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      Danielle McKean was way late.

      She checked her watch as the corrections officer, the CO, led her inside. By her estimation, she had less than twenty minutes to meet with her potential client before visiting hours were over at the Graham Correctional Facility.

      “First time?” the CO inquired. For a man nearing his sixties, Danielle found the corded muscles on his forearms and his body-builder physique to be quite remarkable. He also had a kind face and ready smile that belied his difficult job.

      “At this facility,” she replied.

      It didn’t matter what prison she visited, they all gave her the willies. A bead of sweat ran down her back as she stuffed her belongings into the visitors’ locker and removed the key.

      “Follow me, please.” He preceded her down the hallway.

      From her online research, she’d learned Graham was one of the older correctional facilities in South Carolina. Inside, the paint had sloughed away in stages, as if the despair of the prisoners who’d walked these halls hung too heavy in the air, dragging the paint down with it.

      They approached a long bank of windows on the left, the room inside partitioned down the middle. Prisoners on one side, visitors on the other.

      “That’s general visiting,” the CO indicated with a wave of his hand.

      Danielle spied one of the male prisoners with a familiar flame tattoo running up his forearm. She stutter-stepped, then her legs refused to move.

      Evan Hunt.

      Behind the glass partition, Hunt’s gaze drifted toward her. His mouth twitched up in recognition before turning back to his visitor.

      “Ma’am? You okay?” the CO asked.

      Blood whoosh-whooshed past her ears as her heart hammered faster than the pistons in the lead car at the Indy 500.

      Hell no, she wasn’t okay. At times like these, she wondered if she would ever be again.

      She pasted on her patented lawyer smile as her pulse thrummed at her temple and turned toward the CO. “Sure. No problem.” Even to her ears, her voice wavered.

      Hands shaking, Danielle fumbled with her locker key as she slipped it into the pocket of her slacks. She sucked air deep into her lungs and focused on the meeting ahead.

      A little farther down the hall, the CO stopped in front of a steel door and peered through the face-sized window.

      “We only have a few of these private rooms. Good thing you called ahead. Your client is waiting inside. He’s handcuffed to the table. The table and chair are both bolted to the concrete floor.”

      The CO must have noticed the sweat beading on her upper lip because he added, “He can’t harm you. But I can stay in the room with you if you prefer.”

      Danielle wiped her lip and the sight of Hunt from her mind and tried to sound like she wasn’t about to lose her shit.

      “T-That won’t be necessary.”

      The CO eyed her with wariness but unlocked the door and ushered her inside. He checked the time. “Fifteen minutes left for visitation. You can knock if you finish earlier.”

      Danielle thanked the officer then stepped inside. The stuffy room was a half-step up from a closet in size—and the air shifted as the officer closed and bolted the heavy door.

      “Mr. Daven?” Danielle asked as she approached the table. The prisoner expelled a lungful of air. “I was afraid you’d changed your mind about coming.”

      “Sorry. A tanker overturned on I-95. I had to take the back roads.”

      She sat in the chair opposite him and made a quick visual assessment. Rings of sweat dampened the fabric under his arms and around his neck. His brown hair was cut short. Dark smudges accented the puffy circles under his eyes, and his cheeks were hollowed.

      “You look like you’ve been through hell, Mr. Daven.”

      A rueful smile turned up one side of his mouth. “Call me Michael. And around here, hell is considered a promotion.”

      She cracked a smile, but with her time running short, she got to the point. “Why did you contact me?”

      “Honestly, Ms. McKean, I’ve run out of options. Once the bigger firms found out my pockets weren’t lined with gold, they didn’t want anything to do with me. I took a chance a start-up firm might be hungry enough for a high profile case to take me on.”

      Needing a high-profile case to jumpstart her new law firm was one of the reasons Danielle was there. She had another reason. If she accepted this case, Michael Daven could become the first person released from prison with the Freedom Foundation’s funds. The foundation she’d started with her father’s life insurance money to help people falsely imprisoned.

      When she didn’t say anything, he rushed on as if afraid she’d rethink her decision to come. “You may not care if I’m guilty or not. It’s been my experience defense lawyers don’t care one way or the other as long as they get paid, but I swear to God, I’m innocent. I did not kill my partner, Peter Holt.”

      She leaned back, appraising him. “I’d barely started my job at Montgomery, Walsh, and Associates and was awaiting my bar exam results when you hired my firm for your defense seven years ago. Because of your limited options, I assume you don’t have a problem that I was employed at your defense attorneys’ law firm at the time of your trial?”

      He shrugged, but the motion was half-hearted. “Depends.”

      For someone desperate for help, she hadn’t expected him to be choosey. “Depends on what, Michael?”

      “On if you’re a better lawyer than they were.”

      Danielle suppressed a grin. There had been the inevitable water-cooler talk after his conviction that perhaps the defense had dropped the ball. Of course, those allegations had all been hush-hush and had never left the hallowed halls of the firm. For Danielle’s foundation and her father’s legacy, she needed to be convinced of his innocence. “I remember the evidence against you. It was quite compelling. Why should I believe you when the jury did not?”

      “Because if I’d wanted my partner dead, I wouldn’t have left his body in the middle of a busy construction site for anybody to stumble over. He’d have become part of the resort’s foundation and never would have been found.” Michael’s voice wavered, and his skin flushed red with quiet rage.

      She sent him a quelling look and rattled off the pertinent facts. “According to court records, you were overheard by five construction crew members arguing with your partner less than eight hours before he was found dead.”

      Michael squeezed his skull before letting go. “Peter and I discussed ongoing projects every day, sometimes at the top of our lungs. He was one of the most brilliant and stubborn people I’ve ever had worked with.” Michael leaned forward in his chair and stared her down. “But I wouldn’t kill because of it!”

      Danielle listened and watched, taking in his every movement, searching for any indication he’d lied.

      Despite the fact the room was hot and the air too still to breathe, Michael appeared calmer after he’d vented.

      Danielle refused to let up. “As equal partners in the business, you stood to gain by his death. You were the beneficiary of his life insurance policy, and after his murder, you became the sole owner of your construction company. A company involved with South Carolina’s biggest projects. That’s one hell of a motive if you ask anybody.”

      “Not me.” He shook his head, indignant. “I’m not a man who could take a bat to his best friend’s head for money. It’s obscene, and it’s dead wrong. We were successful, but to Peter and I, the work wasn’t all about the money. It was about the projects.”

      Danielle saw a flicker of light in him as he spoke about his work.

      “Each project bigger, better, and bolder than the last. The impending merger would have put us in a financial position to do incredible work. But our dream died with him.”

      Michael leaned forward again, the restraints so tight against his wrists the skin beneath blanched. “The day they laid him in the ground was the day I folded the company.” He lifted his chin. “Then I donated his life insurance policy to charity. Not the smartest financial move I’d ever made, but I never made a cent from his death.”

      His voice thickened with emotion. “I couldn’t have lived with myself if I had.”

      As a defense lawyer, Danielle had met many people who could feed a line of bullshit and make it go down as smooth as Bavarian chocolate. Maybe it was the anguish of losing his close friend etched on his face. Or maybe it was the sheen of moisture in his eyes he blinked back. Whatever it was, pain, loss, desperation, or innocence, it spoke to her soul, and deep down in her gut, she believed him, despite the evidence against him.

      He’s the one, Daddy. He’s the first one we’re going to help.

      “I know about the donation,” she said. “I’ve already done a little poking around.” The corners of her mouth twitched upward as she folded her hands in her lap.

      “You’ve already researched my case?” Michael turned his attention to the flickering fluorescent bulb overhead then dried his cheeks on his shoulders. Clearing his throat, he said, “Does that mean you’re taking my case?”

      “It means I’ll investigate your motion for appeal. Together we’ll decide if it’s enough to present before the court.”

      Michael eagerly rubbed his hands together. “That’s a yes?”

      She couldn’t help her smile. “That’s a yes. Now tell me about this new information you have.”

      The deadbolt on the door opened with a solid clunk. The CO took a step inside. “Visiting time is over.”

      “We’re not finished,” Michael complained.

      Danielle stood. “Is there any way I could have a few more minutes?”

      “The warden only grants time extensions under extenuating circumstances. Do you have a documented court date coming up?”

      “No,” Danielle said, not bothering to hide her disappointment.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. Then I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

      The CO consulted the clipboard in his hand. “Mr. Daven is allowed two visits a week. Tuesday through Thursday if you’d like to schedule another time on your way out.”

      It was already Thursday, so the beginning of the week would be their first chance to meet again. “The sooner, the better,” Danielle said to no one in particular. “Is Tuesday okay with you, Michael?”

      “I’m pretty sure I can squeeze you in.”

      The humor in his words made Danielle wonder how long it had been since he’d had any reason to envision a brighter future. “We can go over the information you have then.”

      Michael nodded. “It’s against the rules to hand you anything, so I left the information in an envelope at the front security desk. You can sign for it and take it on your way out.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll check it over before we meet on Tuesday.”

      She said her goodbyes and followed the officer out of the room. The hair rose on her arms as they passed the window with a view of the communal visiting room, but she refused to look to see if Hunt was still there.

      Though it had been almost seven years since the first time he’d beat and sexually assaulted her, causing her miscarriage, there were times late at night when she still felt Hunt’s hand over her mouth and his weight on her chest as he pinned her to the ground. And he . . . And he . . .

      Her chest tightened, and her palms dampened with sweat as she beat back the nightmare and shoved it into that battered box where it belonged but refused to stay.

      Danielle retrieved the envelope Michael had left for her at the security desk and fidgeted as she waited for her next appointment to be entered into the system.

      The victim in her wanted to run. The lawyer in her wanted to walk away slowly, purposefully, and in complete control.

      In the end, she settled on a heel-clacking, ground-eating pace through the parking lot.

      Back in her car, Danielle tossed the envelope into her briefcase, rested her forehead on the steering wheel, closed her eyes, and breathed.

      Ragged.

      Shallow.

      In. Out.

      In. Out.

      Hunt won if she lost her cool. No way would he get the best of her ever again.

      Knuckles rapped on her window. Danielle stifled a scream. As the man bent down, Danielle recognized her ex-father-in-law. His dark hair had grayed more at the temples, and the laugh lines around his eyes were deeper, both accentuating his handsome face.

      She rolled down the window and willed her heart rate to a more respectable level. “Jackson. Didn’t think the partners still made house calls,” she teased, trying to sound normal.

      Leaning through the window, he planted a kiss on her cheek. “Not usually,” he said without explanation. “Last I heard, you were living in Spartanburg.”

      “Greenville, actually.” She smoothed down her hair. “My mother’s health is declining. I needed to be closer.”

      She left out the part about having a daughter. If she wanted her ex-husband to know she’d had another man’s child, she owned him the courtesy of telling him herself and not letting him hear it from someone else, even if that person was his father.

      After a short conversation, Danielle said her goodbyes. Driving away, she watched Jackson recede in the rearview mirror. He was still tall and strong. Wide shoulders narrowed down at the waist. As the distance grew, his gray hair blended into the black, his age lines blurred, and he looked twenty years younger and firecracker hot. Her stomach flipped.

      He looked like his son.
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      With his palms on the cold tile of the shower stall early the next day, Michael Daven turned the knob and let the icy water wash over him. He tuned out all the commotion from the other inmates, immersed in the knowledge that he was one step closer to proving his innocence.

      One step closer to finding Peter’s real killer.

      One step closer to getting the hell out of this godforsaken place.

      He turned his face into the spray. The raucous hoots and hollers around him quieted in an instant like birds in the forest before a predator struck. The hair stood up on the back of his neck.

      A hand palmed the back of his head and slammed his face into the wall. A tile cracked.

      Blinding pain shot through his face. He fought the weakness in his knees as warm blood from his battered nose dripped into his mouth. Overpowered and outweighed by a good fifty pounds, the man pinned Michael against the shower stall. Michael couldn’t move.

      In his peripheral vision, he saw the bright yellow and orange flame tattoo. Evan Hunt. Even in a prison full of badasses, everyone feared him. Michael fought to keep from shitting himself.

      “Did you think no one would find out, Daven? The man outside knows everything. You can’t take a crap in here without him smelling it.” The thick voice rumbled in Michael’s ear. “What was in the envelope, dickhead?”

      Stuck in a chokehold, each breath burned like fire.

      Michael’s ears rang, his feeble struggles not worth the effort.

      Where the hell were the CO’s? Michael tried to yell, but no sound escaped.

      Hunt slammed his face into the wall again. Michael screamed as his cheekbone shattered with a sickening crack.

      “The envelope,” Hunt prompted.

      If Michael was going to survive, he needed oxygen.

      If talking helped him to survive, then he’d talk. The arm around his neck loosened a fraction. “S-S-Survey.” The air felt jagged in his lungs as he fought back the darkness closing in.

      “What was that?” Hunt almost sounded amused.

      “Ground survey . . . of the Kensington Resort.”

      Hunt’s laugh echoed in the stall, dense as concrete, cold as an Arctic wind. The blade stung as it sliced across Michael’s throat. He heard the gurgle of his own breath as he exhaled through the gaping hole in his windpipe and felt the surge of heat on his chest as his blood rushed to meet his toes.

      Michael would have laughed if he could.

      He was going to die.

      Funny, he thought, as his knees gave way and his body thudded onto the mildewed floor, he’d always thought the truth would set him free.
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      Danielle stuffed Michael Daven’s case file into her black leather briefcase and glanced around her office, ensuring she hadn’t forgotten anything.

      “Mommy, can we leave now?” Her daughter, Elissa, played with a herd of plastic giraffes in one corner of Danielle’s new office.

      One of the many things Danielle liked about having her own firm was bringing her daughter to work on days like today when she was trying to get out of town.

      Though the space was your typical strip center office front, she was proud it was hers, right down to the second-hand furniture. The office was an open concept. She had a desk with a row of file cabinets behind her, a desk for a receptionist—yet to be hired—and bare walls yet to be decorated.

      The bell on her door dinged, and she glanced over as a man entered.

      “Mr. Bobby!” Elissa popped up and ran over to him.

      He let out a light oomph as she barreled into him and hugged his leg like a pint-sized linebacker. “Hey, squirt.” He held up his hand for a high-five. Their hands smacked together with a crisp clap.

      Danielle moved in for a hug and a chaste kiss on the cheek. “What are you doing here?”

      She looked Bobby Crenshaw up and down. He was probably close to her father’s age if her father had lived that long.

      Dressed in jeans and a bright blue Tommy Bahama shirt, he was Charleston’s version of Magnum PI, but without the dark hair, or the cool car, or the rich benefactor.

      Before he could answer, her cell phone rang. It was a number she didn’t recognize. She excused herself and stepped to the back of the office.

      “This is Danielle McKean,” she said when the call connected.

      “Warden Grimes from Graham Correctional Facility.”

      “What can I do for you, Warden?”

      “There’s no good way to say this, Ms. McKean, so I’m just going to say it. Your client, Michael Daven, is dead.”

      Danielle stilled, and in her cool, over-air-conditioned office, perspiration gathered on her forehead. She plopped into her padded chair, the air squishing out with a low hiss.

      “W-What happened?”

      “His throat was slit in the showers.”

      “Did you catch who did it?”

      Across the room, Bobby handed a plastic giraffe back to Elissa and walked over, his eyes sharp and assessing.

      “Not yet.” The warden covered the mouthpiece of his phone and muttered something to someone else before returning his attention to their conversation. “And no one’s talking. Even my normal sources are quiet. It was likely a drug-related killing, but the investigation is just getting started. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “What is it?” Bobby took the chair across from her desk as she disconnected the call.

      The chair rocked under his weight. It wasn’t supposed to do that. One more thing to replace.

      She filled Bobby in on Michael’s case and what the warden had told her. Didn’t take long. There wasn’t much to tell.

      “The—” Bobby glanced over his shoulder at Elissa—who’d gone back to her toys—and lowered his voice. “The asshole behind the hit must be pretty fucking powerful if even the warden’s usual snitches aren’t talking.”

      Danielle nodded, deep in thought. This case stank. In her heart, she believed an innocent man had been sent to prison.

      And murdered.

      Michael’s tale could be her father’s story all over again: falsely accused and imprisoned, killed at the hands of a fellow inmate.

      Her father’s murder had been why she’d become a defense attorney in the first place. One innocent man landing in prison was one too many. She swallowed down the old hurt. Her eyes burned, remembering her father, but she refused to shed tears at the injustice.

      Tears wouldn’t help find Michael’s killer. At least this time, she was old enough to do something about it.

      Late the night before, she’d studied the information Michael had given her—a geologic survey for the Kensington Resort—but all the lines and squiggles meant nothing to her.

      She would have had better luck deciphering hieroglyphics.

      She’d try going over it again this weekend when she wasn’t so tired, and first thing Monday, she would find someone who could translate.

      “You have any extra time in your schedule?” Danielle asked her friend.

      Bobby smiled. It was a tad lopsided but no less genuine. “For you, always.”

      He meant those words. Somehow he was always there for her, in her professional and personal lives. When her marriage crumbled, he’d been there to shore her up.

      She didn’t know how she’d ever deserved a friend like him.

      “What do you want me to do?” Bobby said.

      There shouldn’t be anything for him to do. Without Michael, there was no case. No possible appeal. No innocent man for her foundation to set free. She glanced at her daughter. She was either caught up in her toys or pretending she was—something her precocious daughter tended to do so she could listen in on adult conversations.

      Michael’s death less than twenty-four hours after her visit was too big a coincidence for her to swallow. Too bad he hadn’t told her the survey’s significance and given her a few ideas on who might have sent it to him after all these years.

      Danielle glanced down at her briefcase containing the envelope Michael had given her.

      Inside was a geologic survey for the Kensington Resort property fifty miles north of Charleston. Evidence Michael had believed would get him out of prison and lead investigators to Peter Holt’s real killer.

      She brushed at her nose as if the stench of the case were real. Her client was dead. The warden was investigating.

      Michael wasn’t her responsibility anymore.

      The hell he wasn’t.

      She’d dig a little deeper, see what surfaced.

      Danielle scribbled down the names of Michael’s original defense attorneys on a neon green sticky note and handed it to Bobby. “See if you can talk with the defense attorneys and find out if they’re willing to speak to me about the case. They may have more insight. Then see if you can get any updated information on the dome's collapse at the Kensington Resort.”

      “I’m on it. Anything else?”

      “Not right now. Elissa and I are heading out of town, spending the weekend at the Montgomery estate for a wedding.”

      Bobby pulled a face. “You think spending the weekend there is such a good idea?”

      “One of my oldest friends is getting married. She can’t help it if she’s marrying my ex’s cousin. Besides, I heard Jack wasn’t going to make it. We should be good.”

      Bobby didn’t say anything, but the I-hope-you-know-what-you’re-doing look he shot her said it for him. He stood and pocketed the piece of paper.

      “Call my cell if you find anything.”

      “Sure thing.” He told Elissa goodbye and left.

      Danielle had complete confidence she’d hear from him as soon as he’d found something. And he would find something because once Bobby sank his teeth into an investigation, he made a rapid dog seem as harmless as a soft-mouthed bird dog.

      With a light screech of his tires, Jack Walsh skidded to a stop in the circular drive of the Montgomery estate, his family’s home. His uncle’s home now. He peeked at his watch and let his head fall back as he worked his neck in circles.

      Three minutes until the Saturday afternoon wedding was to start. Perfect timing. Getting out, he shrugged into his tux jacket, then tossed his keys to the valet. “Thanks. My bag’s in the trunk.”

      Jack made his way around the front tabby steps toward the side of the mansion. One of Jack’s cousins met him with a handshake and a one-armed hug inside the open service door. “Elliot! Been a long time,” Jack said.

      “Indeed.” Elliot steered him through a back hall.

      “Considering how sick your friend is, we didn’t think you’d be able to make the ceremony.”

      “As soon as the doctor said he wouldn’t need another surgery, I hopped in the car and made a beeline.” Jack stopped at an ornate oval mirror hanging in the hall and adjusted his bow tie. “How’s the groom handling everything?”

      “Clayton claims he’s fine,” Elliot chuckled, “but I’ve never seen him quite that shade of green before.”

      Laughing, Jack stepped into the study and nodded a greeting to the other groomsmen. Jack’s father, Jackson Montgomery Walsh II, peered in from a side door and waved the group toward the staging area.

      As Jack passed, his father raised one salt-and-peppered brow at him with bemusement. They embraced.

      “Glad you made it, son.”

      “Good to see you too, Pop. Am I going to mess up the pairing of bridesmaids to groomsmen by showing up after all? I can sit with the rest of the guests if that would be better.”

      “Nonsense. Your being here will be a great surprise for Clayton. And, you even out the pairing. He hadn’t said anything, but I think he’d anticipated you’d find a way to make it.”

      His father placed him at the back of the line of groomsmen. “Follow their lead.”

      “Got it. Not like I haven’t been through one of these before.”

      Jack saw the flash of disappointment in his father’s eyes.

      In the beginning, moving south during his divorce was a chance for Jack to retreat and regroup.

      Years after the divorce was final, he was still living on Wright’s Island near the South Carolina and Georgia border, and he couldn’t deny the truth. Running, even by another name, was running just the same. Considering the circumstances, who could blame him?

      Jack caught the signal for the groomsmen to take their places. His father clapped him on the back. “See you boys out there.”

      Tucking away his melancholy, Jack followed the line of nervous men to their places and waited for the music to start.

      In the enormous ballroom, a live mini orchestra sat to the right of the makeshift altar. Rows of chairs for what appeared to be more than three hundred guests were lined up on each side of the aisle with military precision. A colorful forest of flowers Jack couldn’t name provided a backdrop to the arch above the altar.

      He caught Clay’s eye, then a commotion to Jack’s left stole everyone’s attention as the side door opened and the maid of honor entered. He watched as the groomsmen before him paired off with the bridesmaids and escorted them down the aisle. Then his attention landed on the last woman in line.

      The bridesmaid paired with him.

      Aw, hell.

      Jack coughed into his hand and pasted the smile back on his face. The reason he’d left Charleston stepped toward him in practiced step to the halting music. The air grew still as if three hundred people held their breath with him, watching her approach.

      Damn, if she didn’t look good.

      Time had improved on what nature had designed.

      Maybe it was the strapless form-fitting excuse of a dress, or maybe it was his imagination running wild, but the years had added curves and fullness to the woman, leaving the immaturity and sharp angles of the young woman behind.

      Dark hair bunched on the top of her head drew his attention to her dark eyes. Her visage—painted-on pleasantness. But he knew that face. Knew she wasn’t any happier to see him than he was to see her.

      When she stopped beside him, she glanced up. For less than the span of his rapid heartbeat, he saw the turbulent guilt beneath her quiet mask. He couldn’t say if that made him feel better or worse.

      When she spoke, her voice was as smooth as the silk of her dress. “Hello, Jack.”

      Because his saliva had evaporated and his throat had cemented shut, Jack couldn’t speak. He extended his elbow for his ex-wife to take.

      Except for the touch of Danielle’s gloved hand on his coat sleeve, Jack felt nothing but ill.

      At least he managed to make it down the aisle without stumbling.

      A few steps from the altar, he regained his emotional balance and control. He dumped Danielle by the other bridesmaids then stepped into place beside the groomsmen.

      There was a high-pitched squeal at the far end of the aisle, and all heads turned.

      “Leggo me!” The ring bearer tried to shrug the flower girl’s hand off the shoulder of his tiny tux, but she held on with all her might as if the success of the marriage depended on her guiding him forward.

      Jack couldn’t help but smile. Kids were the best part of weddings.

      As the little girl reached the altar, her mouth formed a panicked ‘O’. She’d kept the ring bearer in line, but she hadn’t sprinkled the rose petals along the way.

      She rushed back a few feet, tossed handfuls of petals into the air, then stood off to the side, an errant white petal dangling in her dark hair.

      At the change in the orchestra’s tune, the focus returned to the back of the room. A hush fell over the crowd as the bride and her father emerged from the foyer.

      Katherine’s blond curls were hidden under her shoulder-length veil. With each step forward, Jack caught a glimpse of her thigh through a side slit in her gown. Glancing at the groom, Jack could see Clay was focused on his bride, his eyes filled with love and pride. Clay coughed and swallowed as if his throat were clogged with rocks.

      Jack remembered the feeling. He’d once seen Danielle that way. Had once felt that way. But not now.

      Not ever again.

      As Clay accepted Katherine’s hand, Jack stole a peek at Danielle. Her beauty still stole his breath away, but as he tried to find any remnants of the powerful love for her that had once filled him, he realized he was empty.

      Utterly and completely.

      Well… almost.
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      After the ceremony, Peter Holt’s killer, who went by the nickname Griffon, watched Danielle McKean from the phone alcove off the massive entry hall, knowing it wouldn’t matter that he placed a call from the Montgomery estate.

      With the number of guests in attendance, no way could anyone prove he was the one who made the call if anybody ever had cause to check. He listened to the report coming from the other end of the line.

      He wasn’t pleased.

      He kept his voice low, “If the survey isn’t in her office, search her home. It has to be there somewhere.

      The bridal party is staying here tonight, so take your time and wait until it’s dark. I don’t want a nosey neighbor getting suspicious.” He rattled off the number of his new burner cell phone. “Call me when you have it.”

      He hung up without waiting for a reply. Anxiety knotted the muscles at the base of his neck. Getting that survey back and destroying the last tangible evidence tying him to the Holt murder was imperative.

      He’d come too far, risked too much, for it all to come crumbling down now.
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      Jack swiped a flute of champagne from a circulating waiter as he stood in line to pay his respects to the bride and groom. He downed the contents in one swallow and replaced the empty glass with a full one.

      He had a plan. After kissing the bride, he would ignore the fact that he now shared the same estate with his ex-wife, dance with a bridesmaid or two, and get stinking drunk. His room was somewhere at the top of the double staircase, and he figured he could crawl there on his hands and knees if he had to.

      After giving his congratulations, Jack made a lightning-quick trip to the bar and then made his way to the ballroom as the night's second song turned slow. He watched as his parents glided across the dance floor, his mother turning in a graceful arc under his father’s protective arm, and he was awed by what a handsome couple his parents made.

      It wasn’t in their elegant clothes. It was their happiness that stunned him, even after all those years.

      He could see their love in how they looked at the other and how they held each other close, his father’s hand on the small of her back, hers on his shoulder, the stolen kiss not so quick and discreet.

      Jack wanted that.

      Hell, he’d had that with Danielle.

      At least he’d believed so until the day he found out she was pregnant. When he’d married her, he'd known that she didn’t want children, yet he never considered what they’d do if their birth control failed.

      The day after she’d told him about the pregnancy, he’d eaten a business lunch downtown and watched Danielle coming down the steps of a medical building across the street. One better known for their picketers out front than their prenatal care.

      She hadn’t ended her pregnancy that day, but the fact it had crossed her mind shifted something inside him. Their fight had been loud and bitter when he’d confronted her that night.

      She’d run from the house, defying his wishes, yet again, by returning alone to the Housing for Heroes building site where she volunteered.

      His worst fears became a reality when she’d returned home battered and bruised after someone had attacked her. When she’d miscarried their child soon after, he’d been devastated.

      Before the attack, most of their arguments had been over her frequenting dangerous areas of town to complete the Housing for Heroes work. While he didn’t blame her for the miscarriage, her stubborn refusal to take reasonable safety precautions had cost them their child.

      To make matters worse, when she did get hurt, and he tried to comfort her, she turned away from him, turning to ice at his touch.

      Jack tossed back the remaining whiskey to soothe his resentment and followed his grumbling stomach to the dining hall, vowing to put Danielle and the baby out of his mind.

      He waded through a sea of guests to stand in line, then piled his plate high with lemon duck and roast beef, steamed vegetables, and brochette shrimp. Because the meal would put a damper on the buzz he had working, he picked up another whiskey on his way back to the ballroom.

      Along an empty stretch of wall, he leaned next to a hideous bronze sculpture that had no other obvious purpose than to serve as a valet for his drink. The lights had been dimmed, and with the band on a break, the younger guests crowded the dance floor to the DJ’s music.

      He chuckled as the flower girl talked Clay onto the floor.

      By her size, he estimated her age at five, six, somewhere around there. Whatever. She danced a damn sight better than Clay did, but he’d call it a draw on who was having more fun.

      From his left, someone called his name. Damn. That distinctive nasal pitch could belong to just one person.

      Jack scanned the room with his head low, searching for an escape. Danielle talked with a huddle of people to his right.

      The crowded dance floor barred him in front, and the bane of his existence, his nephew, was closing in on the left with a swiftness Jack hadn’t expected considering Blaine’s girth.

      Blaine was a misfortunate byproduct of a side branch of the Montgomerys, like a wicked experiment gone awry. He appeared more creepy than trendy in the too-tight purple silk shirt. His collar lay open, and his thick gold chain with the nugget pendant bumped against his chest. A few scraggly chest hairs called attention to his ample, rounded pecs that formed cleavage any woman would be proud of.

      Jack lifted the plate in his right hand, a silent excuse not to shake his nephew’s hand. Blaine took the gesture as an invitation to feast. Great.

      Fingering a tender chunk of roast beef and a slender carrot before selecting one of Jack’s shrimp, Blaine popped the morsel into his wide mouth and smacked his lips. Jack choked down the rising bile and shelved his plate into a niche in the sculpture.

      “That was quite the entertaining entrance you made this afternoon,” Blaine said with a snort of laughter loud enough that even in the noisy room, a smattering of the conversations around them quieted as interested guests stole glances their way.

      Always the attention whore, Blaine played to his audience, rocking back on his heels, a malevolent glint in his eyes. “Told the wife the wedding would be something to see if you showed up. Yes, sir. That it was. Wouldn’t have missed it for nothing.”

      The burn of anger rose up Jack’s face. There had to have been a horrible mistake. Perhaps Blaine had been switched at birth, and Jack had a kind, well-mannered nephew somewhere in America.

      “Heard you settled on a remote island down south.

      Shrimping, wasn’t it?”

      Charter boat captain, asshole.

      That was his day job. It kept him in gas and bait. His other job, which had helped him weather the depression after his divorce, he kept private. “Something like that.”

      Jack watched as Danielle was led onto the dance floor by Leopold Bauer, one of the senior partners at his father’s law firm. Bauer held Danielle close as he spun her around. Too close, but Jack would rather watch them than talk to Blaine.

      Blaine followed his gaze. “That is a singularly sexy slice of woman there.”

      Jack glared down at him, his jaw muscle twitching at Blaine’s lecherous preoccupation with Danielle, even if she was no longer his wife.

      “Never could understand why you dumped that nice piece of ass,” Blaine commented, oblivious to Jack’s rising fury. Swallowing a colorful retort, Jack fisted his hands at his sides and managed not to wring the bastard’s neck. She’d dumped him, and when she’d filed for divorce, it was a dull-bladed, sloppy gutting he wouldn’t wish on any fish.

      Blaine fingered Jack’s roast beef and popped a slice into his mouth, licking his fingers clean with a loud smack. “Yep, happily married one day, and signing divorce papers the next. Makes a man wonder.”

      The furtive glances told Jack that other people wondered the same thing. He stared them down until they turned away.

      Well, they could wonder all they wanted. There were things in life that were too private, too painful to share.

      He heard the cackle of one of the bridesmaids as she made a beeline for them. Blaine leaned in toward Jack. The sweet scent of his nephew’s cologne filled his nostrils and clung to the back of his throat like an infectious disease.

      “Do you know the redhead?” Blaine asked, indicating the bridesmaid bearing down on them like an eagle swooping in on a tasty morsel.

      Jack didn’t bother looking up. “No.”

      “She’s been watching me.” Blaine ran his hands over his man-breasts and down the soft bulge of his stomach. “Might have to do something about that.”

      Relieved, Jack picked up his glass and the half-eaten plate of food and made his escape.

      After dropping his dishes in the kitchen sink, Jack couldn’t quite garner the enthusiasm to re-enter the ballroom.

      Though he hated to admit it, facing all the curiosity exacted a toll. At least he’d fulfilled his duty to Clayton. First thing tomorrow, he’d be gone.

      Jack made his way to the stairs, and with a hand on the mahogany banister, he climbed a few steps before sitting. He planted his elbows on his knees and rested his head in his hands. The white Italian marble cooled his skin through the summer weight fabric of his tux.

      He was tired, irritable, and he wanted to get the hell home.

      He heard the soft scrape of shoes skip by, then stop and approach. Jack peeked through his fingers as two tiny, black patent leather shoes appeared on the steps. They stopped at the one below him. Jack lifted his head and regarded the sweaty flower girl standing in front of him.

      “Why aren’t you happy?” the little girl asked.

      Jack studied her pouty face. “Why aren’t you?”

      “Momma won’t let me have soda. Too much sugar and ‘feene, she says.” The girl sat down with a sigh, her perfect little brows drawn together over stormy blue eyes.

      “I promised I’d go straight to bed when it was time, but she wouldn’t listen. I never get to do anything! I’m almost six!”

      He didn’t even have to do the math. Jack scrubbed a hand through his hair. His child would have been close to six and a half if they had lived. The little girl dug her elbows into her knees, assuming a pose similar to Jack’s, the frown on her face poked at his heart. If only his problems were that simple.

      Jack had seen her dancing with half of the wedding guests, but she’d never stayed around one person long enough for him to determine who her parents were.

      “Where’s your mom now?”

      “Getting me milk.” She stuck out her tongue as if it left a bad taste in her mouth.

      “Would you like me to help you find your dad?”

      A thin dark curl had escaped her fancy, grown-up bun, and she twirled the lock around her finger before speaking.

      “I don’t know where he is.”

      “I’m sure he’ll turn up.”

      She gaped at him as if he were clueless. Then she settled her chin back on her hands. He couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Would you like to dance with me?”

      She stared through the open doors to the ballroom as another waltz began. She shook her head, and her shoulders slumped. “I can’t grown-up dance.”

      “It’s not so hard. A good dancer like you could learn fast enough. I could teach you.”

      Her milk woes evaporated. She beamed, big and bright, and nodded until another strand of her hair popped free.

      He stood up and held out his hand for her to shake. “I’m Jack.”

      “I’m Elissa.” She shook his hand as if introductions had been well practiced long before today. “You look like my new friend Big Jack. I like him.”

      “That makes two of us. He’s my father.”

      There was a prick in his gut when Elissa beamed and hugged his leg as if that was all it that was required to be her friend. Then, with her hand engulfed in his, Jack led her onto the dance floor.

      “All right, princess, put your hand on my waist and your feet on mine. That way, you can learn the steps.”

      Elissa did as she was told, and he waltzed her once around the dance floor, her added weight insignificant. By the second time around, she tried the steps on her own. By the third round, she was better than half the women on the dance floor. By the fourth, he gave her a twirl.

      Her face lit up, and she giggled so sweet and high-pitched it shattered his heart. At thirty-five, he should have been teaching his child how to dance, not someone else’s.

      His throat threatened to close with an emotion he didn’t dare acknowledge. When the song ended, Jack laid a hand on the back of her satin dress and leaned her back into a dip.

      She came up laughing and bouncing up and down.

      “Do that again! Do that again!” Unable to resist, he did her bidding.

      “Thank you for the dance, princess,” he said as he stood her back up.

      Her grin stretched from ear to ear, her pearl-white baby teeth shining bright. Then she tilted her chin up, and she stared down the length of her pert little nose, an impish glint in her big blue eyes. “If I’m a princess, aren’t you ‘spose to bow?”

      Jack threw his head back and laughed. “Pardon me, Your Highness.” He crossed one arm in front and one arm behind and gave her a bow that would have pleased King George.

      She giggled, then she focused on something behind him.

      She grabbed his hand and dragged him with her. “Momma! Momma!”

      Jack turned, then let Elissa’s hand slide from his as she ran to her mother.

      “Sonofabitch,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      “Momma, Mr. Jack teached me to grown-up dance! And he spinned me and called me princess, and he bowed!” Elissa rattled on.

      Her mother handed her the glass of milk, then took Elissa’s free hand and walked toward him. Elissa chugged her milk along the way, leaving a creamy milk mustache on her upper lip.

      Jack jammed his hands in his pockets, fisting them there.

      He should go. No, he should run. Except he was trapped on the edge of the dance floor, in the path of a hurricane, or at the very least, certain disaster.

      “Hello, again,” the flower girl’s mother said.

      At first, he didn’t speak. Or rather, he couldn’t. He glanced around at the curious faces of the crowd.

      Clearing his throat, Jack managed a tone of polite indifference. “Danielle.”
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      Jesus, he was blind.

      Why hadn’t he noticed how much the little girl resembled Danielle? The same dark, ringed curls, the same shape of her eyes. Seeing them together now, their similarities were obvious, and he’d been a fool not to recognize it.

      Then again, when they’d been married, she’d convinced him she hadn’t wanted children, so it never occurred to him that she would change her mind. His chest tightened.

      Maybe, just maybe, she hadn’t wanted his child.

      Air. He needed air. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      He was steps from the ballroom doors and a quick escape when Danielle caught his arm. Her lightest touch wielded the power to stop a runaway train. From across the hall, the bride’s younger sister, Caroline, appeared. “I can take her now, Danielle.”

      “You sure you don’t mind?”

      “Of course, she don’t mind,” Elissa piped in. Clearly, she didn’t understand that a sixteen-year-old might rather be with her friends than babysit at a wedding.

      Caroline shook her head. “Not at all. I can always use the extra money.”

      “Thank you,” Danielle said. “I’ll come get her when it’s time for her to go to bed.”

      “Sure.” Then to Elissa, Caroline said, “Come on. My sister’s about to cut the cake. We don’t want to miss it.”

      “I want cake!” Elissa bobbed up and down on the balls of her feet. “Please, Momma, please?”

      “Too much sugar, sweetie. You can have one of your special cupcakes we brought for you.” Regret laced Danielle’s tone.

      Caroline bent down to Elissa’s level. “Oh, my gosh! I spied them in the kitchen earlier. They looked totally amazeballs! I so wanted to snatch one. Can I have one with you?”

      Elissa’s dark face turned sunny. “Can she, Momma? If there isn’t enough, we can share.”

      Danielle sent Caroline a thankful smile. “Yes, you may. And there are plenty enough to share.”

      “Yes!” Elissa fisted her hand in the air and pumped it in victory.

      Biting back a comment, Jack watched the teen lead Elissa into the kitchen. It wasn’t his kid, but refusing to allow her wedding cake was a little over the top if you asked him.

      Which Danielle hadn’t.

      “Can we talk?” Danielle kept her voice low, her lips drawn tight in a flat smile as she pretended for their audience that she was pleased to be talking with him.

      Pockets of conversation resumed around them, but most everybody stayed close, still drawn to the tension like flies to carrion. He wanted to move away from the crowd, but he would rather feed their curiosity than be alone with Danielle.

      “Nothing to talk about.”

      “You’re wrong,” Danielle said. “We can talk here if you want.”

      Since when did she care what he wanted?

      He ground his teeth, fighting back a wave of emotion he’d thought he’d sailed past long ago. Seeing her with a child reopened a deep wound festering with hurt and blame, and regret.

      “Talk all you want, but not to me.”

      Jack strode through the ballroom door and headed straight for the bar.
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      Griffon stood at the back of the ballroom, made small talk with a woman, and watched the ending of Jack and Danielle’s confrontation in his peripheral vision.

      Nervous chatter buzzed through the crowd as the guests awaited the cake cutting. At his hip, his cell phone vibrated.

      Barbara Turner. He cursed at the screen.

      The blood vessel at his right temple pulsed as his blood pressure soared. He inclined his head to the woman beside him in apology, “If you’ll excuse, I need to take this.”

      Striding up the staircase, he climbed the steps two at a time. In his room, he locked the door behind him. He perched on the side of the four-poster bed, removed his cell phone, and read the simple text message: Someone’s getting nosey. Can we meet?

      Turner had to be panicked if she’d risk direct contact.

      No doubt the call was related to Michael Daven’s death.

      Having Daven killed had been necessary, and he hadn’t lost any sleep over his decision, but it irked him to no end when the dead sometimes developed a life of their own.

      Since Daven’s trial, he’d never feared Turner would go to the authorities. She understood the justice system didn’t appreciate defense attorneys who helped convict their clients.

      She was in this shit up to her ears. To her misfortune, she wasn’t always graceful under fire, and he feared that weakness would make her vulnerable if someone scrutinized her too closely.

      He switched to his disposable cell and used it to answer Turner’s text and set up the meet. He had to see her, had to push her back from the edge if need be, and make it clear to her that their secret and their way of life would be safe as long as nobody talked.

      While waiting for her reply, he stretched out on the bed, closed his eyes, and willed the pounding at his temples away. If he weren’t careful, everything he’d set into motion, starting with the murder of Peter Holt, would come to a screeching halt. Money. Power. Gone. Faster than he could say, Kensington Resort.

      He startled awake and checked his watch. Thirty minutes had passed since he’d laid down. Grabbing his cell phone, he checked the screen. No texts. Nothing. Damn it.

      Out in the hallway, he heard Danielle and the high-pitched tones of the little girl. According to one of his men in Charleston, the only person showing interest in Daven’s trial had a room across the hall from him and was putting her little girl to bed.

      His priority was to find the geologic survey for the Kensington Resort before she discovered it had been faked.

      Through the walls, he heard Danielle in the hallway giving instructions to another person. A babysitter? A young one from what he could catch of the conversation.

      Then it hit him.

      It was possible that his man in Charleston hadn’t found the survey yet because it wasn’t there. Could Danielle have it with her? Stepping into the attached bathroom, he closed the door so his voice wouldn’t carry when he called his driver, a man who was more muscle than chauffeur.

      The driver answered on the first ring. “I’m here.”

      “I need you to do something for me. You still wearing your suit?”

      “Khaki pants, green golf shirt,” came the clipped reply. “I changed when I checked into the hotel.”

      That should work. Many of the guests had already changed into casual clothes before the reception. “I need you to return to the Montgomery estate. I don’t think I need to remind you to be discreet.”

      “No, Sir.”

      “Very well.” He needed a head start to get downstairs and be seen. “Wait fifteen minutes before you leave the hotel. When you get here, use the service stairs on the west side of the property. Go to the third floor, first door on your left.”

      “Okay.”

      “Search the room for the survey.”

      “Locks?”

      “There’s a little girl in there with her babysitter, so I doubt it will be locked. I imagine the little girl will be asleep, though, by the time you get here. I’m not sure if the sitter is staying or leaving after that.”

      “If she’s staying?” the man asked.

      “Improvise.”

      “Will do.”

      Griffon hung up and wished he had more men on the payroll like his driver. Tight-lipped, discreet, and a hundred percent mercenary.

      Money. Power. The two most powerful drugs known to man and Griffon was addicted. No way in hell would he let Danielle McKean screw it all up.
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      On a concrete bench in the far reaches of his uncle’s riverfront estate, Jack wondered how much time had passed since going outside. Minutes? Hours? He hadn’t a clue. Not that it mattered much. This night would be over soon, and then he could ship his past out to sea again.

      In the moonlight, Jack watched a mat of sea oats bob up and down in the Ashley River as it drifted toward Charleston Harbor. He stared off into the relative darkness, breathing in the crispness of the salt air and the sulfur-scented mudflats.

      The darkness soothed his temper and the pain in his chest.

      Tipping his head back, he swallowed a scorching ball of whiskey past the stricture in his throat. Because he wanted nothing more than to sink deeper into his foul mood, Jack heaved himself up and headed back to the house.

      He followed the pine needle trail. The low wattage path lighting gave the Spanish moss a ghostly quality dangling from the tree branches. Glancing up, he saw a slice of moon high in the sky, the sharp fragment a reminder of everything in his life that had shattered.

      In these acres of quiet, pampered wildness, Jack’s mind reeled. He picked up a walking stick, shuffled his feet, and kicked up the sweet scent of damp vegetation.

      Like an eddy, his thoughts circled around and around and reversed on itself and always came back to Danielle.

      He wanted to hate her, but despite all the pain, the loss, the heavy sense of betrayal, and the quiet devastation that had never vanished, it wasn’t in him to hate the woman he’d once loved.

      At a fork in the path, Jack came to a standstill. He heard voices coming from the old gazebo down the path to his left, so he continued to the right that led back to the house.

      He wasn’t far from the back patio when he heard the voices from the gazebo rise. First a man, then a woman. The heated pitch of their voices carried, but the words caught in the leaves, making them unintelligible. Jack strode back the way he’d come. He wouldn’t leave a woman alone in the woods with an angry man.

      The woman screamed, and Jack’s stomach plummeted like the front car on a rollercoaster. He forged a shortcut and sprinted through the trees. Branches slapped at his face, and vines tripped his feet, threatening to topple him.

      A cell phone rang somewhere to his right, and he veered toward the sound. He leaped over a log and burst into the clearing surrounding the gazebo.

      A man lay sprawled in the grass on top of a woman while she fought to push him away. The man’s focus was so intent he hadn’t heard Jack crashing through the brush.

      With a growl, Jack yanked the man up by the scruff of his coat and swung him into a tree. The assailant’s head bounced off the trunk with a hollow thunk.

      The guy shook his head as if shaking away the stars.

      Jack grabbed him by the lapels and pounded him against the tree a second time. “What the fuck, man.”

      The man’s head came up, and even in the shadows, Jack recognized his nephew Blaine. The slimy sonofabitch. Oh, man, was Jack going to enjoy this. Blaine’s eyes were big and blank like a giant octopus, and his mouth opened and closed like a landed fish.

      “I want to thank you, Montgomery.” Jack maintained the vise-grip on Blaine’s coat but moderated his tone. “I’ve been itching to do this for years.”

      With a slight shake of his head, Blaine took a moment to respond, then the confusion cleared, and his pie hole tightened into a grin as he ogled at the woman behind Jack.

      “Wantin’ a little somethin’ from your ex yourself? Go ahead. Can’t blame you. I was here first, though. You’ll have to get in line.”

      Jack froze. He hadn’t seen the woman’s face. Hadn’t known it was Danielle. Despite the unbearable need to rearrange his nephew’s face, Jack’s frustration with Danielle grew at an exponential rate as the reality of what almost happened sank in.

      “You all right, Danielle?” Jack asked, not taking his eyes off Blaine.

      She hesitated, and Jack imagined her gathering her wits, steadying her voice before speaking.

      She never could stand for him to see her vulnerable. As if being vulnerable somehow made her unlovable or less than.

      “I’m fine, Jack.”

      Jack loosened his grip, smoothed his nephew’s wrinkled coat, and smiled the way a boxer does when he knows his opponent is outmatched.

      “It’s not her I want, Blaine.”

      Confused, Blaine raised a brow, and then Jack doubled him with a blow to the stomach.

      “That one was for Danielle.”

      A right uppercut to the jaw sent Blaine sprawling to the ground. “That one was for me.”

      Blaine curled into the fetal position, mewling like an injured animal waiting for the kill. Jack circled, fighting the urge to kick him when he was down.

      Instead, he knelt beside Blaine and whispered in his nephew’s ear, “She may be my ex. But she’s still family. Nobody fucks with my family.”

      Without an ounce of remorse, Jack left Blaine curled up next to the gazebo and escorted Danielle back toward the house. Her teeth chattered, though he doubted it had anything to do with the cool bite of the
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