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Chapter One
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“DO IT AGAIN,” HE SAID.

I wiped the sweat from my forehead, my legs shaking. “You’re kidding.”

“No. One more set.”

“I need to catch my breath first.”

“You need to adjust your stance.” He moved behind me and placed his hands on the small of my back, palms flat. Then he toed my feet two inches further apart. “There. Shoulders down and back. Feet in neutral.”

“Can’t we move to side kicks?”

“Round kicks.”

“Trey—”

“One more set.” He stood in front of me and picked up the kick pad. “Go.”

I gave up arguing. We were alone in the workout room at the gym, his students long departed, no way to avoid his laser-lock attention. Despite his stern expression, he looked almost boyish with a light sheen of sweat on his forehead, his black hair mussed.

I took a deep breath and kicked, channeling my annoyance into the kinetic chain of hip-thigh-ankle. To my astonishment, I landed it solid, all of my mass and energy converging in a blow so powerful it knocked Trey back a step.

I grinned. “You mean like that?”

He regained his footing and put the kick pad up again. “Yes. Exactly like that. Now finish the set.”

I squared my stance, then delivered seven more kicks in rapid succession. Trey assessed each one critically, nodding his approval each time I connected. The room echoed with the meaty thunk of leather against leather. When I was finished, my foot throbbed, but my heart was racing.

I bent over to regain my breath. “How much longer do we have the room?”

“Thirty minutes.”

“Great. Let’s do some sparring.”

He shook his head. “Not today.”

“You always say that.”

“Nonetheless.” He carried the kick pad back to the equipment rack. “Time for stretching.”

“Trey.” I put my hands on my hips. “Stop changing the subject. We talked about this.”

He started unwinding his handwraps, eyes down, refusing to engage. Three months before, in the heat of a bitter argument, I’d grabbed his elbow. He’d popped my hand away in a Krav Maga block, a move as precise and sudden as a lightning strike. It hadn’t hurt, but it had certainly shocked me. Trey too. He’d stared at his hands like they were alien things, then babbled an apology. And we hadn’t sparred since.

“You still spar with your other students,” I said. “Why not with me?”

He didn’t deny the charge. His attention remained on his hands, however.

I spread my arms. “Look at me. Shin pads, combat vest, gloves. I’ve even got on a damn helmet. You’re wearing a T-shirt and shorts, barefoot. I’m a virtual tank, and you’re one layer from naked.”

He looked up finally. Then he immediately folded his arms. I recognized the gesture—full defensive lockdown—which meant I wasn’t breaching his perimeter with a direct assault. I took two steps closer, and he narrowed his eyes, wary, but didn’t back up. Up close, he smelled like sweat and bleached cotton, and I imagined how he would taste, the salt sting of bare skin against my tongue. I ran one finger down his breastbone, feeling the contraction of each muscle group—first the pecs, then the diaphragm, then the abs.

He cocked his head. “Tai? What are you doing?”

“Sparring.”

“This isn’t sparring.”

I smiled. “You sure?”

And then I yanked my knee up within a millimeter of his groin. He froze, and his eyes went ice-blue. And he got calm. Real calm.

I looked him in the eye. “So drop the over-protective routine, Mr. Seaver. I may not be the Krav Maga god that you are, but I can take care of myself.”

He hadn’t moved an inch. “A point.”

I smiled bigger. “In my favor, I do believe.”

And then it happened. Suddenly the world somersaulted—wheel and whirl and reel and tumble—and the back of my skull slammed against the cushioned mat with a thud. I blinked into the overhead fluorescents, flat on my back.

Trey stood at my feet, hands on hips, not even breathing hard. He hadn’t broken eye contact, had simply grabbed my arm and flipped me, one deft move. Close the space, vault and release.

I squinted up at him. “Omigod, you have to teach me that.”

He looked confused. “What?”

“Seriously. That was awesome.” I held a hand in his direction and wiggled my fingers. “Help me up.”

His natural courtesy almost undid him, and he reached out to take my hand. Fortunately for him, his training kicked in a millisecond later, and he snatched his hand back before I could grab it.

I grinned. “You almost fell for that.”

He glared at me, then headed for the door.

I rolled to my stomach. “And where do you think you’re going, you sneaky son of a bitch?”

He bent over his gym bag and pulled out his gloves. “To get my sparring gear.”

***
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Trey drove me to Kennesaw the back route, avoiding the interstate, keeping the Ferrari right at the speed limit. I watched Atlanta roll by—steel buildings, gray asphalt, tree branches going bare against a gunmetal November sky. My thighs ached from the last thirty minutes on the mat. He’d been relentless. I hadn’t been able to get in a single punch, much less block anything he’d sent my way, and he’d sent the whirlwind.

“That wasn’t sparring there at the end,” I complained. “That was you teaching me a lesson.”

“Was it?”

“You know it was. You dominated the entire time.”

He turned onto my street, a narrow lane lined with small mom-and-pop stores, of which my ramshackle little gun shop was one. It was fully dark now, the streetlights on the square blooming in the night like nocturnal flowers.

“Of course I dominated,” he said evenly. “I’m better than you are.”

“That doesn’t mean you need to go full bad ass on me! You usually give me a fighting chance. But tonight, all you did was knock me down over and over. I didn’t learn a damn thing.”

He glanced my way. “Nothing at all?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

I frowned. “Is this you being cryptic? Because I’m not used to that.”

He considered his words. “The groin strike is an effective technique. But every offensive move exposes a defensive vulnerability. The same move that put you close enough to attack me also put you too close to defend.”

“I couldn’t have defended against a front takedown, you haven’t taught me how!”

“That’s my point—don’t move outside your training. Stick with what you can execute cleanly and effectively.”

“Or get knocked on my ass, I get it.”

“I’m serious.”

“I am too.”

“I’m more serious.”

I couldn’t help it, I laughed. “You’re always more serious. I still like you, though.”

His mouth quirked at the corner, and I felt a current of relief. Usually I spent post-workout nights at his place in Buckhead, but since I had an appointment with my friendly neighborhood ATF agent in the morning—plus a ton of packing for the upcoming Civil War Firearms and Antiquities Expo—we were instead headed to Kennesaw to drop me off at my apartment above the shop.

Trey made his expression no-nonsense again. “The point is that one move won’t save you, not in a real fight. Not with a trained fighter.”

“If you’d been a real bad guy, I would have shot you.”

“If I’d been a real bad guy, you wouldn’t have gotten the chance.”

Another valid point. But I was no longer interested in the finer instruction of hand-to-hand combat. At least not the combat part.

I leaned over and nuzzled behind his ear. “Come up with me. The place is a mess, but I didn’t leave any leftover pizza on the floor this time, I promise.”

He raised one dubious eyebrow.

“Stop looking at me like that. I told you I’d replace your shoes.”

“You can’t afford Prada.”

“I was thinking something more downmarket.”

But he wasn’t listening anymore. His eyes were focused on the front door of my shop. “Tai? Who is that?”

I squinted through the windshield and saw the figure waiting next to the motorcycle, his features shadowed in the amber haze of the streetlight, blurred by cigarette smoke. The man was tall and husky, with broad shoulders under a worn leather jacket, his Levis and black leather boots dusty from the road. His salt-and-pepper beard was neatly trimmed, but his hair was a shoulder-length tangle of curls. He’d been riding without a helmet again, which meant he’d come through some state besides Georgia on his way into town. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I knew they were blue. Not blue like Trey’s, which were a crystalline sapphire blue. Blue like the edge of a thunderhead, a tumbling gray-blue.

My stomach clenched. “Aw hell.”

Trey pulled the Ferrari into the space next to the door. His shoulders dropped, and his expression went cool and questioning. His ex-cop face.

“Who is that?” he said.

I blew out a breath. “That would be John. My ex.”

“The one who left you for your roommate?”

“Yes, Trey, thank you for that succinct reminder.” I snatched my workout bag from behind the seat. “I’ll deal with this. You go on home.”

“I don’t think—”

“He’s harmless. Tough-looking on the surface, marshmallow underneath.”

Trey ran his eyes down my face and across my mouth. I didn’t complain. I’d grown accustomed to having my words verified on a regular basis. It wasn’t even insulting anymore, just another quirk in Trey’s Smithsonian-worthy collection of quirks. But I was telling the truth, so I let him see it.

“You’re doing it again,” I said. “That over-protective thing.”

“But—”

“Go home. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

He eyed my visitor, then nodded reluctantly. I kissed him goodbye, with perhaps a little more display than necessary. He cinched me close, then put his mouth to my ear.

“Tonight,” he said. “Call me tonight.”

“I will. Now go.”

I got out and shut the door. He revved the engine and pulled a tight arc in the parking lot, kicking up gravel as he swung onto the street. 

I approached my visitor. I could hear the tick-tick-tick of the Harley engine cooling. He hadn’t been waiting long.

“John Wilde,” I said.

“Tai Randolph.” He smiled, his eyes sparkling. “That’s the kind of guy you’re seeing now? Some uptown yuppie?”

I looked over my shoulder and saw the taillights rip around the corner, the F430 coupe taking the turn at an almost ninety-degree angle.

“Uptown, yes. Yuppie, no. Trust me on that one.”

John laughed. He had a really good laugh, and it came from deep in his chest. It matched his voice, pure Alabama, slow and rich like a deep river.

“A Ferrari.” He shook his head. “Your taste in men certainly has changed.”

“Not as much as you might think.” I unlocked the door and bumped it open with my hip. “Come on in. Then you can explain why out of all the gun shops in the greater metro area, you ended up at mine.”
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Chapter Two
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HE PLUNKED HIS HELMET down on my counter. It had been almost two years since I’d seen him, but he’d changed little. A smattering more gray perhaps, and a new tattoo, an intricate piece of Celtic knot work winding around his left wrist. His body was a map of ink, a walking gallery.

He looked around the shop. The display cases were mostly empty—I’d stored the expensive firearms in the gun safe—but the shelves of bullets and shot cartridges made no bones about my profession. Neither did the Union kepis on the hat rack and the Confederate belt buckles on the counter. There were boxes everywhere—some taped shut, some spilling Civil War collectible manuals, some still empty. In the corner, my failed experiment with rolling my own black powder charges leaked gritty soot all over spread-out newspaper.

“Nice place,” John said.

“Don’t judge. I’m packing for the Expo next week, so I’m a little disorganized.”

“I wasn’t judging. I meant it.” His face went solemn. “I was sorry to hear about your Uncle Dexter passing. He was good people. To lose him so quick after your mama...at least you still have his shop. He’d be proud of that.”

We stood a few seconds in awkward silence. John had left me three months after my mother’s funeral. I waited for some anger to wash up, but felt only an edged curiosity.

“You want something to drink?” I said.

“Got a beer?”

I went upstairs and grabbed a Guinness for him, one of Trey’s Pellegrinos for me. Back in the shop, I popped the cap and sent the beer sliding his way. “So what brings you to Atlanta?”

“You.”

“Why?”

He tipped the bottle to his lips. “Been reading about you.”

“And?”

“You’re quite the celebrity. Got yourself mixed up in some murders. Handled yourself real well from what I read.”

I remembered the article in the Atlanta paper. Feisty if somewhat foolhardy, the columnist had said of me. And then she’d slobbered on about Trey. The enigmatic and intriguing corporate security agent, she’d gushed. The cops hadn’t been happy with either of us, however.

I took a cold sharp sip of Pellegrino. “You still haven’t explained why you’re here.”

“You remember Hope?”

I tried to keep my expression neutral. Hope. My former roommate, former co-worker, former friend. Until she and John had run off together, of course, leaving me with a cracked heart and an avalanche of back rent.

“What’s Hope got to do with anything?”

He pulled out a pack of Marlboros and held them my way. I shook my head firmly. He stuck one between his lips, dug a lighter from his jacket. “We got married last month.”

“Congratulations.”

“Not really. She left me a week ago, and she took something with her that’s mine. I want it back.”

“And you’re talking to me because...?”

“Because you seem to know your way around a tricky situation.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I need you to find an artifact for me.”

“You know I charge a finder’s fee.”

“I expected as much.”

“Ten percent of the appraised value upon delivery.” I examined him over the green Pellegrino bottle. “For you, though, let’s call it fifteen percent.”

He laughed. “Fair enough.”

And then he pulled a checkbook from his pocket, snagged a pen from the counter. A few squiggles and flourishes, and he sent the check my way.

“That should cover things,” he said.

I stared at it. John didn’t say anything. He let the numbers speak for themselves.

I dragged my eyes from the check. “Is this for real?”

“Real as rain.”

I examined it closer, then shoved it back. “It’s post-dated.”

He shoved it my way again. “I don’t have the money right this second. But I will soon, if you help me.”

“You’d better start at the beginning.”

He propped one elbow on the counter. “Me and Hope run a pawn shop down in Jacksonville. We sell the usual stuff, TVs and guns and video games, but we do some antique trade too. One day we hit an estate sale. Old house, 1950’s ranch-style. The woman running the sale was an out-of-towner—from Des Moines, I think—and she offered me this roll-top desk filled with papers, pen, books, old stuff. The price was right, downright cheap, and it was solid walnut, so I bought it.” He smiled his gotcha smile. “Turns out, she hadn’t even looked through the drawers. Because if she had, she’d have found it.”

“Found what?”

“The Bible.” His voice held both reverence and avarice. “An 1859 Oxford King James. It was covered in burgundy velvet, stained and foxed, but in overall good condition.”

“And?”

John savored his words. “And it belonged to General William Tecumseh Sherman. A gift from President Abraham Lincoln, signed and inscribed.”

I got a little light-headed. “Did you say signed?”

“And dated.” John smiled wider. “December 21st, 1864.”

I tried to hide my excitement. I knew this story. I used to tell it every day during my days as a tour guide in Savannah, parking my herd of tourists in front of the Green-Meldrim House and explaining how, on that very soil one hundred and fifty years before, the mayor of Savannah surrendered his city to General Sherman, who had previously set Atlanta on fire and then marched a swath of destruction to the sea. How Sherman had then offered the city of Savannah, along with some cotton and ammunition, as a Christmas present to Abe Lincoln.

“You found this Bible in the desk?” I said.

“Hope did.”

“And now she’s run off with it?”

“Not just the Bible. Everything from the desk is gone—papers and pens and inks and books. She said she was taking it to an expert up here. But a friend of a friend called me and said they’d spotted her in Savannah.”

I sat back in my chair, but kept the check under my fingertips. “So call the cops.”

“I don’t want the cops on this, I want you.”

“Why me?”

“Because it’s personal.”

“Find her yourself then.”

“I would, except she’s in Savannah.” He stared at his beer. “And I can’t go back there.”

“Why not?”

“You know why.”

Suddenly things were starting to make a whole lot of sense. “Don’t tell me you still owe Boone money?”

He sucked in a long drag on the cigarette. “Yeah.”

“Then you shouldn’t be in Georgia, much less Savannah, especially now that he’s out of prison. He’ll—”

“I know what he’ll do. But I also know that if you find that Bible for me, I’ll have more than enough money to pay him back, interest and all.”

“How much are you in for?”

“Twenty grand.”

I was stupefied. Beauregard Forrest Boone—gunrunner, moonshiner, pot smuggler, and former KKK Grand Dragon—was one of the most dangerous men in the Lowcountry. The second John stepped across the Chatham County line, Boone would find him. And John would very likely end up as crab snacks in one of the salt marshes.

I shook my head emphatically. “Forget it. No way I’m pissing off Boone for you.”

“Boone always had a soft spot for you.”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t piss him off.”

John spread his hands. “Come on, Tai, there ain’t nobody that can work that territory like you. And now that Hope’s hooked up with Winston again—”

“Winston who runs the tour shop?”

“The same.” John’s mouth pursed. “Goddamn Hawaiian-shirt-wearing, Yankee son of a bitch.”

I turned the bottle up and took a long swallow. Winston Cargill of the brightly flowered shirts had been my boss—and Hope’s as well—when the two of us had worked as tour guides. A former history professor, he’d ditched that career when he discovered that selling history was more profitable than teaching it.

I started connecting the dots. “You think she’s hitting the Expo?”

“Of course she is! Every Civil War nut south of the Mason-Dixon will be at the Expo. And I know how Hope thinks. She’s looking to find one of those big-money, under-the-table collectors. And if she makes that sale, she can disappear, and there won’t be any way in hell I can prove a thing against her.”

He was right. And since he couldn’t work the event, he needed someone who could. Someone already planning to be there for reasons that had nothing to do with Hope. Someone with connections and smarts in the Civil War trade. Someone exactly like me.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What’d you do to her?”

“Nothing!”

“Come on. Out with it.”

He picked at the beer label with his thumbnail. “She thinks I’m having an affair.”

“Are you?”

“No. But I bet she is, probably with Winston. She could always wrap him around her little finger.”

“So what if she is? I still haven’t heard a good reason to help you.”

He leaned forward abruptly. “It’s a lot of money, Tai. My best guess? If that Bible goes to auction, it’ll pull mid-to-high six figures minimum. But if it disappears into the underground...nothing. For nobody. And the world loses a piece of history to boot.”

He was right about the historical significance. If what he said was true, that book was irreplaceable, but it was the money I couldn’t stop thinking about. My cabinets and display cases had been installed by Uncle Dexter, and they were antiques too, just not in the good way. The inventory needed expansion, especially in the long gun department, and Trey was making noises that the security system needed upgrading. My upstairs apartment was a bare-bones studio with a sofa bed and a decrepit shower stall, and I owed Trey new shoes, Prada apparently.

But it was more complicated than money. This had been explained to me in painstaking detail by the Atlanta Police Department after my last foray into private detecting. The fact that I hadn’t received any monetary compensation had been the only thing keeping me on the right side of the law.

I drummed my fingers on the counter. “This isn’t an ordinary runner job. There’s a crime.”

“Only if I call the cops. And I won’t...if you find her before she sells it.”

“John—”

“I’m willing to make a deal. If she’ll give you the Bible, I’ll split the profits with her fifty-fifty. I won’t press charges, and she and Winston can sail over the damn sunset for all I care.”

I pondered the situation. On the one hand, Savannah was already on my agenda—how hard would a little extra relic hunting be? Plus, if I managed to track down the Bible, the Expo would provide an excellent opportunity to find a buyer, maybe even get some good publicity for the shop. On the other hand, the person dragging me into said situation was John, a complication magnet.

“I need to think about it,” I said. 

He waved a hand at me. “Forget it. I should have known you’d still have hurt feelings.”

“Oh please, I got over you a long time ago.”

I said it too emphatically, and John caught it. He didn’t challenge me, though, he simply put his beer on the counter and picked up his helmet. “Whatever. You think about it and let me know tomorrow. I’ll be at Last Chance Tattoo until noon. If I haven’t heard from you by then, I’ll hit the road.”

He left me sitting at the counter, the doorbell jangling in his wake. I listened to the rumble of the Harley, then the descending silence of my shop, empty again except for me and a whole bunch of guns. I stared at the check. I didn’t touch it.

But I didn’t shove it away either.
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Chapter Three
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TREY’S VOICE HELD A note of disbelief. “That’s what he wanted? To hire you to find an antique Bible?”

“So he says.” I tucked the phone against my shoulder and unfolded the sofa bed. The mattress smelled like stale popcorn and gun oil, but thanks to Trey, it had 400-thread-count Italian sheets. “I don’t suppose you know anybody with expertise in that area?”

“I do. Audrina Harrington.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. She hired Phoenix to create a safe room for her collection. I designed the security system.”

Audrina Harrington was, as John put it, a big-money, under-the-table collector of all things related to the War of Northern Aggression. Her family traced their ancestry back to Mary Rose, one of the Confederacy’s most notorious spies, and she still maintained a certain aristocratic hauteur, like an exiled countess. Unlike my customers, she didn’t run around in fields waving her reproduction bayonet. Instead, she accumulated Civil War artifacts with a hoarder’s zeal, her specialty being ephemera—books and letters, papers and documents.

I pulled up a web browser on my phone and typed her name in the search box. Sure enough, the Journal-Constitution had a full color spread featuring the diminutive Harrington surrounded by her faded brittle treasures. She stared straight at the camera, a tiny birdlike creature, her vivid clothes like plumage, her steel gray hair like a cap of feathers. 

“Wow,” I said. “Lots of photographs.”

Trey made a noise of annoyance. “She wasn’t supposed to show anyone that room. That completely defeats its purpose as a safe room.”

“Y’all should have told her that before she brought in the AJC.”

“I did tell her. It’s an environmentally regulated storage room now, not a true safe room. But her brother convinced her the publicity would be good for their foundation.”

His voice held disapproval. Trey did not like people hiring him to make rules and then ignoring the rules he made.

“Is that her brother standing next to her in the photo? Short, stout, silver-haired?”

“Yes. Reynolds Harrington. He’s responsible for bringing in the external funding, mostly corporate, some private. Miss Harrington manages the family assets.”

I clicked on a link for the Harrington Foundation. A quick scan of the website revealed two things—a serious commitment to curating the largest museum-caliber collection of Civil War antiquities outside of a museum, and an equally serious bankroll to fund it.

“You think she’d talk to me?” I said.

“I could get in touch, if you’d like.”

“I would. Thank you.” I stretched out under the sheets. “Not that I’ve decided to take the case or anything.”

“Case?”

“Situation. Whatever. I haven’t given John an answer yet.”

A pause. “Has there been foul play?”

“Beyond Hope running off with his possessions? No. I mean, there’s lots of hypothetical hinkiness, but nothing obvious.”

Trey waited, but I had no further explanation. The memory of the check still loomed crisp in my mind. So did John’s face. And Hope’s. And the humiliation I’d felt at their hands. It felt like another lifetime, though, the fire of anger somewhat diminished. Time helped. So did having a top-of-the-line boyfriend. But the scars remained, thick ropy ones.

“I’ll do a little poking about and let you know more at dinner tomorrow night,” I said. “We’re still on for dinner, right?”

“Right.”

“And you’re helping me pack on Sunday?”

“Yes.”

“And you finalized the paperwork to get next week off?”

“I did.”

Our first getaway. Not exactly a vacation—the Expo and related events would keep me busy for several days—but a first of some kind. Almost portentous.

“Are you ready for the interview tomorrow?” he said.

“I hope so. The ATF guy is showing up at eight sharp, ready to talk federal firearms license renewal.”

“You’re wearing your suit, correct?”

I looked over to where my only suit, a purple pants-and-blazer set, hung on the bathroom door. The ATF’s letter called the meeting “informal.” Trey insisted I wear the suit anyway.

“Ready to go. I even ironed it.”

“Good. If you need anything—”

“—I’ll holler, I promise.” I turned out the light, wrapped myself around my pillow. “I miss you.”

“You could have come back with me.”

“I’ve discovered that nights at your place do not make for productive mornings.”

A soft exhale at his end, almost like a laugh. “I’ve discovered the same thing.” A pause. “I miss you too.”

He’d once explained what that felt like to him—a hard knot in the diaphragm, surrounded by an achy spreading warmth. I put my own hand in the same spot on my own body and felt the same tenderness. I wasn’t someone people usually missed, especially not people like Trey. Usually people like Trey sighed with relief and straightened the slipcovers when I left.

“Tai?”

“Yeah?”

“This may sound overprotective, but—”

“It’s a runner’s job, that’s all. No bodies, no bombs, no stalkers. I do this all the time.”

Silence at his end.

“Trey. Listen to me. I learn from my mistakes. I know to back off if things get dangerous.”

He listened. His exquisitely fine-tuned ability to detect other people’s deception did not extend to phone conversations, which was a relief. But I was telling him the truth this time. I didn’t need any drama on my plate.

“Okay,” he finally said. “But if the situation changes—”

“Then I drop it.”

He hesitated, then acquiesced. “Okay.”

***
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I tried to sleep. Eventually I got up and dug the box out of the closet. I found the photograph quickly—me reclining on the hood of my cherry-red Camaro Z-28, the late summer sun flaring off the chrome. Tybee Beach glowed in a sandy blur behind me, the sky a milky blue. I wore a halter top and jean shorts, a fresh tattoo hidden beneath the denim, a red fox with vixen eyes.

Only two men had seen that fox, and they’d been almost face to face in my parking lot one hour ago.

I touched the image, half-expecting it to be warm beneath my fingers. I was alone in the shot, but I knew John was there from the gleam in my eyes. He was behind the camera, and I stretched in the heat of his gaze, grinning, one hand shading my eyes from the noonday glare.

I tried to inhabit the photograph—the sun-baked metal, the sand gritty between my toes. The girl I was then had been perched on a slice of between-time. Within a month, my mother would be diagnosed with breast cancer. I’d sell my wild red car and drive her more sensible four-door back and forth to chemo. In less than a year, she’d be dead, and I would be the one at her bedside when she took her last breath. And soon after that, John and Hope would sneak off in the night.

I placed the glossy 3x5 back in the box and turned out the light. I’d known my past was waiting for me down in Savannah. I’d been preparing. But I hadn’t been prepared for it to show up on my doorstep in Atlanta, unannounced, with eyes that still looked like a storm about to erupt.
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Chapter Four
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AS IT TURNED OUT, MY interview with the ATF was not a formality. The inspector, a newly minted devotee of all things bureaucratic, kept using the word “irregularities” to describe Dexter’s previous application. During the physical inspection, he quoted three separate statutes at me. It took all my self-control not to bean him with the ledger book, especially when he used the dreaded A-word—audit. In four weeks.

After he’d gone, I looked at the list of upgrades I needed to reach minimum compliance, and the list of penalties waiting for me if I didn’t. The words “possible jail time” floated amongst the dollar signs. I took a deep breath. Then I poured a quart of dark roast into my travel mug, slapped on a new nicotine patch, and made my way to Last Chance Tattoos and Cigar Emporium.

There I found John getting a fill-in on his upper shoulder, sitting shirtless while the artist worked behind him, squinting in concentration, her spiked purple hair luminous in the smoky light. The air buzzed with the sound of needles.

I pulled over a stool and sat in front of him. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.” He eyed my pantsuit. “What’s with the get-up?”

“Interview with the ATF.”

John put a beat-up coffee mug to his lips. “Bummer. Those guys will ream you from every direction.”

“I know. So don’t start with me this morning.” I pulled a pen from my tote bag and used it to fasten my hair into a knot at the nape of my neck. “I decided to take your job.”

“Good to hear.”

“On one condition.”

“Shoot.”

“You are hiring me to locate a particular artifact, nothing more. My job is to find your Bible and present your terms for its return to whoever has it.”

“That sounds fair.”

“And if said person refuses, the ball’s in your court. Call the police, snatch it from their trunk, let it go, up to you. Regardless, you owe me the arranged-upon payment.”

“Also fair.” He stuck his hand out. “Shake on it.”

I shook. “So we start with backstory. Tell me about the box of stuff Hope took.”

“What’s to tell? It was mostly junk—old books, pens, pencils. Scraps of paper. Dusty. Like the guy hadn’t cleaned out his desk since the fifties.”

“What guy?”

“The uncle.”

“What uncle?”

“The one who died.”

I stared at him, a chill creeping down my spine. “What do you mean, died?”

John chuckled and sipped his coffee. “Damn, Tai, why else do you think his niece was having an estate sale?”

I smelled bourbon in his coffee. The tattoo artist eyed me, the sunlight setting her piercings aflame.

I stood up. “Sorry. Deal’s off. I don’t do dead people.”

John’s jaw dropped. “But this isn’t about the dead guy!”

I shook my head more firmly.

“Come on, Tai! It’s not like he was murdered. He had a heart attack or something.”

“Or something.”

John glared at me. “So you’re going back on the deal, that it?”

“It wasn’t a fair deal. You didn’t mention the corpse.”

“Corpse?”

“That’s what you call a dead person!”

He took a drag on his cigarette. I massaged my bicep, willing the nicotine patch to kick in before I snatched the butt out of his hand and sucked it dry.

“Fine,” he said. “I knew it was too much to ask. Considering.”

I made a face. “Don’t try that. This has nothing to do with me and you.”

“Of course not. There is no me and you.” He blew out a thin line of smoke. “Unless you want there to be.”

“I don’t.”

“You sure?”

“Dead sure.”

He grinned. I glared. The needles whined. And I was two seconds from turning my back on him when I remembered the upcoming audit and all the expensive upgrades. But I also remembered my promise to Trey, to drop it if things got complicated. And then I remembered Garrity, who was two blocks down in his office at Atlanta PD headquarters. With any luck, he was at his desk and looking for lunch.

I did a quick calculation. “Listen. I’ve got a source at the police station. I’m gonna ask him to make some calls. And if I learn there was the slightest hint of suspicion about that old man’s death, I’m done. No deal. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“Here.” I shoved a yellow pad at him. “Write down everything you know about the old man, his relatives, what you found in that desk. I’ll get back to you tomorrow.”

He took the notepad. “You want to take the chair? Stevie here would be glad to let me borrow her equipment, touch up that critter of yours, isn’t that right, Stevie?”

Stevie grinned. She had red lips and a gold incisor with a rhinestone.

“My critter is fine.” I handed him a pen. “Write.”

***
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Inside the APD headquarters, chaos reigned—phones ringing, uniforms huddling, the smell of burnt coffee. I saw Garrity at his desk, phone to his ear. He was a kinetic knot of energy, red-headed and sharp-featured. The laugh lines at his eyes and the corners of his mouth told me he used to smile a lot, once upon a time.

“No comment,” he said into the phone.

He spotted me and waved me over. I dropped into the chair in front of his desk, the only horizontal space not buried under paperwork. He kept the phone to his ear. Reporter, he mouthed.

I placed the take-out bag on his desk. Thai-German fusion—mee krob schnitzel for him, bratwurst curry for me—and two sweet teas. Garrity responded well to bribes, and I needed all the leverage I could muster.

He slammed the receiver down. “Would you believe we’re having a rash of hair weave theft? Seriously.” He scrunched his eyes at me. “What’s with the purple suit?”

“Long story involving the ATF and Dexter’s lack of organizational skills.”

“You’re not getting audited, are you?”

I nodded.

Garrity winced. “Crap. You got a lawyer?”

I felt a ripple of apprehension. “I need a lawyer?”

“Hell yes. Get Trey to recommend somebody from work. Phoenix Incorporated is lousy with lawyers.”

“I can’t afford a lawyer.”

“That doesn’t matter. Get one. Trey’ll pay for it, you know he will.”

I tried to cross my legs and accidentally kicked an empty soda cup under the desk. Across the room, a woman in a nun’s habit lay on the floor, refusing to budge, while two detectives stood at her feet, pleading with her to get up.

“Is it always this bad?” I said.

“Full moon coming. Usually starts three days before the peak, then tapers. This is worse than usual.” He sat back, tapping his pen on his coffee mug. “So I got your message. Another suspicious dead guy?”

“Actually, not suspicious at all.”

“Then why are you asking me to chat up the authorities down in...where was this again?”

“Jacksonville.”

“Uh huh.” He reached inside the takeout bag and removed a Styrofoam container. “Explain.”

I explained. Garrity forked up a mouthful of noodles and shoved them into one cheek, like a chipmunk. “So this guy just dropped dead?”

“Apparently. I’m trying to decide if there’s a crime involving said dead guy, because if there is, I’m dumping the job. I don’t want any part of an adventure that begins with a body. Been there, done that, got the official warning.”

“So you want me to call some stranger—”

“Fellow law enforcement officer.”

“—to ask if there was anything suspicious about this old guy’s death, so that you can then decide whether or not to chase one of his possessions all over Savannah?”

“That’s about it.”

A long uncomfortable pause followed. “Let me get back to you on that.”

“Please do. Trey and I are leaving for the Expo early Monday morning, and I’d like to be able to reassure him one more time that I’m being sensible.”

“Uh huh.” More chewing. “So what’s he have to say about this?”

The question was casual on the surface, but heavy with subtext. Trey and Garrity had been partners during their uniformed days on the APD, friends afterwards. Trey’s car accident and subsequent brain injury changed all that, fraying and twisting those bonds—Garrity rejected and angry, Trey confused and distant, neither of them knowing what to do about it. I didn’t have a clue either.

“So far, Trey has no complaints.” I pulled the lid off my tea, fished around for the lemon slice. “Which is strange. Usually he has very logical points to make about why I’m being an idiot. Usually you do too.”

“Yeah, but this is the kind of thing you deal with all the time, right? Finding specific antiques for specific people, usually with a dead relative attached?”

He was right. I was no stranger to runner work. Most of my reenactor clients had wish lists as long as their forearms, plus random folks were forever bringing in relics for me to identify or sell, usually from some long-dead ancestor’s attic. Of course none of those people were my ex-boyfriend.

“Yeah, this is old hat to me, but I’m feeling extra-cautious. So will you call the nice policeman down in Duval County for me?”

He went back to his noodles. “Leave me the info.”

A voice came from across the room. “Hey, Garrity, call coming through.”

“Send it to Hawkins.”

“It’s the FBI.”

Garrity paled. “Shit. I didn’t expect it to be that fast.”

He started cleaning up his desk, as if the mysterious caller could see the clutter through the phone line.

“Expect what?” I said.

“Nothing. Now go, I have to take this.”

“Since when does the FBI concern itself with hair weave thieves?”

“It doesn’t. Go.”

He grabbed my elbow and propelled me out of the room, barely giving me enough time to grab my food before he shut the door behind me. I leaned my ear against it and heard him pick up the phone, his voice deliberately casual. “Dan Garrity here.”

I scooched closer. The officer in an adjoining cubicle cleared his throat. When I looked his way, he pointed toward the exit. Pointedly. I took the hint.

Back in the car, my phone chirped at me. It was a text from Trey—his connection to Audrina Harrington had paid off in spades. She was inviting me for tea at her estate.

In thirty minutes.

I pulled down the rearview mirror and checked my reflection. My makeshift hairpin wasn’t working to contain the blonde frizzle, but the make-up was acceptable. I removed a splotch of basil from between my front teeth and twisted the key in the ignition.

My purple pantsuit and I had a fresh assignment. 
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Chapter Five
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AUDRINA HARRINGTON’S mansion, a three-story Greek Revival, reclined on an eighteen-acre swath of manicured fescue. Neighbored on Tuxedo Road by blocky Tudors and rectangular Georgians, it disguised its years behind wrought iron gates and tangled sweet pea vines, as artfully coy as an aging concubine.

I parked, aware of the swivel of security cameras as I walked to the front door. Doric columns stood sentinel, six of them, regular and fastidious. No street noise intruded in that insulated space, only the whispery rasp of fallen leaves and dry wind. I clutched my tote bag and rang the bell.

The door opened immediately, revealing a man with a clipboard in hand. He frowned. “Tai Randolph?”

I nodded, trying not to stare. He was six feet tall, with black hair and blue eyes, and he wore a tailored black suit with a matching discreet earpiece. Beefier than Trey, without the elegant cheekbones and tiny silver scars at the chin and temple, but definitely the same species.

“Umm,” I stammered.

The man’s eyes were stern and bored. “Miss Harrington was expecting two.”

“Mr. Seaver couldn’t make it. Which is a shame, really.”

I thought for a second he’d turn me away, but he made a note on his clipboard and waved me in. “Miss Harrington will see you in the gazebo. Straight down the hall, then through the doors.”

I could feel his eyes on my back as I followed his instructions, my footfalls silent on thickly padded carpet. The drawing room lay to my left, with pale blue walls and watered silk drapes, the dining room to my right. I caught a glimpse of a mahogany accordion table underneath a crystal chandelier. The furniture reeked of lacquer—even the air felt heavy and preserved—but I saw no sign of the fabled Harrington collection.

I saw the woman herself, however, on the patio. She waited in her gazebo underneath the spreading arms of an ancient magnolia, a tiny woman in white palazzo pants and a jeweled navy top. Even from a distance, she displayed the brittle authority of someone so accustomed to command that it came as naturally as breath.

I approached the linen-covered table. Her eyes were ice gray, her thin skin like parchment. She had at least eight decades on her, possibly nine, and she wore them as well as her clothes, definitely a woman who understood the necessity of maintenance.

Before I could speak, she arched a precisely penciled eyebrow in my direction. “Where’s Trey?”

I took position behind an empty chair. “He couldn’t make it, unfortunately, but—”

“Tell me who you are again.”

“Tai Randolph. Pleased to meet you, Ms. Harrington.”

“Miss Harrington,” she corrected. “Never married, never wanted to be, never cared to leave anybody guessing about that.”

“Sorry about that, Miss Harrington.”

She threw a suspicious glare my way, her eyes raking me up and down. There was a bite of autumn chill in her garden. I imagined it was




























[image: ]











































[image: ]





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TINA WHITTLE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





