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      Secrets can kill or get you killed.

      

      Real estate agent Charles Knight has a secret he has to keep hidden. When a murder is discovered in a house he’s showing, it threatens to expose his truth.

      

      Detective Robert Ellis doesn’t trust Charles. He vows to get to the bottom of what Charles is hiding so he can solve this case.

      

      But desire threatens to upend them. They have to decide if coming together is worth it.

      

      There is more to their story. What they discover will either drive a wedge between them or bring them closer. But will being closer put them in more danger?

      For more in this series, read Hidden Truth
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      Charles stared at Shelia, his forehead full of wrinkles. “Kickball? Like what grade-schoolers play? You mean you want me to play kickball on a team with you? You know I—I don’t know. Kickball?”

      “Yes, kickball. It’s not dodgeball.”

      “Dodgeball would be a straight-up no.” Charles had spent his high school years dreading gym class. Things had changed since then, and not just the weight loss. He’d lost more than pounds and gained things others couldn’t fathom. He’d changed everything. He was no longer the mousy-looking loser no one liked. He’d been miserable back then, and people must have picked up on it.

      Now, after all the changes, he liked his body, and more than just his body, he liked himself. But his body wasn’t bad either. He had pecs, biceps, and his butt looked like perfect globes when he wore his tight “going out to party” pants.

      “Please. We need one more to make the team,” Shelia begged. “Besides, you can’t say you aren’t athletic. I saw you tossing that ax last night.”

      Charles rolled his eyes. The industry event had been packed at the ax-throwing place, but it had allowed him to get out some of his aggravation even if Michael Donahue and his new assistant Steel had been there. They weren’t awful, and he hadn’t been beside Michael for too long. Charles’s lips twisted in a smirk. “That was interesting.”

      “It’s always interesting with that group. The kickball team is people from all walks of life. It’s not just real-estate people. Please?”

      Defeat sank in, leaving him no room to say no. He would do this for Shelia. He just didn’t want to admit it yet. “I’ll think about it. Give me a day.”

      “Sounds good, Charlie.”

      “Don’t call me Charlie.” Charles glanced at his watch, turning to leave. “I’ve got to head out now.”

      “Bye,” Shelia called after him.

      He had a house to show in twenty minutes. It wasn’t far, but he wanted to be there before the clients arrived. He’d shown the house the day before, and it had smelled musty. He hated walking into a house that had an unpleasant odor when he had buyers right beside him. The couple he was taking around today was excited, too. He felt they were ready to buy, even if they only found a halfway decent home that didn’t really fit their perfect dream home. Of course, dream homes were always more expensive than budgets and few ever got exactly what they wanted.

      The original owners of this house had moved back to Oklahoma when their parents got sick. A shiver snaked through Charles as he pulled up in front of the house and slid the car into park. He didn’t think much about his parents or what they’d done. When he did happen to have a memory of them together flash through his mind, he always had some sort of reaction that usually made his stomach hurt.

      He pushed away the errant thoughts of his family as he strolled up the walkway and opened the realtor lock with his phone. He loved technology and the advances that made his job easier. They didn’t need a key to unlock this box. Instead, every transaction was recorded and sent to the listing agent. No one entered this house without the realtor’s knowledge—unless they didn’t enter through the front door.

      He slid the key from the lockbox into the deadbolt lock and paused. Something seemed wrong. Like maybe eerie music should be playing, but it wasn’t. He blinked, trying to make sense of what he saw when he glanced through the sidelight window next to the door. Brown liquid trailed down the bottom three steps of the stairs and onto the white carpet below.

      Anger shot through him. It pissed him off that someone had left a mess. Was that chocolate? It wasn’t dark enough, but it was close. He would be so pissed if someone junked up this house. Already he was ticking through ways to get these clients excited despite the spill.

      There was no way he could clean up the mess before his clients showed, either. He wasn’t desperate for a sale, but he would like to have another month’s expenses in the bank. He knew a slow month would happen soon, and he wanted to be prepared. Economies didn’t stay great forever.

      Charles opened the door, and a coppery smell hit him, tickling this nose. He paused, thinking he knew that scent.

      “Hello,” he called out, his voice warbling a little as he stepped in, the hard heel of his wingtips clicking on the marble tile as he moved toward the stairs. The key had been in the box. No other realtor should be here. “Hello. Is there anybody in—” He froze as horror washed over him. “Oh, Jesus.” Charles backed up, his hands shaking and his knees so unsteady he feared he would fall.

      Somehow, he made it outside to the edge of the porch where the iced coffee he’d consumed on his way over came up, soaking the bushes. His clients pulled up right then, and panic boiled over.

      “Stay in your car,” Charles called out as he tried to grab his phone from his pocket. His hands were shaking so much it took him another try to get his phone out. He hated feeling weak, but at that moment, he was weak. He moved and sat on the steps, blocking the path. There would be no getting past him, even if he was still contemplating dry heaving into the bushes.

      In his out-of-control state, he forgot the name of the two people walking up the path. Panic filled him, leaving him close to an attack. He hadn’t had a panic attack in years.

      He lifted his hands, praying for them to stop. “No, don’t come any closer.”

      “What’s the matter, Mr. Knight?” the man asked as he approached.

      Charles somehow got his phone application open and typed in the number for emergency services. “Stop.” Charles held up his hand. “Sorry, there’s something in the house.”

      “What?” the woman asked as she leaned to his left, trying to see inside.

      Charles glanced back, seeing he’d gotten the door closed. Thank goodness they couldn’t really see anything from here. He huffed out a breath as the operator answered. “I need to report a crime.” Charles met the man’s eyes as he rattled off the address of the house he was supposed to show to these people. Why couldn’t he remember their names? Nothing came to mind. He stood slowly as their names flashed in his head.

      Applewhite!

      He almost shouted the word but held his tongue as he gulped in another breath. He glanced toward Mrs. Applewhite, then turned before he spoke into the phone. “There’s a dead body.”

      “Are you sure the person is dead?” the operator asked.

      “Oh yeah, there’s no way they survived.”

      “Could you get close enough and check their⁠—”

      “No,” Charles said. He huffed out another breath before he cleared his throat. “Their head isn’t attached. They aren’t alive.”

      “Oh my,” the operator said right as Mrs. Applewhite said something similar behind him.

      Charles turned to see Mr. Applewhite helping Mrs. Applewhite lower to sit on the stairs. Her face had gone pale, and it looked like her hands were shaking.

      “Do you know if anyone else is in the house?” The operator’s voice broke through.

      “No, just send someone. There’s no way I’m going back in there.”

      “Okay, sir. Someone will be there in a moment.”

      Charles ended the call and pocketed his device. He met Mr. Applewhite’s gaze and swallowed. “We should go out to the sidewalk. I know the police will want to speak with us.”

      “Is there really a dead body in there without his head?” Mr. Applewhite asked.

      “George, please,” Mrs. Applewhite said as she waved her hand at him.

      “Sorry, dear.”

      “I’m going to faint. I can’t believe—we’re not buying this one,” she said the last part very emphatically.

      “Maybe they’ll offer a discount,” Mr. Applewhite said as he helped his wife to stand.

      “George!”

      The Applewhites were probably in their sixties, but Mrs. Applewhite was shuffling like she was in her eighties. Maybe it was the shock of hearing someone had died in a house they had possibly wanted to buy.

      He knew how buyers were. They saw themselves in a space, thinking about where they would eat breakfast, how they would set up the bedroom, or what color towels would go in the bathrooms. Now the Applewhites’ hopes for this house were dashed, and there was still a dead body inside.

      Just from what he’d seen, mainly the head detached from the body, someone had murdered that poor person. Someone had gone into the house and taken a life. A shiver skated through Charles, and he had to pause as he walked down the sidewalk. Who had been showing the house before him? He was about to send a note to the listing agent, but the first police car arrived on the scene. The officer jumped out, his hand on his gun.

      “They said there was a body.”

      Charles nodded. “I called it in. I’m a realtor. I showed up to open the house and stepped in. The person is on the landing of the stairs. Well, their body is. Their head is a few steps down.”

      “Oh, God.” The officer visibly shook.

      Charles closed his eyes, trying to get his head together. This was bad, not the worst thing he’d lived through, but maybe the worst since becoming an adult. Again, thoughts of his parents hit. Life had been terrible. He shivered just before someone cleared their throat in front of him. He flashed open his eyes and flinched.

      The guy was good-looking and tall, but the smug look on his face pissed Charles off. It was like the guy thought he’d caught Charles doing something wrong. He wanted to wipe that look off the man’s face. It was too bad the good-looking ones weren’t ever right for him. They would shun him once they knew everything. He’d seen it before and didn’t get his hopes up now.

      “Can I help you?” Charles’s voice had come out higher than he liked, making him even angrier. The voice thing was something he’d practiced for hours. When he was sick or upset, he lost control of the pitch, sending his voice high like a teenager barely into puberty.

      “Hello, Mr. Knight. I’m Detective Robert Ellis. I heard you were the one who discovered the body. I need you to come to the station to answer a few questions.”

      Charles’s spine stiffened, and his lips turned down in a frown. He no longer panicked when he came face to face with a cop, but he certainly didn’t want to show up at any station. Bad memories of being at the police station filled his mind. He fought not to let this guy see how he felt.

      The last thing he needed was someone printing a photo of him in the papers. Word would get out, and they would find him. Then his family would be on the first flight out here, trying to ruin his life one more time. They’d failed before, but this time they might succeed. They’d done so much damage it was a miracle he wasn’t dead by his own hand or drugs or something else. He’d played dangerous games when he’d gotten out of juvie the first time, then the second had almost killed him.

      “Why?” Charles barked back, not meaning for his one-word question to come out so harshly.

      Detective Ellis blinked at him, his lips thinning into a straight line. “It’s customary. Just a few questions, that’s all.”

      Ellis’s eyes narrowed as his lips thinned. Charles had screwed up. He needed to act more even, not showing this guy how he really felt. If he sensed Charles’s desperation, Ellis wouldn’t hesitate to arrest him. He knew how it worked. Back when he’d been fifteen, the first time he’d come out to his parents, he’d been sent to lockup. The cops decided he was a danger to his parents, though he hadn’t done anything. They didn’t care. They weren’t on his side.

      Charles forced a calm he didn’t feel. “You can ask the questions here.”

      The detective took a step closer, his voice going low. “We can do this the easy way. All you have to do is pick a time and show up. Or we can pop you in the back of a cruiser and drive you over.”

      Intense dislike flared as Charles took a step back. He hated how Ellis was using his size to intimidate. He met Ellis’s gaze and swallowed over the lump in his throat. Ellis’s expression wasn’t menacing. Instead, he looked tired. Maybe Ellis didn’t realize his size was so intimidating. Maybe he just wanted to get his job done. But Charles couldn’t trust the police, not after what had happened to him.

      Charles took a step back and frowned. “I’ll be there later this afternoon.”

      “Good. That’ll give us time to dust for prints. Your prints aren’t going to be in there, are they?”

      Charles rolled his eyes. “I’m a realtor. I go to other people’s houses. That’s my job. I doubt they’ll be all over the place, but I opened the door and went inside before—” Charles waved his hand at the door as the image of the headless body filled his mind. A shiver snaked down his spine. Seeing what happened inside that house was something he wouldn’t get over any time soon.

      Detective Ellis stood tall and stared down at him. His expression turned harsh as he mastered the intimidation stare with so much judgment Charles questioned if he should find a lawyer. And not his lawyer that did real estate stuff, but an actual criminal litigator who could put this prick in his place.

      He would love to see this man belittled. Maybe not belittled, but knocked down a peg or two. For once, he’d love to gloat over a bully.

      Charles sighed. Maybe he was making it up—the height-intimidation thing. This guy was just trying to do his job, and Charles understood that better than most. It’s why he’d moved from the last city he’d lived in. He just wanted to work. That was all. Just work like a normal person and not have issues come up because of who he was. His history with the police sucked. They’d believed his parents. Only the judge who let him go twice had cared. That was long ago and far away. The cops here had nothing to do with that.

      His day was shot. Heck, the Applewhites may decide to not buy at all and be done with him. He wasn’t desperate for money, but he would need some extra cash if he needed to hire a lawyer. He wasn’t guilty and hadn’t done anything at all to raise suspicion. But that didn’t mean the cops would think him innocent. He was a realtor, not a murder. Surely the cops would see his work history, and nothing would come from their questions.

      “Be at the station at two.” Detective Ellis turned and stalked up the steps and into the house.

      Charles wanted to do something immature like stick out his tongue, but he held it in and turned to search for the Applewhites. They were gone. Shit, now he would have to call them and set up another time to look at houses. He would need the perfect place for them. Before today, all they needed was a little push, but he would need to bring in the big guns after this.

      A shiver skated through Charles. What if the next house he showed had a dead body inside? He didn’t want to think about how that would ruin his business. Heck, his business might be ruined just by talking to the cops. All it would take was one nasty reporter trying to come up with some sensation article. His past was full of sensational gossip that could bring down the biggest titan of them all, let alone him.
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      Robert stepped outside and peeled the paper booties off his shoes. The murder had been gruesome. There was nothing in the house, no weird overhangs or strange guillotine-like objects on display like art pieces that could have caused the victim’s head to become detached. Someone had gone into that house and done the deed.

      Now he had to figure out who had access to the house and could have done such a horrible thing. Sure, in New York or Florida, this might be a common occurrence, but people in Charleston didn’t cut off other people’s heads.

      “What do you think?” Adam, his partner, asked.

      Robert lifted his chin, giving Adam a nod. “Where have you been? And what happened to your forehead?”

      Two months ago, Robert’s boss, Captain Mitchell Porter, decided he needed a partner. A year before Adam joined him, Robert’s old partner walked off the job, leaving him to work alone. He didn’t mind being alone because that gave him time to think. But his captain decided he needed someone to look over his shoulder. Porter had been adamant, ignoring Robert’s pleas to stay solo.

      Adam wasn’t terrible, but Robert didn’t like the constant scrutiny from his partner. If a case came up like this one, he didn’t wait around to search out Adam. The man was an adult and could get himself to a murder scene fine on his own.

      Adam reached up and touched the lump on his forehead. “Nothing. Just ran into the cabinet door last night. I had to stop by the range to qualify on the Colt M4 today.”

      Robert rolled his eyes. “You know we aren’t ever going to use an M4. You’re wasting your time.”

      “Just because you don’t want to qualify on the guns the SWAT team uses doesn’t mean I don’t. Besides, how badass would that be? SWAT and a detective.”

      He didn’t want to say how ridiculous Adam’s idea was. Porter would never allow one of his detectives to work SWAT. “So, how did it go? Did you qualify?” The shake of Adams’s head was nearly imperceptible. Robert almost burst out laughing, but right then, the medical examiner stepped out.

      Adam seemed to snap to attention as he glanced up to meet Dr. Vincent’s gaze. “Sorry I wasn’t here earlier, sir. How does it look in there?”

      Dr. Vincent tugged off his booties and gloves and removed the protective clothing. “It’s certainly not a picnic. I’ll have a better idea of what was used to lop his head off once I get back to the hospital. Are you going to show up for my lecture?”

      Robert snorted out a laugh. Dr. Vincent liked to call his autopsies lectures, mainly because he ended up describing everything to junior detectives. The good doctor just didn’t like to see ill-informed detectives running around who didn’t understand basic science principles.

      Adam pulled out his phone before shaking his head. “I’m not sure we⁠—”

      “We will be there.” Robert didn’t leave any leeway for Adam to not show. He knew Adam hated standing in during autopsies. To tell the truth, Robert didn’t like them either, but he always picked up good information when he sat in on one of Dr. Vincent’s lectures.

      “Any idea of the time of death?” Robert asked.

      “Based on the quick look, I’d say between eight pm last night and two in the morning. I’ll narrow it once I’m in my lab. I’ll send you a text about thirty minutes before I start. Maybe give you two time to get there. Oh, and remember to eat a light lunch. Last time, one of the detectives had a bacon and chili cheeseburger. It didn’t go well for him.”

      Robert’s stomach grumbled at the thought as Dr. Vincent took off.

      Adam shot Robert a frown, disgust clear on his face. “Why did you say we would be there? We have loads of leads to run down and⁠—”

      Robert held up his hand, stopping Adam’s words. “Fine, you don’t have to be there, but I’m going. I don’t like this one at all. You should go in for a look. It’s bad. This guy needs to be stopped.”

      “It could be a woman,” Adam said.

      Robert shrugged. “Could be. But whoever it was had to be strong. We’ll know more once we get reports back. That is if the murderer left anything behind.”

      Adam leaned back and looked over Robert’s shoulder into the house. It seemed like his face turned a little green as he contemplated heading in. Robert didn’t blame him. They’d never had a beheading before. Violence like this was odd for their city. Not that Charleston was a big city. For South Carolina, it was large, but it wasn’t like Manhattan or Boston. He liked it better when the crazies stayed in other states, and their biggest problem was keeping the university students from acting out. Tourists were an issue, too, but they were easy to catch if they murdered someone here. Usually, that was familial violence or drug violence, not some random person in a house off the beaten path. In Charleston, it was the drive-by shooting and homelessness that pushed people to the brink. Lack of money and too many drugs drove most of the homicides. This one felt like a different beast. He wasn’t sure they had the knowledge or resources to figure it out. Maybe they’d catch a lucky break.

      “We have an interview to do this afternoon.” Robert couldn’t help the smile that came to his lips. He found Charles intriguing. The guy wasn’t too old, not a kid. Maybe it was his size or something else that made Robert want to pull the guy close
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