and beyond to ensure all was neat and tidy. There wasn’t even a layer of dust on the furniture, no matter that no one had lived here in nearly a year. Rory picked up the framed photo of her and Austin and their parents. It was taken only weeks before their parents’ deaths and the one photo left of the four of them together.

She moved around the room and studied the many photos her aunt had carefully curated. Lots of framed photos on the walls. Lots of her aunt’s artwork as well. Lulu, actually Tallulah—Tallulah Kindred—had been an amazing artist. Not watercolors or oil paints. Graphite was her chosen medium, sometimes in shades of gray and black. Others were drawn using colored pencils. Somewhere in the house were stacks of drawing pads filled with her work. Rory vividly remembered sitting with her on First Mondays on the downtown square and in the park on Art Sunday each fall while she drew portraits of anyone interested. Her ability had fascinated Rory.

Rory moved into the kitchen. She could really use a glass of water. She felt as if she’d walked miles and miles through the desert. Prison was like the desert in many ways. There was nothing familiar to someone who had never been there before…nothing to help you find your way or to survive. There was all manner of danger from things you didn’t see coming or understand. It was crowded and at the same time desolate. Structured and at the same time chaotic. And sad, with no hope in sight. The cries and moaning at night had been the worst.

Rory shook off the memories. She was home now…for what it was worth.

Focus, Rory. Be thankful for whatever time you have.

Austin had ensured the kitchen was ready as well. She checked the fridge and a few of the cabinets, then smiled. Milk, butter and cheese—even yogurt, and her brother hated yogurt, but he knew Rory liked it. Canned and dry goods. Her most beloved cereal. She and Lulu had always eaten Lucky Charms but rarely at breakfast—it was their late-night snack. He’d even stocked up on her favorite soft drinks and chips.

She walked to the back door and stared out the window. The lawn was freshly mown. Lulu’s flowers were blooming everywhere. Rory would be picking a bouquet for the table. The timeworn swing set still stood under that big old tree. Its frame rusty, the seats tattered. Rory’s chest hurt with the memories of playing in this yard. Chasing her brother. Laughing. Even after losing their parents, the two of them had somehow found a way to be happy. To cling to Lulu as their buoy. No matter how tough times were financially more often than not, she and Austin were lucky they had someone who loved them so much.

Before moving away from the door, she noticed the new dead bolt. She wondered if there had been a break-in. She would have to remember to ask Austin about the addition.

Then she wandered to the other end of the little house and the tiny bedrooms. Lulu’s was the largest and every bit as vibrant as she was. Rory’s was at the end of the hall. Since Austin was so little when they moved here, he’d had the one nearest Lulu. Rory stalled at his door. His things, furniture and all, were gone now. Instead, there was a desk with a laptop and a bookcase loaded with books.

“I thought you needed an office more than you needed a third bedroom.”

She glanced over her shoulder at her brother. She hadn’t heard him come in. “Thank you, but I wish you hadn’t gone to so much trouble.”

“It was no trouble, really.” He smiled. “The paint on the door is taken care of.” He pulled his cell from his pocket and checked the time. “Jamie Colby should be calling you in about ten minutes.”

Rory frowned. “Is the house phone still on?” Lulu had hated cell phones and any other device that connected a person to any sort of big network. Along with her wild child persona had come just a touch of paranoia. She had kept her old-fashioned landline forever. She had outright refused to have cable TV installed. Only the antenna and a single old-fashioned radio were allowed to deliver any sort of waves into her home, she’d insisted. No internet either.

“It is,” Austin told her, “but there’s a new cell phone for you in your room, and the internet is up and running.”

This was amazing. “Oh my God, you really did far too much.”

“The police never returned your laptop, and your phone was stolen,” he argued. “It was the least I could do.”

Rory went into the bedroom she had used until she moved in with Pete. Being with him was the happiest time of her life. She stood at the dresser her aunt had painted a turquoise just for her when Rory was fifteen. A framed photo of Rory and her brand-new husband on their wedding day had been placed there. Her heart swelled with emotion. How on earth had Austin gotten that photograph?

“When I picked up your stuff from the storage unit where Pete’s folks had put it,” Austin explained, “this was the only photo of the two of you they’d left. I think maybe it was an oversight since all the rest were gone. Anyway, I thought you might like having it framed and placed where you could see it.”

She stared at her little brother then. His hair was not as dark as hers, his eyes a more common shade of blue. Even his complexion was a more medium color, not so pale like hers. And yet he’d always been like her twin in every other way. Sticking to her like glue as a little kid. Defending her adamantly as a teenager. And now, taking care of her when she had no one else.

She loved him to pieces.

She hugged him hard, then drew back so they could breathe. Emotion had crowded so tightly into her throat she couldn’t speak for a moment. “Thank you. I really appreciate everything.”

She picked up the frame and studied the photo. Pete’s smile tugged at her senses. She missed him so much. How had their seemingly perfect life gone so very wrong on their wedding night? They had been so happy together. More bewildering, who would have wanted to hurt them? Pete had been the nicest person anyone would ever hope to meet. He had never harmed anyone. And yet he was dead…murdered.

She forced the haunting thoughts away and focused on the happy moments of their wedding. The dress she had picked out had been the one of her dreams. A beautiful princess ball gown style. Of course it was far too expensive—way, way out of her price range. It didn’t seem reasonable to pay such a price for a dress she would only wear once. But Lulu had insisted it wasn’t a problem. A few weeks later, her aunt had called her to this little house to show off the dress. It was the most beautiful thing Rory had ever seen. But what made it truly perfect was that Lulu had made the dress exactly like the one Rory couldn’t afford.

She set the photo back on the dresser. Pushed a smile into place for her brother. “You are the very best brother any sister could ever want.”

Austin pointed to the phone lying next to the photo. “It’s fully charged and ready to go.” He gestured to the closet on the other side of the little room. “I hung up all your clothes—at least the ones they had put in boxes and left at the storage unit. If there were other things…” He shrugged. “I brought everything here that was in that unit. If anything is missing, I can ask them—”

“No.” She got it. If there was anything else, Pete’s parents would have likely thrown it away or burned it. Besides, she wasn’t allowed to go near them or their home or the one she and Pete had shared. “I’m certain what you brought home is fine.”

“If you’re sure,” he allowed.

“I’m sure.”

Rory closed her eyes for a long moment and blocked the images and sounds that tried to invade her head. She had worked hard to keep those memories at bay. Once the trial was over, what was the point of attempting to remember the details of that awful night or allowing the good memories from before that to torture her? Pete was gone. She had been charged with his murder and sentenced to decades in prison.

She was only standing here now because someone had made a mistake in the handling of evidence, and her lawyer had finally figured it out and managed to win a motion for retrial.

“Jamie’s call will be on Zoom,” Austin explained, dragging her back to the moment. “Let me walk you through the internet security stuff.”

She nodded, ready to get out of this room—away from the photo that reminded her of all she had lost. In the office he had created, he showed her the login information and prepared the laptop for receiving the incoming call.

“You’re ready,” he said. “So you know, I added new dead bolts to both doors just in case. You’ll find keys for those on that keychain I gave you. I charged the battery in Lulu’s car. Got the oil changed, tires checked and filled the gas tank, so you have wheels.”

“All of this is a tremendous help, Austin.” All of it was overwhelming. She struggled to hold back the tears.

He waved her off. “It was nothing.”

She knew that her brother was taking a couple of summer classes in addition to working full-time. This had to have been a big chunk out of his income, and she had no way to pay him back just now.

“I am going to pay you back,” she argued. “Eventually.”

“No way.” He shook his head emphatically. “You took care of me in a million ways growing up. This is the least I could do for you now.”

Rather than argue further with him, she said, “You should head back to Nashville.” She didn’t want him driving back at night. It was silly, but she was old-fashioned that way. Her aunt had drilled a lot of old-fashioned ideas into their heads.

“I thought I would stay with you for a few days,” he argued. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

Rory grabbed her brother and hugged him again. “I love you. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

He hugged her just as tightly. “We will fix this,” he promised. “We have the opportunity now.”

Rory drew back and smiled. “I know.”

She said this just for him, because the truth was, there was no fixing this. No matter that she had this unexpected opportunity. Still, she would take it and the time out of that prison. But she didn’t dare get her hopes up about staying out of that place.

“As much as I appreciate the offer, you need to go,” she said firmly. “This is my battle, my tragedy. I am so thankful for your support, but I do not want it to become your battle again. You’ve done more than enough. The rest is up to me. Do you understand?”

He held her gaze a moment, his shining with the emotions tugging at him. “I do, but I still want to be here for you.”

“You can be here for me,” she said, “without being here. Okay?”

He exhaled a big breath. “If you’re sure.”

“I am. Now get back to your life. You’re only a phone call away.”

He smiled and nodded. “All right.”

When he’d driven away, she closed and locked the door, the dead bolt as well. She wandered back into the kitchen for the water she’d forgotten. The chilled bottles of water in the fridge made her smile. He really had thought of everything. Then she went to the desk in Austin’s old room and sat down to wait for the call from Jamie Colby.

She was home…even if only for a little while.

Even though she was expecting the sound, she jumped when the alert for the incoming call echoed in the room.

She squared her shoulders and accepted it. “Hello, this is Aurora Harris.”

The blue-eyed, blond-haired woman who had visited her in prison smiled. “Rory, it’s so good to see you at home.”

Rory swallowed to wet her dry throat. “Thank you. It’s good to be home.” She decided not to mention the awful message that had been waiting for her on the door.

“Chance Rader is en route to your location as we speak. He landed in Huntsville a few minutes ago. He should be there in the next hour and a half or so.”

Rory nodded. “I look forward to meeting him in person.” They had spoken by phone when Jamie visited her at the prison. He had been finishing up an assignment and couldn’t come that day.

“He is one of our very best investigators,” Jamie assured her again. “As I explained to you before, everyone here at the agency will do all possible to help as well. Our research department is at Rader’s disposal as are all our resources. You will have the very best working to find the facts.”

“I appreciate your help more than you can imagine.”

One big fact was that she could never in a dozen lifetimes have afforded to hire the Colby Agency—one of the top private investigation firms in the country…maybe the world. But Austin attended college with Jamie’s younger brother, Luke. They were friends, and when Austin had dared to share her story with his new friend, Luke had jumped into action.

Rory had urged Austin not to tell people she was his sister, and to avoid talk of her and the case at all costs. He refused. Who could have imagined that her brother was telling the story to the one person in the world who might actually be able to help? The Colby Agency had insisted on taking her case pro bono.

“We are grateful to have the opportunity to right such an egregious wrong,” Jamie went on. “As I told you before, I have reviewed your case thoroughly, and the holes in the investigation are easily seen in my opinion. The investigative and legal work was not up to standard, and your rights were trampled repeatedly because of that. We will see that it’s done properly this time.”

“Thank you.”

But that, for Rory, was the downside to all this. No matter that the verdict had been overturned due to a single piece of evidence the DA’s office failed to present, much less share. The nightmare was far from over. A new trial would happen, and the detective had been told to go back out and to do the job right this time if they wanted to go after Rory again. And they did. Oh, how they did. The Harris family, her dead husband’s parents, were the wealthiest in the state—maybe in the whole Southeast. They were never going to stop until the person they believed had murdered their son was put away forever.

Even the thought of what they believed she had done hurt her to the core of her being. How could anyone believe such a thing?

“You hang in there,” Jamie encouraged her. “We will get this done.”

The call ended, and Rory closed the laptop. She picked up the cell phone her brother had bought for her. It was a lighter version of the turquoise color she liked so much. She was so grateful for all he’d done, but she worried about him. She didn’t want this nightmare to follow him the rest of his life too.

Somehow, if this went the wrong way, she needed to convince him to forget about her and to move on with his life without her in it. He would resist, but it was the best course of action if this didn’t work out. As much confidence as she had in the Colby Agency based on all she had read about them, this was not exactly a simple situation. The Harris family would not let this go without a long and ruthless fight.

She went back to her bedroom and picked up the photo of her and Pete. Her heart hurt. She had loved him so much. So, so much. They had dated for only two months before deciding to move in together. Then, four months later, they got married, and her world was turned upside down. Her wonderful life had been destroyed completely. Nothing had survived that night.

She had loved her life. Felt so fortunate to have landed a job at Caldwell Elementary as a third-grade teacher right out of university. She had thoroughly enjoyed working with the children. It was the thing she had wanted to do since she was just a kid. She used to make Austin pretend to be her student. The memory made her smile.

A few years after landing her dream job, she’d met Pete. He had just started running his father’s development company. Mr. Harris, Anthony, had built a great company, but Pete was taking it to the next level. He’d been so excited. Life had been really good for them.

After only six months together, they had decided to take the next step. There had been much talk about the wedding and the honeymoon, but she and Pete had decided to keep it simple. They’d had a lovely ceremony at the county park and rented a remote cottage on the water only a few miles away. They would have their few days of solitude and then get back to the business of their busy lives. They had the rest of their lives for traveling the world.

Except they didn’t.

The first night at the cottage, two intruders broke in and woke them from deep sleep. It was late, and she and Pete had been drinking champagne—it was their wedding night, after all. The intruders had immediately drugged them. Rory closed her eyes against the memory of the things the intruders had done. Horrible…terrible things. And when they left, Pete was dead.

They had taken both their cell phones and the keys to Pete’s SUV, so she’d had no way to call for help or to drive into town. In a near comatose state, she had held Pete for hours, just rocking his body as if by sheer power of will she could bring him back. She had no idea how much time passed. She hoped the drug meant that Pete hadn’t felt the horrors done to him.

Eventually, she had recognized that it was necessary to leave him. First she had run from house to house on the short waterfront street. There were only a few, and all had been dark. No cars. No one answered the doors. So she had done the only thing left to do. She walked toward town in the hope that a car would come along. She’d been half naked, the nightgown she’d bought for her wedding night ripped. But the worst was the blood. She’d held Pete for all those hours. Blood had soaked into her gown…her skin.

Sometime in the wee hours of that morning, a car had driven past her stumbling journey along the road. The driver had stopped and called 9-1-1. She had been so grateful when the police arrived. Finally, someone to help.

But it was too late, of course. Pete was dead. The scene in the cottage had been like the big black moment in a horror movie.

At first everyone had been so kind to her…so helpful. Lulu and Austin had stayed at her side. Even Pete’s parents had stood vigil with them as Rory healed and the investigation got underway.

But then, a mere two weeks later, all that changed because the police found nothing—not one single shred of evidence to back up Rory’s story. There were no other prints in the cottage except hers and Pete’s. The place had just been painted and thoroughly cleaned when they rented it. The only prints on the big kitchen knife used on Pete were hers. There were no close neighbors near the property. No one to hear them screaming. There were no tracks to show another vehicle had come into the parking area other than the one they drove. There simply was nothing to prove the story she conveyed.

The way folks looked at her then was something she recalled vividly from her childhood. She’d been called a witch, a demon child…all sorts of ugly names. Mostly because of the way she looked. Her hair was so dark and her eyes so light, not to mention her skin was so, so pale. Lulu’s hippie vibe that had quickly rubbed off on Rory had added fuel to the fire. Kids at school had picked on her to no end.

She had thought all of that was behind her…until Pete’s murder.

At trial, no one—not the jury or those watching from the gallery—saw anything beyond the dozens of her handprints in his blood. Everything else had faded into the background.

How in the world would the Colby Agency find the truth two years later when no one had found a single shred the day after? How could she prove that she had not killed the man she loved…that she was not the monster the media had dubbed her?

The Murder Bride.





CHAPTER TWO

Kindred Residence Tupelo Pike Scottsboro, 5:30 p.m.

Rory had spent an hour walking around the backyard. The yard wasn’t that large, but she’d spent a good deal of that time weeding flower beds and just admiring the many things her aunt had planted over the years. She had owned this place since she was about Rory’s age. There was a lifetime of Lulu here.

For Rory it felt good to be outside and to breathe the warm air without fear of who might come after her or that her time outside her cold, austere cell was almost up. Freedom smelled and tasted better than almost anything.

As good as this felt, she reminded herself this freedom was only temporary. There were already hearings happening to determine if she was a flight risk. Her attorney, Gerald Patterson, had insisted in his last phone call to her that she needn’t worry.

But she did and would.

You didn’t lose everything when you had done nothing wrong and learn to trust again easily. She wasn’t sure she would ever trust anyone other than Austin again. She had trusted Lulu, of course, but Lulu was gone.

The sound of a car turning into the driveway had her hurrying back into the house. It was about time for the Colby Agency investigator to arrive, but she wanted to be sure before going around front. Again, it was the trust thing. In the living room, a quick peek out the window confirmed she had made the right decision.

A convertible sports car had parked in her driveway. Two men hopped out and headed for her door.

Rory drew back from the window. Her gaze flew to the new dead bolt. It was locked, as was the other lock. Should she call the police?

She rolled her eyes. Like they would come. And even if they did, somehow it would be turned around and made to appear her fault.

A bang on the door made her jump.

“We know you’re in there,” a deep male voice warned. “You don’t have to open the door or come out. We just want to give you a message.”

A sudden blast of fury obliterating her fear, she unlocked the door and yanked it open, then she pushed open the screen door, forcing the two to step back. She looked from one to the other. Cade Coleman and Ronnie Smith. Both lifelong friends of Pete’s.

“I’m listening.” She looked from Cade to Ronnie.

Both men stared at her as if they’d lost their collective nerve, or maybe they were just so startled that she would risk opening the door they couldn’t remember what they’d come to say.

“You’re not going to get away with what you did,” Ronnie warned. “One way or the other, we’ll see that you don’t.”

Rory stepped past the screen door, let it slam behind her. “What will you do, Ronnie? Kill me? Is that what you believe Pete would want you to do?”

“Don’t even say his name,” Cade growled. “You lost that right when you murdered him.”

Rory flinched. “Well, we agree on one thing.” She stared the former high school football star in the eyes. “He was murdered all right, but it was a couple of guys—like the two of you—who did it.” She looked from one to the other. “Maybe even friends of his.”

Fury whipped across Cade’s face. “You better watch your mouth—that kind of thing can get you dead.”

Her heart pounded so hard she could barely breathe…but that beating in her chest was the only thing that told her she was alive anymore. Otherwise, she had died two years, one month and four days ago…the same night as her husband. The husband she did not…would not…could not have hurt, much less murdered.

“Don’t waste your time,” she said, the bravado draining away, defeat taking its place. “I’m already dead.”

She turned her back on the two and went inside. She didn’t even lock the door. What was the point? If those two wanted to storm her house, she couldn’t stop them. Maybe she wouldn’t even try.

Raised voices drew her back to the window. A Jackson County police cruiser had pulled into her driveway next to the convertible. The deputy was yelling at the two men. Rory couldn’t determine who he was since his back was turned to her. But she hadn’t called the police.

She shook her head. Ronnie and Cade would assume she had. Great. Now the two would be even angrier.

Cade spun out of her driveway, spraying gravel. What a fool. The one thing Rory knew with complete certainty was that Pete would be ashamed of his friends. Angry too. He would never have allowed anyone to talk to her that way.

But Pete was gone.

A knock on her door had her jumping again.

She pressed a hand to her chest and went to the window. The deputy—surprise flared inside her as she recognized him as Shane Carter, Pete’s cousin—was standing at her door.

Fingers fumbling, she quickly unlocked and opened it. For a moment, she stared at the man through the screen door.

Then he drew it open. “Hey, Rory.”

“Shane.” She wanted to be glad to see him, but she wasn’t sure why he was here or where he stood about what happened. He was part of Pete’s family, and they blamed Rory. Hated Rory. Had done all in their power to put her away for good. One had even pushed for the death penalty.

“I told Cade and Ronnie I’d better not catch them here harassing you again.”

As much as she appreciated what he’d done, she was confused.
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