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Chapter One

Two months after receiving the mysterious note on his windshield, Detective Paul Monroe was no closer to solving who’d put it there, or why, than the day he’d discovered it.

“ ‘I see you,’ ” he muttered and made an ugly sound as he threw the note across his desk. “Asshole.”

His partner, Rob Gormley, grimaced in sympathy. “I know you’re pissed. I am too. But we’ll find out who it is.”

Sighing, Paul pulled out his chair to sit. “I don’t know what’s worse—not knowing who wrote the damn thing or having a detail drive past my house every hour, hoping to catch someone in the act. I guess it’s better than them sitting outside like they were the first month.”

“Yeah. Then it’s like you have all these eyes on you all the time, watching everything you do. I’d hate that.” He opened the brown paper bag on his desk and rolled his eyes. “Like, say, my partner, who’s supposed to have my back, ratting me out to my wife, so I get stuck with this sorry excuse for a breakfast.” Rob extracted a mason jar filled with a concoction Paul knew Annabel took delight in making for him. “Cold oatmeal. For God’s sake.” He shook his head in disgust, and Paul had to laugh.

“Suck it up, big boy. You pushed the envelope and didn’t listen. Time to take off those summer ice cream pounds. Cliff and I eat that oatmeal a lot. It’s good.” He snickered when Rob opened the jar and sniffed. “We put Chia seeds and flax in it as well.”

“Oh, well, that makes all the difference. Sounds…delicious.” With a roll of his eyes, Rob dipped his spoon in to taste it. “Okay. It’s not so bad.”

“Attaboy. We’ll make a healthy man out of you yet.”

“Don’t count on it,” Rob said darkly and took a few more spoonfuls before setting the jar on his desk. “Where did you leave off last night in the evidence folder for Ginny Sweeten’s case?”

Paul stopped scrolling through his morning emails. “At the video where she left cheerleading practice. Two sets of eyes are always better when watching those crap-ass films.”

“Yeah, but five years have passed. Video enhancement is much better now.” Rob wheeled his chair over to Paul’s desk.

“I know. Thank God for that. That’s why I left it for you and me to do together. I want to go over every single frame of this film before we rule out that she wasn’t followed from school to the field.” Paul ran his hands through his hair. “No way we’re letting this bastard walk free. Not this time. I don’t care how much money his sugar mama has. She’s not gonna pay her boyfriend’s way out of jail time for murder.”

“You know it. I want to put the cuffs back on him and throw him away for good.” Rob’s hands curled into fists. As the father of three girls, he’d made no secret how personally he took this case.

“I think we’re both looking forward to that day.” It had been their first murder investigation, and though years had passed, it stayed with him, like a tattoo etched on his brain, waiting for him when sleep arrived. Until Remy Ellison was safely behind bars for good, neither he nor Rob would rest easy.

“I’ll grab us some coffee while you get the video ready, okay?” Rob pushed out of his chair and walked to the opposite side of the small precinct house. The town had expanded so rapidly the past few years, that in addition to their north side location, they’d needed to open two more precincts, one on the east side in the business district and the other in the south end. But because Thornwood Park was still a relatively quiet area, the small detective squad was centrally located in their precinct. Besides Paul and Rob, there was only one other team of detectives—Josiah Hillcrest and Billy Fowler. They were assigned to the south end and tended to concentrate on Thornwood Park’s increasing drug problems and related crimes, while Paul and Cliff worked the north and east sides of town.

Rob returned with two steaming mugs and set them on the desk. Paul had the video up and waiting. He picked up his coffee and blew on it. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

He pressed Play, keeping his finger hovering over the Slow-Motion button, ready to click it if they saw something worth zooming in on. On the screen, a car passed by, and he paused the video.

Rob grunted. “Damn. I know it’s better quality, but it’s still pretty fucking grainy.”

“Yeah, but see the license plate now? We can zoom in closer before it gets all pixelated like it used to. That’ll give the lab something more to work with. We never could make any of them out. Now we can, so we have more people to question if they saw anything.”

“Five years later…” Rob left the obvious hanging.

A basketball bounced off the windshield of the car. The driver stopped, got out, and had a few words with the kids and threw up his hands in frustration. He got back into the car and drove off along the road that skirted the perimeter of the field.

Who would remember an insignificant event from all those years ago?

“Nothing we can do about it but keep going.” Paul clicked on that car and two others and sent the photos for enhancement. Once they could look up the license plate numbers, they’d call the car owners and make appointments to talk to them.

He restarted the tape and his heart pounded as it did every time he watched Ginny walk through the front doors of the Thornwood Park High School gym, where the cheerleaders had been practicing for the big game that weekend. Blonde and blue-eyed, she’d kept on the red crop top with TPHS emblazoned across her chest but had changed out of her short cheerleading skirt into a pair of capri pants that came to right below her knee. The petite fifteen-year-old hadn’t a care in the world as she giggled with her group of friends. She waved good-bye to them and began the trek through the field behind the school that kids had been using for years as a shortcut to the houses on the north side of town. Paul and his brother had used it, and never once had they given a second thought to their safety.

Then again, they weren’t a female walking alone.

“This gets me every time.” Rob’s voice cracked. “Knowing she’s walking to her death. Shit.” He rubbed the heels of his hands over his eyes.

“No matter how many times I see it, it never fails to make me so angry, knowing some bastard waited for her.” Paul’s hands clenched into fists. “But where? Where the hell was he waiting? And why?”

“I dunno, Paulie. But this time we’re gonna get it right. We’ve been given the gift of a second chance with this.”

The camera in front of the high school could only capture her movements until she passed the midsection of the building before it cut off and switched over to the camera at the rear of the redbrick building. They tracked Ginny, her long ponytail swinging across her shoulders as she headed out on the path through the tall dusty reeds and crabgrass that had been worn down by years of kids doing the same thing. After her murder, the city had fenced the land, and now the field sat untouched. Eyes burning, Paul stared as her figure was swallowed up and disappeared.

“I’ll send the photos to Manny so they can get started. In the meantime, let’s go through the file and see every possible bit of DNA they took from her, what tests they did on her clothing, and what they found on and around the body.”

They’d gone through the files a million times, but since the verdict had been overturned and the DA was preparing for a new trial, Paul and Rob felt a renewed sense of urgency—the clock was running out on their time to find more than the barely there evidence that had led to Remy Ellison’s conviction.

Rob brought up the first of many files. “Okay, here’s what we got. Ginny was found by a lady walking her dog through the field. She’d been dumped off the main path, in the tall reeds. No bloodstains found.”

Paul picked up the next paragraph. “Victim wasn’t sexually assaulted but had bruising over her body, indicating she must’ve put up a struggle. Theory is that the victim was attacked on her way home, a sexual assault was attempted, and for whatever reason it failed—maybe the killer was interrupted by someone and got spooked, or maybe he couldn’t complete the act. He decided to kill her, then dumped her body in the heavy grass. No semen stains, no trauma to the body. Several wounds on her ankles were attributed to her dogs. Cause of death: strangulation.”

As he spoke, Paul rested his hand on Rob’s shoulder and gave him a squeeze. It was hard to talk about Ginny and until they were certain of the killer, nothing would change.

Rob cleared his throat and continued. “Her father reported her missing when she failed to show for dinner. Her mother worked the five-to-eleven shift at Bingham’s Diner. Phone calls to all her friends gave the same answer—she left the high school, walked toward the field, and hadn’t been seen since.” He peered at the screen. “Remy Ellison claimed his sneaker print was found nearby not because he had anything to do with the murder, but because he was walking his sister’s dogs in the field. Same excuse for the one hair clinging to her top.”

A heavy sigh escaped Paul. “Not the greatest evidence, and much as I hate to admit it, I think we got lucky with the original conviction.” He scrolled down. “A good lawyer will make the case that there were tons of footprints around and that Ellison’s hair could’ve blown from anywhere else.”

Rob slammed his hand on the desk. “I hate it because I think you’re right. What are we missing?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” Paul said, his gaze fixed on the screen. “And we will. Let’s see if we can make an appointment with the parents.” He reached for the phone and punched in Crystal Sweeten’s cell phone number.

“Mrs. Sweeten? This is Detective Paul Monroe with the Thornwood Park Police Department.”

“It’s Mrs. Ronald Falco now, Detective. George and I divorced.”

“Okay.” Paul made a note in the file. “We’re preparing for Remy Ellison’s retrial, and we’re going through the evidence and would like to talk to you.”

“Oh.” Her voice flattened. “About what? I already told the police everything I know.”

Taken aback by her attitude, Paul set his pen on the desk. “We’d prefer to come to your house and speak to you. When is a good time?”

“Well…” Paul drummed his fingers as she vacillated. “I have a nail appointment this morning. How’s two o’clock?”

“Fine. Are you still at 226 Mockingbird Court?”

“No. I’m in the Estates now. 177 The Meadows.”

Paul whistled silently and nodded as he took notes. That was certainly a big step up from her former residence. The Meadows was in Thornwood Park Estates, the town’s enclave for the überwealthy.

“See you then.”

“Bye.”

“That was the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had.” He relayed to Rob the decidedly unhelpful tone of Ginny’s mother. “If it were my kid who was murdered, I’d be tearing down the walls to find out who did it. I’d be calling us every day to get a report on what we’re doing. Instead she sounded almost as if I was imposing on her.”

“Guess that’s something we’ll be looking into. Like her divorce. I know George Sweeten was blindsided when it came out Crystal was having an affair with Ellison.”

“Can’t blame him. Your wife sleeping with your daughter’s killer? Damn, that’s one for the movies.”

“Let’s see if she took up with another young guy.” Rob plugged Ronald Falco into the computer and pulled up his information. “Well, now. She did a real one-eighty from Remy.”

Crystal Sweeten was about forty-five, but with her perky smile, she could’ve passed for a twin of her daughter. Ronald Falco, her new husband, was sixty-one, about five foot six, and one hundred thirty pounds soaking wet.

“Hmm. Definitely an odd couple,” Rob said.

“I guess we shouldn’t judge. Let’s call George and see if we can talk to him today as well.”

“I’ve got his number right here.” Rob picked up his desk phone, dialed, and put the phone on speaker. “Mr. Sweeten, this is Detective Rob Gormley of the—” He was cut off.

“Yeah, I know who you are. The guys who let my daughter’s killer free.”

Paul raised his brows as Rob put on his kill-them-with-kindness voice. “We’d like to talk to you, sir. Today, if possible.”

“What about? Are you going to tell me you have the evidence now to make sure that bastard who killed my baby doesn’t go free this time?”

“It’s standard procedure. We’d just like a few minutes of your time—at your convenience, of course—to go over the events of the day and anything else you might’ve remembered. Sometimes talking long after the fact jogs a memory to light.”

A loud sigh escaped him. “Okay. I’m not sure it’ll help, but you can come by at lunchtime. I work at Carson’s Used Cars off the highway, exit twenty-eight. There’s a billboard that’ll point you in the direction. But you probably know that.”

“Yes, sir. We’ll see you around twelve thirty?”

“Fine.” Without saying anything further, he hung up.

“He was abrupt,” Paul said, “but at least that’s more along the lines of how I’d expect a victim’s family to behave, unlike Crystal’s bizarre response.” He pulled his keyboard over. “I know we checked Crystal’s alibi. She arrived at work on time that day. She admitted she walked down the road abutting the field on her way to the diner because they didn’t have two cars. But the fact that she was having an affair with the man who ended up killing her daughter?” Paul shook his head. “It still stinks like rotten fish to me.”

“It turns my stomach. But,” Rob drained the last of his coffee with a grimace, “it doesn’t necessarily mean she had anything to do with the murder of her child.”

Paul remembered the night they’d gone to the Sweetens’ home to break the news. Stoic and grim-faced, George Sweeten had barely spoken, while Crystal had turned white, then burst into tears. Being at work and with customers until closing, George had an airtight alibi for the time of the murder and had been ruled out as a suspect immediately. “Let’s take a closer look at Mr. and Mrs. Falco. You never know what might pop up after all these years.”


Chapter Two

“Another day, another disaster,” Cliff muttered to himself. This time it was the air-conditioning system in the hotel lobby deciding a sweltering ninety-degree day was the perfect time to break down, and though the HVAC guys had been working on it for hours, they had yet to find the source of the problem. “I swear this place is the reason I have gray hairs.” Not for the first time, Cliff wondered if he should think about life choices and switching careers.

He pushed his chair away from his desk, and as he always did when stressed or pissed off about something, he picked up the picture of Paul and him taken on vacation almost a year ago. They’d gone to Costa Rica, where they’d both zip-lined for the first time (no thank you, not ever again), visited a sloth sanctuary, learned how to paddleboard, and spent every night wrapped in each other’s arms. He ran his fingers over the glass and couldn’t help smiling at all those memories. He could feel the petty annoyance seeping out of him, and ready to deal with his never-ending to-do list, he set the frame in the center of his desk so he could see the brilliant smile on Paul’s face. It wasn’t something he was gifted with often, so when it happened, Cliff had to pull out his phone and snap it before it disappeared.

The phone rang with an unfamiliar, out-of-state number.

“Cliff Baxter.”

“Mr. Baxter, this is Herb Hutchins, President of Vertigo Properties.”

Cliff’s hand tightened on the receiver. He’d heard of Vertigo—who hadn’t? It was one of the largest real-estate development groups in the country. “Mr. Hutchins, how may I help you?” Inexplicably, his heart raced and sweat broke out over his body.

“I’m going to be in your neck of the woods this afternoon, and I was hoping to speak with you. Would you have time to fit me into your schedule? I’m sorry for the short notice, and I’ll understand completely if you’re too busy.”

Too busy? He’d cancel everything on his calendar to speak to Herbert Hutchins.

“Not at all. It happens to be a relatively light day. What time is good for you?”

“Well…I’d like to mix a little business with pleasure, so how about we meet for lunch at the Silver Fork on Main Street? Say, around noon?”

That would put a huge dent in his plans—Cliff had back-to-back meetings, first with his security team about the upcoming yearly book conference and then with the catering staff. But no way could he turn down this opportunity. What business could a man like Hutchins have with a little fish like him?

“Sounds perfect. I’ll see you there.”

“Great. Good-bye.”

Cliff set the receiver in the holder, and despite the work waiting for him, googled Herb Hutchins and Vertigo. The picture of Hutchins was of a trim man in his early sixties with a shock of white hair, bright-blue eyes, and an easy smile, but Cliff had met enough company heads over the years to know those smiles could hide a slew of counter emotions.

Vertigo Properties was a real-estate holding company that invested and developed retail properties, high-end residential as well as affordable housing, and was also involved in the hospitality industry. They’d rapidly been expanding outside the large cities in the Northeast and West Coast, picking up properties in Dallas, Miami, and Chicago.

“Huh. Interesting. Well, we’re sure too small for them.”

With a click of his mouse, Cliff exited the screen and returned to the spreadsheets that made up his day’s work. He picked up the phone and called his head of security, Brian Duffy.

“Cliff? What’s up?”

“Can we move up our meeting to say, ten thirty?” He checked his watch and saw that it was only nine fifteen. “Something unexpected came up, and I need to be at a meeting at noon, off premises.”

“Lemme take a look. Mmm, yeah. Sounds good. I was planning on bringing Floyd Harris along with me. You remember him, right? He was one of my buddies at State, then went into the Marines.”

“I remember. He’s kind of hard to miss.” At six foot four and a muscled two seventy-five, Floyd made an imposing figure, and Cliff had seen him as front-door security for the various jewelry and fine-art auctions they held at the hotel, plus the general detail of walking through the hotel at night when the bar became very crowded.

“You know it. No undercover work for him.”

“For sure. I’ll see you in about an hour.”

“Okay.”

He dived into the scheduling, finished that and next tackled the budget, noting with satisfaction the reduction of expenses and spillage in the restaurant and bar areas. The restaurant had won a local travel award for excellent service and food and always topped the lists of people’s reviews. He picked up the phone. “Jade? It’s Cliff. Can you come to my office?”

“Everything okay?” Tension radiated from her voice.

“Yes. Just want to have a chat.”

“I’ll be right there.”

Five minutes later, Jade walked into his office with questions in her eyes. “Hi.”

“Sit, please. Do you want a coffee?”

When she shook her head, he sat in his chair and smiled, hoping to quell her fear. “I just wanted to let you know I recognize the great work you’ve been doing.”

Her rigid posture relaxed, and she half laughed. “Oh God, thank you. I thought I was getting fired. I appreciate you telling me. I’ve been trying to prove myself since the Jerry debacle.”

Two years earlier, Jade had become involved with Jerry Gregoria, a bartender and personal trainer. When Jerry was found murdered in the hotel parking lot, Jade had discovered that the man she thought was her future had been busy spreading himself all over town. After that wake-up call and a reprimand from Cliff, she’d pulled herself together and turned out to be a fantastic supervisor, so much so that Cliff was planning to recommend giving her a raise.

“You’ve not only met your goal—you’ve smashed it. Your area runs seamlessly, and I want to make sure it hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

“Really? Thanks, Cliff.” Excitement brewed in her eyes. “I have so many ideas I’d love to discuss. I’m going to write out a business model, and maybe we can have a meeting later?”

“Let’s plan on it tomorrow. I’m booked solid today.”

“Sounds good. It’ll give me a chance to prepare.” She jumped out of her chair, energy practically buzzing off her shoulders. “Thank you so much for giving me that second chance. I promise not to let you down.”

Her enthusiasm was part of the reason Cliff knew Jade had what it took to eventually become a senior manager, and potentially his second in command.

“I know you won’t. Thank you for being such a great team member. I know I don’t have to worry when you’re in charge.”

With her hand on the doorknob, Jade paused, and her face couldn’t have been brighter as she said, “I can’t tell you how much your confidence in me helped over these past few years. Now I’d better get going.”

After she left, Cliff tackled the remaining projects he’d bullet-pointed before his meeting with security. At precisely ten thirty, a knock sounded on his door.

“Come on in.”

Brian Duffy, the huge redheaded chief of his security detail, filled the doorway. Behind him, Cliff saw the equally large Floyd Harris, and remembered Floyd’s time as a running back for the state college championship team. And he’d kept his military presence as well: impeccable posture, close-cropped hair, and calm but watchful eyes.

“Sit, gentlemen, although I think with you two, I’m going to need to order chairs with reinforcements.”

His joke earned him a belly laugh from Brian and a smile from Floyd.

“Good to see you again, Floyd.”

“Same here.”

“What do you have for me, Brian?”

The chair creaked as the ex-football player shifted in his seat. “Floyd and I checked every camera on the property to make sure they’re in running order, and Floyd suggested we do the same for the parking lots on the weekends or any time there are conventions or large functions.”

“Good idea.” He wrote their suggestions in the notebook for Brian’s department—Cliff kept one for each department—and smiled inwardly, thinking of Paul and his dedication to his notepad. “What else you got for me?”

“I know you want security to be identifiable, but studies have shown that people respond to us better—and we’re able to perform better—when we’re dressed to mingle with the crowd. I want us to wear suits and ties, and I plan to put one or two people at the front and one at the entrance to the bar.”

“I like it.”

Brian tipped his head to Floyd. “I’ll let Floyd explain the rest.”

“I think we need to train the staff in emergency response to crisis situations. Not saying that it’s ever going to happen, but better to be overprepared than not at all.”

Remembering Shelby’s death, an ache rose in Cliff’s chest. “I agree. Maybe what happened at the Wild Orchid two months ago never would’ve occurred if there wasn’t so much confusion and chaos…”

Floyd’s face clouded. “I’m sorry. I heard what happened to your friend. It was a terrible thing all around, and it’s what got me to thinking about planning and prevention.”

“It’s an excellent suggestion, and I’d like you both to start planning for a training manual. Floyd, I’d like you to teach the course, if that sits well with you.”

“Really? That would be great. Yeah, I’d love to.” His brown eyes grew wide. “I don’t want to step on Brian’s toes, though. He’s the boss.”

“Dude, be my guest. I hate talking to crowds. I’m better behind the scenes. Besides.” He winked at Floyd. “You’re a lot prettier than me. People will listen to you.”

A flush deepened the color on Floyd’s cheeks to a dark russet. “Shut up.”

Cliff laughed. “Whoever wants to do it is fine with me, but I want Floyd in on the preparation and execution. It’s going to become part of our yearly and new-hire training.”

Brian nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

Cliff made a checkmark on his list. “Floyd, do you think you can begin right away and have an update for me a month from now?”

“Definitely. I appreciate you giving me this chance. I won’t let you down.”

Cliff smiled at him. “I have no doubts. Let’s run through what you have ready for the book convention coming up. That’s our next big one.”

After another half hour and two pages of notes, they were done. Cliff shut his notebook and set his pen aside, flexing his fingers.

“I know I should type this, but it always sticks better if I write it by hand. Anyway, if there’s nothing further…” He checked his watch. “It’s almost eleven thirty, and I have to be at a meeting off-site at noon.”

“Nope, we’re done. Got a lot to put into my schedule. Floyd and I are gonna have a meeting with the rest of the staff as well.”

“Great. Talk to you later.”

Brian and Floyd left, and Cliff went to the private bathroom in the hallway next to his office to ready himself for the meeting. He brushed his hair, straightened his tie, and put on a bit of cologne. “Okay, Herb Hutchins, let’s see what you want.”

With a wave to his staff, he walked down the ramp connecting the hotel to the parking lot. Once inside his car, he texted Paul, knowing he liked to have an idea of his whereabouts during the day and also because he was a little excited to share his news.

At lunch at the Silver Fork. Herb Hutchins, a bigwig from Vertigo Properties, asked to speak with me.

He was surprised when he heard the swish of the text response.

He knows a good thing when he sees it. Go get ’em, killer. See you at dinner, and you can tell me all about it.

Unable to keep the grin off his lips, Cliff backed out of his spot and drove away. He couldn’t wish for a more perfect life—it didn’t exist. No way could he be any happier than he was at that moment. His mother was in remission from her cancer, he had a job that while frustrating at times, he still enjoyed, but most of all, he had a man he loved who loved him equally in return and wasn’t afraid to show it.

*     *     *

It was always a good day when you found a parking spot in front of the restaurant you were eating in, and Cliff entered the dimly lit space in a great mood.

A hostess greeted him. “Good afternoon.”

“Hi. I’m meeting someone—Herb Hutchins? Is he here yet?”

“Yes, sir. Follow me.” Her blonde hair waved past her shoulders, and over her head, he recognized the tall, lean figure of the real-estate mogul he’d seen in magazines and online. At his approach, Hutchins stood.

“Cliff Baxter?”

“Yes, hello, Mr. Hutchins.”

“Herb, please.” They sat across from each other. “Have a drink?”

A tumbler of amber liquid sat in front of Herb, and though Cliff normally didn’t indulge during the day, at a business lunch he figured he could nurse one glass.

“Just a glass of white wine. Chablis, please,” Cliff told the hostess.

“I’ll have your server bring that right over.”

Once she left, Herb said, “Thank you for meeting me on such short notice. I appreciate it.”

Cliff smiled to himself. “My pleasure. It’s not every day that someone of your stature shows up in our little neck of the woods.”

The server approached with his glass on a tray. “Here you are, sir.” He set the wine in front of Cliff. “Are you ordering lunch, gentlemen? Do you need a few minutes to look at the menus?”

Herb shook his head. “I’ll have the steak, medium, with a salad. No potato.”

“I’ll have the grilled salmon over salad. Lemon dressing.” Cliff handed the waiter the menu and waited for him to leave before continuing the conversation. “Is this your first visit to Thornwood Park?”

“Yes. I spent most of my life in New York. I grew up in the city and went to school upstate. Most of my hotels are in the Northeast, but I’m seeking to expand, especially on the hospitality end.”

“I see. Well, Thornwood Park is growing for sure.”

“So I’ve heard. Starrywood has had the monopoly on quality hotels in this state, but I think the time is ripe for Vertigo to dip our toes in the waters here.” He paused and took a sip of his drink, while Cliff held on to the stem of his wineglass, hyperfocused on Herb.

“I see. Well, there’s certainly enough business for more properties. Families, as well as conventions, are flocking here because of the temperate weather and the close proximity to the beach.”

“And you’ve been manager of this property for how long now?”

“Over four years.”

Herb’s eyes narrowed. “Four years and you’ve remained here, in Thornwood Park? No desire to move up in the corporate structure?”

Cliff licked his dry lips. “I grew up here, and when I returned from Europe to take this job, I didn’t have any concrete plans for the future. But recently my mother’s health has been an issue, and though she’s in remission now, I like being close to her. Plus, I have a partner, and his job is here in Thornwood Park.” He waited to see what Herb’s reaction would be to him revealing he was gay. Vertigo might be a major corporation, but that didn’t necessarily mean they were gay-friendly.

“That’s two very important reasons, then. How would you feel about coming on board with Vertigo? We’re going to be building a stable of hotels in this state, plus in the neighboring ones.”

A thrill ran down his spine, but at that moment the server appeared with their meals, and Cliff waited to answer until the plates were settled and the server left. “May I ask what position you were thinking of?”

Herb fixed him with a flinty stare. “District Manager. You’d be in charge of the entire Southern Tier division we’re looking to create.”


Chapter Three

“Lieutenant Kraft wants to see you and Rob ASAP.” The no-nonsense voice of Marcia, Kraft’s secretary, gave nothing away, and Paul knew better than to ask.

He rolled his eyes and snapped his fingers at Rob who, in the middle of reading through old news clippings of the Sweeten case, broke away from the screen and frowned at him.

“Okay, Marcia. We’ll be there right away.”

Rob rubbed his face, then straightened his tie and put his suit jacket on. “Damn. What now?”

Paul finished buttoning his shirtsleeves, shrugged, and slipped his jacket on. “Who the hell knows? Probably going to warn us not to upset Annie Elliot.”

A grimace passed over Rob’s face. “Just what we need to do. Tiptoe around some woman who gets involved with a killer.”

Side by side, they walked through the bullpen and down the hallway where Kraft’s office was located. In the reception area to the right of Kraft’s door, Marcia sat at her desk like a sentinel, her iron-gray bob brushed to a helmetlike sheen and her pink lipstick matching the pink flowers on her dress.

As they approached, she picked up the phone and punched a button. She nodded at whatever she heard and ended the call. “The lieutenant says to go right in.”

“Thanks, Marcia.” Rob gave her a big smile, which she returned.

“How are those beautiful little girls of yours?”

“Keeping us busy, but we love it.”

Paul snickered and elbowed Rob before they reached Kraft’s door. “You love it. Sure. Who was bitching to me about how many times they interrupted you and Annabel ‘in the moment’?” He made air quotes.

“That’s why we’re getting Annabel’s mother to watch them this weekend and escaping to the beach.” Rob smirked. “Daddy ain’t no fool.”

“Niiice. Cliff and I love the ocean. I don’t think I could ever live far from it.”

Paul knocked on the closed door with the gold-lettered LT. HENRY KRAFT emblazoned on a large plaque.

“Come.”

He looked to Rob, whose raised brows matched his own, and turned the knob. Kraft sat behind his massive desk, his thick silvery hair catching the gleam of the overhead light.

“Sit down, fellas.”

In all the years Paul had worked at the Thornwood Park Police Department, Kraft had never referred to him or Rob as “fellas.” Something smelled fishy, with a capital Remy Ellison. They took their seats and waited.

“I know you two are hot on the trail of digging something up on Ellison.”

Paul’s stomach dropped. No way in hell was Kraft derailing this investigation. His hands balled into fists, but he remained silent.

Apparently, his silence spoke louder than words, because Kraft said, “Hold your horses, Bulldog. I’m not calling off the investigation.”

“I didn’t say anything, sir. I’m waiting to hear what you called us in to say.”

Kraft smirked. “Very diplomatic, Paul. You could run for
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