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      Ethan Anderson thinks the sexy cop next door is too cute to ignore, but the man stomped on Ethan’s last nerve when he falsely accused Ethan of blocking his driveway. When Ethan stumbles upon not just one dead body but two at a true crime podcasters convention, his neighbor might be his only hope of surviving.

      

      When bodies start dropping around Ethan, Stone must decide if he trusts the mysterious Ethan or if he’s the suspect they’ve been searching for.

      

      Maybe they got off on the wrong foot, but surely, they can find some common ground. Or will the killer strike before Stone can act?
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      Ethan grabbed the last box from the truck and carried it inside. He’d finally purchased a house. No more bad roommates or terrible landlords who increased rent with little to no notice. No more getting kicked out of apartments because someone found out his truth and decided they didn’t like him.

      He’d paid two guys to move his furniture, so the furniture was all set up, but boxes littered almost every flat space. A sigh escaped his lips as he set the box on the kitchen counter and winked at Goldie, his goldfish, who’d lived longer than he’d expected. He knew the fish didn’t care about anything other than him dropping in a few pinches of food, but still, it gave him someone to talk to who demanded very little from him.

      The moving truck he’d rented needed to be returned, so no celebratory beer yet, but soon he’d sit on his back porch and enjoy the evening with a beer and some sweet tunes playing over the outside speakers.

      After drinking a glass of water, he grabbed the keys to the moving truck and headed outside, ready to start living here in his new house. His lawn wasn’t too bad, a few brown spots, but those could be fixed with love and care. The trees looked good, but the bushes needed a good trim. Flowers would look nice in the beds, giving his place a homey feel.

      Even without the flowers, his home looked welcoming. He felt right in this place. He was about to hop into the truck when the neighbor to his right burst out the door and started screaming.

      Ethan paused as shock slid through him. The guy had to be approaching eighty based on the wrinkles on the man’s skin. Was this guy really yelling at him?

      “I’m calling the cops. You won’t get away with this. I’ll force you out.”

      Anger built underneath the shock. But this guy was old. Ethan would look like an idiot defending himself against this man.

      The bleep of a police siren made Ethan jump. He glanced over his shoulder, surprised to see a black Charger with blue lights flashing in the front. Was that really a cop car? A good-looking guy in a long-sleeve shirt and tie stepped out, a deep frown turning down his lips. The cop moved like he worked out, drawing even more of Ethan’s attention. He rolled his eyes and pushed away the lust as he turned back to the man yelling obscenities.

      The last thing Ethan needed was a cop butting into his business, or worse, a cop in an unmarked muscle car nosing in. He didn’t want to deal with the police, and he sure as hell didn’t want his neighbors to hate him already. They knew nothing about him. His previous life was hidden under a stack of paperwork. He’d done so much to keep his past in the closet, so to speak. If this cop decided to make hell for him, it would ruin everything. He’d just moved in. The ink hadn’t even dried on the contract, and already he was having problems.

      “Rand, get back in your house,” the guy from the black car barked.

      Ethan turned from staring at his neighbor to staring at the cop. Did this undercover cop know Rand? If that was his neighbor’s name. Just great. He picked a street to live on with a known troublemaker. Perfect. Maybe that’s why this house had cost so little. He hadn’t been looking for the cheapest house in Charleston, but he’d gotten a great deal. Now he knew why.

      Rand grumbled and cursed on his way back up the walkway to his house. Ethan watched the old man slowly climb the steps to his front porch, then shuffle inside. Ethan bit the inside of his cheek, wishing this cop would just move along. Why was he still here?

      “Are you moving that truck?” The barked-out question from the cop made Ethan jump.

      “I was⁠—”

      “Just get it moved. You can’t park that thing here after you’re done.”

      Ethan wanted to argue with the guy, but he didn’t have the energy and didn’t want to take the time to tell the officer or detective or whatever he was that his neighbor had come out just as he was leaving. If Rand hadn’t interrupted him, he would already be gone.

      But whatever. It wasn’t worth it to prove he was right. The cop had an attitude, and he didn’t want to deal with some jerk with a bad attitude. He would leave and hopefully never see this cop again.

      There was no way to back out of this house now, so calling Charles Knight, his realtor, would be useless. Charles had helped him with his list of pros and cons about the property. The agent hadn’t sugar-coated either property, but he probably hadn’t known about the crazy neighbor. How could he have?

      After returning the truck, Ethan stopped by the grocery store. He’d just plugged the refrigerator in that morning. Luckily, the house’s previous owner had bleached the appliance within an inch of its life and left the door open, so no gunk had grown on the inside, and it didn’t smell. The only frozen food he grabbed was frozen vegetables and a sandwich for dinner tonight. He chuckled at his choices. Did he know how to party or what?

      Right now, he didn’t trust the refrigerator to be cold. He would save most of his grocery shopping for later in the week.

      Excitement buzzed through him. He only had a few more days before he would be at the conference. He wasn’t spending every night at the hotel, but he would be there for the fan event. This weekend, because it was only other podcasters, he would drive home each evening or grab a Lyft. Parking was expensive at the hotel. There was a parking lot down the street that was less expensive, but a Lyft was only ten to fifteen dollars each way as long as he wasn’t trying to go downtown during the craziest part of rush hour or leave when most people were getting out of downtown. That shouldn’t be a problem for this conference.

      The main issue with driving his own vehicle was the drinks he knew would come. His friends would want to talk in the bar, which meant he would have at least one beer, possibly a few. If anyone bought him shots, which happened more than once at these kinds of things, he would be too close to the legal limit to drive.

      By the time he got home from the grocery store, he’d convinced himself he would take a Lyft each day. He could afford the cost, which would probably only work out to a few dollars more than parking, and it would be better for everyone involved. The last thing he needed was to be pulled over, and some cop smell alcohol on his breath. He wouldn’t do well in prison.

      Ethan put on some music, not too loud, and hopped into the shower. His new house had two good-sized bedrooms and a much smaller bedroom upstairs that he planned to use for his studio. There was a room outside the small bedroom upstairs that he didn’t know what to do with but had considered making it his office. He’d had the movers move his desk up there, but he wasn’t sure it had the right vibe.

      He felt lucky there were two full bathrooms downstairs and a half bath upstairs. The dining room would fit a larger table, and he had an eating nook in the kitchen. He could actually entertain more than four people in his dining room. First, he had to buy a table for the room, but that would come in time.

      He finished in the shower, happy everything seemed to work, from the fan to the hot water. After he dressed, he grabbed the premade sandwich he’d picked up at the store and stepped out onto his porch. He turned the music on low and smiled to himself. His parents had disowned him four years ago, and it had been a while since he’d had a place with a back porch where he could enjoy a meal outside in a space like this.

      There were plenty of trees, lots of birds singing as they flitted about, and open sky that would give him a glimpse of the stars at night if he moved to the edge of his porch so he wasn’t under the roof. Three of his neighbors had fences that were mostly blocked by the row of bushes the previous owners had installed. He liked his little oasis.

      After he finished the sandwich, Ethan closed his eyes and may have dozed off. One of his neighbors had let out their dog, and it was barking incessantly, which kept him from dropping into a deep sleep. The slam of a door made him jump. He sat up, wiping his eyes, then saw someone making their way over to him.

      “What are you doing out here playing that music so loud?”

      Ethan blinked at the guy, wondering if he would get into a fight the first day in his new house. What was the old man’s name? Rick? No, that didn’t sound right.

      Ethan stood, accessing all five feet five inches—he was short and hated it—squared his shoulders and decided to tell the guy to go to hell.

      “The music isn’t that loud. Leave, and I won’t call the cops.”

      The guy threw back his head and laughed. “You don’t scare me. The cops love me. You’ll be in jail before the day is over. Threatening me. That’s rich. You’re going down.”

      Ethan swallowed over the rising panic. This man was unhinged. Would he really have to get into a fight? He couldn’t have a full-on fist-slinging fight with this guy, but the old man was pushing him.

      “Good God, Rand. Go home.”

      Ethan turned to find the cop who’d been an ass earlier standing on the other side of his porch. What had he done moving here? This was ridiculous. He didn’t want to live in a place where he was accosted daily. Who were these people, and why did they think it was okay to come on his property and tell him what he could and couldn’t do? He wasn’t a loud, obnoxious neighbor. The music was low, and he doubted anyone could hear it unless they were close.

      “Both of you, get off my property.” Ethan hated being a jerk, but these guys were being assholes. He was going to have to call the cops. No question, one of these two would cross a line, and he would have to cross it right there with them.

      “You need to turn off that music.” Rand shook his fist as he moved back to his property.

      “He’s old,” the cop said.

      Ethan snorted. “I don’t care how old he is. He can’t come over here and harass me.”

      “You don’t have to be a jerk to him.”

      Ethan rounded on the cop and took a step toward him. The officer was about seven, maybe eight inches taller, had more muscles, and looked mean as fuck. “I’m being a jerk? Excuse me for existing. I guess I shouldn’t breathe either. Now get off my lawn.”

      Ethan grabbed his plate and headed inside, slamming the door behind him. He turned the deadbolt, angry at himself for buying a house that had been on the market for a while and had been so cheap. He could have afforded the other place across the city, but he’d chosen to live here.

      “What a fucking fool,” Ethan said to himself as he moved into his studio, anger and agitation still running through his veins.

      He shook off the anger and got to work setting up his studio by installing noise dampening panels on one wall. When he took his first break, his anger was less, but he still didn’t like that his neighbor had bullied him. And what was that cop still doing around here? Was he stalking the neighborhood?

      Ethan didn’t have time to worry about the cop. He would press charges against the old man, though. He didn’t care how old the guy was. If the dude came onto Ethan’s property again, he would have to call the cops.

      There was still a good deal of unpacking to do, so Ethan took another swig of water before getting back at it. By ten that evening, exhaustion had him. Before bed, he needed to check his emails since he had a huge event starting on Friday. He knew with many conferences that things changed last minute.

      There wasn’t too much new in his inbox. Just the normal crap and a few notes from fans with questions about previous podcasts. He checked his account balances and was about to turn off his computer when it pinged.

      He sighed heavily but decided he might as well look at the email before going to bed. He clicked to open the message and stared at the words for a moment, thinking they didn’t make sense.

      

      You want to be next? Just keep on doing what you’re doing. My knife is sharp, like my words.

      

      Ethan reread the statement out loud, realization hitting. He was being threatened. A sliver of fear wound through him as his gaze swung to the window and the view of the backyard. This wasn’t his neighbor. The guy had no idea who he was, but someone out there wanted to scare him. And they’d succeeded.
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      A weird feeling slid through Ethan as he read the email again. His hands shook, and his head spun. What should he do? Panic almost overwhelmed him, but he blew out a breath, forcing himself to calm down.

      First off, he checked the headers, looking for anything that would indicate this was just some prank. His buddy Allison could figure this out fast. She’d been in the computer industry for years, almost as long as Ethan had been alive. She would know what to do. He wouldn’t bother her with this tonight. It wasn’t that big of a deal. He would send her a note in the morning.

      His stomach tightened as he stared at the note. It felt like a big deal. But who would send a message like this through email? It had to be a prank, right? No one would actually send a threat through email. It was too easy to trace.

      This was probably one of his competitors trying to throw him off before the conference. They couldn’t intimidate him this easily.

      Sure, he was new to the true crime scene, and yes, he’d gained a large following very fast. He wasn’t sure what exactly he’d done right, but people enjoyed his take on crime, how he told the story, and his voice, which miraculously was deep and smooth.

      He was thrilled that the cracking and softness were gone, leaving him with a voice that soothed his listeners. But he’d done nothing special, just told the story.

      He’d been lucky to stumble onto an intriguing murder that had captured the nation’s attention. Few people were reporting on it, though the interest was high. He had his podcast going long before the New York media got hold of the story and months before it popped up on the morning news shows.

      By the time the crime was splashed all over popular media, he had fifteen episodes. Every outlet named him the de facto expert on the players involved in the crime. Of course, Ethan had landed an interview with the accused the week before the guy marched into court and changed his plea to guilty. That interview had given Ethan’s podcast and true crime books life. That had been eighteen months ago, and his books on Amazon were still ranking near the top twenty in the true crime list.

      He shut down his computer, checking the locks on his doors and windows before turning off the den lights and making his way to his bedroom. None of his listeners knew where he lived. The name he used on his podcast wasn’t his real name. He knew it wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out his real name if they were motivated, but this was his first night in his new house, and he hadn’t announced anywhere that he was moving. Heck, most of his listeners didn’t know he lived in Charleston, South Carolina. They all thought he lived in Savannah, Georgia because that’s where most of his books were centered and where his biggest podcast was based.

      No question, other than his crazy neighbor, he was safe here. He didn’t need to worry about someone coming after him because none of them knew he lived in Charleston.

      The next morning he blinked open his eyes, trying to place the sound that had yanked him from his sleep. The house was new, and strange noises were expected, but this had been harsh. He jumped when the banging on his door started again.

      “Shit,” he cursed as he grabbed his phone and checked the time. It was six in the morning. Jesus, he needed to get a restraining order against his neighbor. Sure, he needed to wake up and take care of a few things, but he’d wanted to sleep until the sun streamed in and woke him.

      “What?” Ethan said as he yanked open his front door.

      The cop from the night before stood on his porch. The dude’s face was red, his fists balled at his sides.

      “Move your fucking car.”

      Ethan narrowed his eyes as confusion filled him. “I’m sorry, what are you talking about?” He’d parked his car in his garage when he’d come home. It was the first time he’d been able to park in a garage, thus keeping the rain and dirt, and in the spring, the globs of pollen that turned the world yellow off his car.

      “Your stupid car is blocking my driveway.”

      Ethan stepped out of the house and traipsed down the steps to look at the car parked in the neighbor’s drive. He narrowed his gaze, staring at the dark gray BMW, blinking twice before he shook his head.

      “That’s not my car.”

      The guy huffed out a breath. “I saw you driving that yesterday. Move it before I⁠—”

      “Before you what?” Ethan asked, his voice rising in volume. Anger whipped through him. If this guy wasn’t a cop, he would probably do something stupid like poke him in the chest to get him to go away. But the fear of this cop throwing him in jail for no reason whatsoever made him take a step back.

      The guy blew out his breath and narrowed his gaze. “That is your car. I saw you driving that gray BMW yesterday.”

      Ethan walked over to his garage and entered the code to open the door. It took a few seconds, then his garage door slowly opened, revealing his dark gray BMW that looked a lot like the one parked in the other driveway.

      “Shit,” the cop said as he shook his head. “I’m sorry, man. I’m not like this.”

      “Sure,” Ethan said as he punched in the code to lower the garage door.

      “No really, I’m⁠—”

      Ethan spun to face the cop, anger spilling out. “I just moved in, and already you’ve harassed me three times. You’re a freaking jerk, and I hate you.” He felt bad about saying that last bit, but he was tired, had been woken from a good dream, and hadn’t consumed any coffee. “Now, get off my lawn before I call the cops on you.”

      The guy’s eyes went wide, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Ethan didn’t care what the guy might say. He turned and marched to his door, not even looking back once. He had gotten off on the wrong foot with his neighbors. His only hope was they would move out. He didn’t want to deal with this shit every day.

      Ethan thought about calling the police station and complaining about the officer, but he would save his complaints for another day and hope his cop neighbor changed his attitude. As for his other neighbor, Ethan would file a restraining order if the dude didn’t calm down.

      Since he was up early, he decided to start his day with a run. His house sat two minutes away from a really cool running path he loved. It was the main reason he’d bought the house.

      Ethan saw a tow truck hooking up the BMW when he stepped out his front door. His cop neighbor wasn’t outside, which was good because Ethan didn’t want to talk to the guy again.

      The run cleared his mind and left him in awe. It was amazing how much beauty could exist in the middle of a city. He did some pushups and squats before taking his shower.

      After he finished in the bathroom, he poured up a cup of delicious coffee and took a sip. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the brew, wishing he’d gotten a little more sleep, but glad he was up and would have time to get some work in early.

      He made his way upstairs to his office, dreading the unpacking that would have to happen later this afternoon. He glanced around, taking in the space. There was a good-sized window that overlooked the front of the house. The neighborhood wasn’t too busy, but the cars driving past might be too distracting. A smaller window looked out onto the backyard. He moved over to the window, trying to judge where his chair would be, and looked at the trees swaying in the breeze. Peace flowed through him. Looking out onto the backyard might be the best place for his desk.

      Once he got settled, he logged in and saw he had four new messages from the event organizer. They were excited he’d agreed to give a talk during the learning portion of the conference, in addition to his opening speech. He still had to finish the speech, but he was close to exactly what he wanted to say. His stomach twisted with nerves, but he was excited he had this opportunity.

      He had his speech written by lunchtime and was about to put his computer to sleep when another email popped up. He opened it, thinking it was spam and could easily be eliminated. But the email wasn’t junk. Instead, it was a photo of a card with the words Die Bitch Die that had been cut from either a magazine or other print medium.

      Ethan forwarded both emails to Allison then sent her a text telling her about the emails. His phone rang about two minutes later.

      “These are worrisome,” Allison said before he could even issue a greeting.

      “Hi, Allison. Thank you for looking at them.”

      “Dude, this is some messed up stuff.”

      “I know. I just…I hate the idea of going to the cops. I don’t want to explain myself.”

      “I get it,” Allison said. “I hate explaining myself to people, too, but sometimes we have to. Like when you’re being threatened by some whack job who wants you dead. They haven’t taken an angle, so we don’t know why they want you dead. But you need to be careful.”

      “Do you really think this is real?” Ethan asked.

      Allison sighed. “Let me look into it a little more. The second one is scarier than the first. Someone went to the trouble of cutting out little letters and pasting them on that sheet of paper. It’s next-level scary stuff. I’m going to look at the location information on the photo and deconstruct everything.”

      Ethan breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re the best.”

      “Please, it’s the least I could do. You’ve helped me so much.”

      Ethan grunted. “You’ve been so good to me. Thank you. And I mean it.”

      Allison clicked her tongue, which meant she was getting down to business. “I’ll call you back when I figure something out. Stay safe. I need someone to visit on the east coast, and I want it to be you.”

      Ethan let out a laugh and shook his head. “You always keep me grounded. I’ll chat with you later.”

      “Later, love,” Allison said before ending the call.

      Ethan didn’t like the way this had turned. Why couldn’t people just be decent instead of having to be idiots?

      After lunch, Ethan dove back into work, making sure his studio was set up correctly so he could make a couple of recordings before the big conference that started in just a few days.

      He finished work a little after six and headed in to fix dinner. He opened the refrigerator, forgetting that he needed to head to the grocery store.

      His refrigerator and freezer were at good temperatures now, so he could buy anything he wanted. Since he wasn’t going to be around much over the next week or so, he didn’t need to pick up too much food.

      He received a text from Allison and called her right away. “So?” Ethan asked.

      “I think this might be more real
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