
  Synopsis


  


  The cure for grief is action, but is it worth the risk?


  


  Greer Ellis is a hard-working homicide detective who excels at her job and values her reputation and her privacy. Since the death of her partner two years ago, work is the only thing that interests her. Until Eva Saldana, an internationally renowned journalist comes to town looking for answers in her brother's death. Eva is convinced the overdose label so hastily applied to his case is not only wrong but is also a cover for murder. When evidence seems to point to a fellow officer, Greer is torn between her quest for the truth, allegiance to her profession, and her growing desire for Eva.


  


  But is the risk they must take to be together justifiable?
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  Prologue


  


  A gun barrel was pressed against his temple. Cold shivered down his spine. His heart drummed, his body stinking of fear-sweat.


  “Do it or I’ll blow your fucking brains out. Bad sight for your family—body with no fucking head.” The stranger motioned to the thin white lines of cocaine on the coffee table.


  “Please, why are you doing this? I don’t even know you.”


  “Just ain’t your day.”


  “What do you want? Money?” His voice trembled and tears stung his eyes. What was happening? He couldn’t think—was trying to survive. “Please.”


  “Nice big inhale. You’ll like it.” The gunman laughed—cold, like he was forcing it.


  He shook his head, then looked around for an escape. The man stood between him and the door—trapped.


  “Fucking snort. Do it. I don’t have all night.” The stranger jabbed the gun barrel against his temple again.


  “Can I take off my shoes?”


  The gunman’s forehead wrinkled. “Sure, but make it quick.”


  He slid his Kenneth Cole oxfords off without untying them and tossed them toward a chair. Then he removed his socks and threw them on either side of the room. How freeing—to be careless and sloppy in the face of death. His captor shifted impatiently from side to side.


  “Okay, you’ve had your fun. Snort.”


  Shaking, he picked up the straw and inhaled, trying to remember the last time he’d spoken with his family. If he’d only told someone where he was going today. If only…


  “Now the other one.” He repeated the process. “Excellent. Just sit back and enjoy the ride.”


  His heart pounded erratically. Energy surged in his brain. He gasped for air. Not enough air. Sweat trickled into his eyes, and he wiped at it, lethargic. “Please.” A series of pictures flashed through his mind: his parents, brothers, sister, the woman he loved. Scenes from his life, good and bad. He tried to hold on to the images.


  Everything around him blurred. He reached out for help. The coffee table rose toward him. His vision dimmed. He fell.


  Chapter One


  


  “Clare!” Greer Ellis’s own horrified voice echoed in her ears, her throat dry and raw from screaming. Perspiration soaked the bedsheet, and she was hot and sticky. She threw off the wet covers and slowed her rapid breathing. The pulse pounding in her temples eased, and she slid her hand to the opposite side of the bed—still empty. The nightmare continued even after she woke. She’d had it less often during the past two years, but it remained as vivid.


  Greer rose and crossed to the barn-style doors in her second-story garage apartment. They overlooked a stream-fed pond, and after she slid them apart she listened to the melodic trickling of water over rock. Gradually it reconnected her with the present. The gray dawn light bathed her cooling nude body in soft shadows, and the brisk fall air licked and tingled her clammy skin.


  She grabbed the old kaleidoscopic throw that Clare had knitted, hugged it around her, and relaxed into its warmth. The wool-blend material was faded, its corners fraying. She inhaled deeply, hoping some remnant of Clare’s scent remained. But it had vanished, like Clare had. Greer had refused to wash the afghan, or even use it very often, but that hadn’t helped. She sat in the open doorway, swinging her legs and staring across at the deciduous trees. They had been stripped of their colorful leaves like she had been stripped of her lover.


  A loud clanging from the main house announced that the morning’s first pot of coffee was ready. Bessie had started using this method of notification when Greer moved from the house to the apartment two years ago. No matter how early the ghosts arrived in Greer’s dreams, Bessie was awake first, like a sentinel keeping watch.


  Greer walked through the back door ten minutes later fully dressed and ready for work. The beautiful log home that Bessie had built with her lover, Ruth, still held too many memories of their happy foursome. She’d hoped she wouldn’t have to live in the apartment long, but each time she entered this space, she saw and heard Clare. She kissed her sixty-three-year-old aunt lightly on the cheek. “How you feeling, Aunt Bessie?”


  “Next to perfect, as always.” Bessie pinned her with sharp blue eyes that dared her to be untruthful. “Bad dream?”


  “The usual.” Her aunt was capable of peeling away her defensive layers like an orange. Greer busied herself pouring coffee to avoid prolonged exposure to the look that always left her feeling too vulnerable.


  “When you’re ready to talk, I’m here.”


  “I know. Thanks.”


  They slid into their morning breakfast routine with eggs, bacon, and grits, salted by the latest hospital gossip. As head nurse, Bessie knew all the rumors, which she shared—in confidence.


  When they finished cleaning up and headed to their vehicles for work, Bessie said, “And one more thing. Stop trying to test your mortality with these stupid stunts you’ve been pulling.” She tilted her head toward the new Harley-Davidson Fat Boy that Greer straddled. “Hospital gossip isn’t the only scoop I’m privy to.”


  Greer throttled Icarus and shot out of the driveway around Bessie’s old truck. In the side mirror, she saw her aunt mouth the words “slow down” before she disappeared in a cloud of gray dust. Greer twisted the grip again, laying a long stretch of rubber and popping a wheelie as she hit the road toward downtown New Hope. She had to completely concentrate and carefully control her body to perform the maneuver. She loved the power that pulsed between her legs and the way the bike teetered on its rear wheel. Riding Icarus flat-out made her enjoy life in a way that she hadn’t for too long.


  But her exhilaration vanished when the bike’s front wheel reconnected with the pavement. Only the cool fall air, the vibrating machine, and memories of Clare remained. She could almost feel Clare’s slender body pressed against her back, thighs cupping her butt, hands caressing her crotch until wetness seeped through her jeans. She often arrived at work horny and happy. During the day, the edginess kept her sharp and focused in her job as a beat cop. And at night Clare held her again and satisfied her need.


  But Clare wasn’t here. Reality sliced through her like the crisp morning wind stinging her face. She wouldn’t hold Clare again. A stranger had made sure of that. Greer gunned Icarus and wished she could ride into the sun and burn away the loss and guilt. But no one answered her prayer. She couldn’t soothe the ache permanently. She found relief only when she flirted with death.


  She gripped the throttle tighter and buried the speedometer needle in the red zone. The bike burst into top speed and the frame vibrated with power. When her pain eased, she was entering the no-passing zone leading into town behind a very slow-moving vehicle. Greer pumped the brakes and cursed. Slowing, she followed the sightseer on Elm Street through downtown toward the police department.


  


  *


  


  “Get back,” Eva Saldana said to the impatient motorcyclist who zoomed up behind her. She flashed to her assignment in Jakarta last year when two cyclists rode her bumper, then whizzed past with automatic weapons strapped to their sides. She shivered and tapped her brakes.


  As the tailgater slowed, Eva again focused on the pleasant scene before her. Breakfast patrons chatted under rainbow-colored umbrellas lining the sidewalks of the cozy downtown avenue. The tires on her rented BMW thumped over the brick-paved street with the steady cadence of a carriage on cobblestones. As she gazed at the quaint small-town setting, several people waved as she passed.


  But older warehouse buildings towered behind the colorful awnings and smiling faces. They reminded her of two movie sets quickly constructed with no time to clear the lot. The worn and crumbling façades looked ominous, as if waiting to consume the inviting foreground. If this scene was the norm in New Hope, North Carolina, population 55,000, her time here would be an experience in contrasts.


  She nodded to the waving people and returned her attention to the street ahead. Hopefully the directions the pimple-faced gas-station attendant had given her were accurate. He’d said, “The police department’s straight ahead about two miles on Elm. You can’t miss it.” So far he’d been wrong. She drummed the steering wheel impatiently, wishing she’d had more than a double espresso for breakfast.


  Eva refused to be late for her meeting with Police Chief Sam Bryant. It was too important and, besides, she had lost control over too many things in her life. This wouldn’t be one of them. She’d taken time from her job as an investigative journalist to come here and correct a terrible injustice. She would send the wrong message if she was even one minute tardy.


  In spite of her anxiety, something about New Hope resonated with her. She lowered her window and breathed in the fresh fall air. Eating utensils clanked against dishes, and the low murmur of conversation wafted through her open window. The charcoal smell of burned wood mingled with the aroma of strong coffee and the sweet yeast of freshly baked pastries. A memory of home swept through her.


  Her mother held a woven blue and brown basket filled with fresh bread and muffins in one hand and Eva’s tiny fingers in the other. They walked toward the beach at Lagos, carrying breakfast to her father and brothers working at the fisheries. Along the white sandy path, neighbors and friends called out greetings. She was warm, happy, and safe.


  That had been the last time Eva felt a complete sense of family. Her father’s journalism career had taken off shortly afterward, and so had he. One assignment followed another until her memories of him dimmed. His brief visits made Eva want to cling to him and persuade him to stay in Portugal. But he also told wonderful stories that excited Eva and stirred her own wanderlust. Now she understood how addictive excitement and acclaim were. She had chosen the capricious lifestyle of a reporter too. Would he have understood why she had decided to put her family before her career right now, when she was so successful?


  The impatient motorcyclist behind Eva tapped his horn twice. Eva was stopped at a green light staring at the New Hope Police Department with its scroll-top Ionic columns and long, wide stairs. If she hadn’t spotted the sign on the front lawn, she might have thought it was a historic antebellum home. She pulled behind the two-story structure with five minutes to spare and reached for the door handle.


  As she swung the car door open, a rumble like an oversized lawn mower assaulted the air, and the motorcyclist who had screeched up behind her appeared. She barely had time to shut her door before the noisemaker skidded to a stop too close to her vehicle, rattling the entire car.


  She watched from the safety of the BMW. The rider kicked down the stand on the white Harley-Davidson and swung his right leg over to dismount. Only an anatomically challenged male would wield such a loud, aggressive vehicle. Her temper sparked.


  She shouldered the door wide and braced her leg against it to keep it open only inches from the resting motorcycle. Then she jumped out and prepared for her first fight of the day. “Didn’t you see me here?” She gestured to the space between their vehicles.


  The rider shucked off his helmet, raking his hand through a mop of thick blond hair. “Sorry, got a little close, didn’t I?”


  The simple gesture made Eva’s anger fade into something as intense but even more uncomfortable. She thought of her father’s favorite American Western, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. The woman who stood before her had the same wild-eyed look of unrest that Robert Redford did when he stood on a cliff before he and Paul Newman dove into a raging river. Her father had worn that type of restlessness like a cloak, and their family had been constantly in turmoil because of it.


  “You lost?” The woman’s husky voice rumbled through Eva as completely as the vibrations from her Harley had.


  The motorcyclist stared at her with aqua eyes the hue of the Atlantic as it washed into the Bay of Lagos. A small scar bisected her left brow and stopped close to her eye, giving her a dangerous yet vulnerable air. Her blond hair fell into place as the woman raked it again with her hand, sunlight bouncing off a silver band on her left ring finger. What type of person would take on this roguish specimen?


  Eva returned to the woman’s question about being lost, scanning her feelings and recent behavior. If she answered honestly, she would have to say, “Very.” Instead, she said, “I’m here for a meeting.”


  “Okay, then, gotta go.”


  Before the woman turned, her shameless gaze roamed over Eva’s body once again like that of a hungry animal. The look left Eva disturbed. The rider’s lips parted slightly into what Eva interpreted as a smirk. Reckless and rude. Pivoting on her calf-length riding boots, the woman sprinted toward the building with the same energy Eva imagined must accompany her every breath. Eva wanted to absorb some of that essence to recharge her own dwindling reserves. She needed to feel grounded but vibrant again.


  As the woman retreated, her long, lean legs were outlined by clinging, threadbare jeans. When she took off her tattered leather jacket and whipped it over her shoulder, her back muscles appeared firm under her body-hugging T-shirt. Eva caught a whiff of soap and water without fragrance. Reckless, rude, and attractive, she thought as the stranger disappeared around the corner of the building.


  


  *


  


  Greer rushed through the police department entrance with only two minutes until lineup. She couldn’t handle another lecture from Sergeant Fluharty about punctuality and responsibility.


  “You’re late again,” Donna Burke, the chief’s secretary, stated. “You and Bessie get into it over something this morning?”


  “Just behind, as usual.” Greer loved her aunt dearly, but sometimes she could be a pain to live with. Hell, sometimes the entire city of New Hope wasn’t big enough for the two of them.


  Greer waved as she passed Donna’s desk. “Incoming hot chick. Looked vaguely familiar. See you.”


  “So she’s attractive, huh?”


  “Didn’t notice,” she answered, flashing Donna a grin. But Greer remembered the woman’s full lips and sexy dimples as she spoke. Every carefully pronounced word flowed with a hint of a foreign accent and was punctuated by hand gestures. She was a bit high-strung, the kind of woman who cultivated attention like royalty. And she’d certainly gotten Greer’s, an unusual occurrence for the past months.


  “Must’ve been a looker for you to call her hot, but you wouldn’t know because you didn’t notice,” Donna teased her.


  Greer looked back over her shoulder, rolled her eyes, and hurried down the hallway toward the lineup room as the front door opened again.


  Eva paused in the huge entry and glanced at photos that hung against the portico’s rock walls. Plaques dedicated to officers for acts of professional excellence surrounded a picture of Chief Sam Bryant. One plaque contained the picture of the rude woman she’d encountered in the parking lot, and the engraved nameplate read Greer Ellis. Reckless, rude, attractive, and heroic.


  “Good morning, ma’am, I’m Donna Burke. May I help you?”


  “Yes, please, my name is Eva Saldana. I have an appointment with Chief Bryant.”


  “Of course, he’s been expecting you. Welcome to New Hope.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Vaguely familiar. She wouldn’t know a celebrity if one bit her on the nose,” Donna muttered. “Sorry. One of our detectives thought you looked familiar. Obviously she doesn’t watch CNN or she’d know who you are, Ms. Saldana.” Without waiting for a response, she said, “The chief is on a conference call right now, but he’ll be with you in a few minutes. Could I offer you something to drink while you wait?”


  “No, thank you.”


  How much about Eva’s visit had the chief relayed to his secretary? Did she know the reason for their meeting this morning? If so, would she be as cordial? Donna motioned to one of the red-cushioned armchairs in front of her desk and Eva sat down.


  “If you don’t mind my asking, how long will you be in New Hope, Ms. Saldana?”


  Eva searched Donna’s face and found only sincerity. “I’m not sure yet.”


  “Have you found a place to stay? I could recommend something.”


  “I’ve made arrangements in Hurley at an extended-stay facility.”


  “That’s a shame. Hurley’s a thirty-minute drive, and it’s not nearly as welcoming as New Hope. I think you’ll like our town.”


  Eva relaxed a little. Why was she accepting Donna’s questions without reservation? Her voice, which had a slightly Southern accent, genuine and hospitable, helped make some of Eva’s stress about her meeting evaporate.


  Donna smiled conspiratorially. “Well, if you change your mind, I might be able to help with a place much closer and cheaper. A private home with more of a personal touch.”


  “You’re very kind.” Why did small-town residents try to assimilate anyone who crossed their borders? Eva thought of Lagos, grimaced, and decided she wouldn’t be staying long enough to find out.


  The door to Chief Bryant’s office opened and a tall, silver-haired man strode toward her. Weather-etched skin crinkled around his eyes and mouth when he smiled. He extended his hand. “Ms. Saldana, I’m Sam Bryant. It’s a pleasure to meet you, though I’m sorry it’s under such unfortunate circumstances.” His deep voice was soft and soothing. “I was a big fan of your father’s work and of yours as well.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Chief Bryant released her hand and motioned her into his office. “We can talk inside. Donna, hold my calls, please.”


  As Eva walked by, Bryant’s lanky frame loomed at least six inches above her, foreshadowing the enormity of her task. What happened here today would determine what she would be doing in the immediate future. Would she be on assignment in yet another foreign location or stay in this quaint little town? Either the police department would grant her request or she’d have her next assignment right here.


  Bryant crossed to a corner fireplace, repositioned the logs with a poker, and pointed to a mahogany-colored leather chair near the heat. “Have a seat, Ms. Saldana, and we’ll get started.” Bryant pulled a matching chair alongside and joined her.


  Eva began her rehearsed speech. “Chief Bryant, I’m very concerned about the investigation of my brother’s death, which was ruled an overdose. Paul was a very stable and socially connected person. He didn’t even use over-the-counter medications. He believed in natural alternatives. I believe your detectives missed something and I’m requesting that they reexamine his death. I can’t accept their conclusion. It simply isn’t possible. You don’t know Paul as I do—did.” She released a sigh at having finally said the words she had repeated over and over in her head for weeks. She couldn’t say any more. Tears burned behind her eyes but she maintained her composure.


  “I’m sorry about your brother, and I understand that you have concerns. I’ve asked Sergeant Fluharty of the homicide squad to review the case to make sure we didn’t miss anything. He’s in the best position to do that.”


  “Thank you. I appreciate his time and yours.”


  Chief Bryant’s gaze never left Eva’s. “I not only want you to think that we did our best, but I also want you to know that we did. And I apologize for having to ask this, but you’re sure your brother wasn’t into recreational drug use?”


  The question made her shudder. She’d asked herself that many times in the four months since his death, and the answer was always the same. Paul was the straightest arrow in their family, focused and completely above reproach, as far as she was aware. But you never truly know another human being, especially someone in your family. She couldn’t say that to the chief of police. She had to go with her gut. “My brother wouldn’t defile his body with drugs.”


  Bryant silently studied her, offering, it seemed, an opportunity to reconsider her answer. “You evidently have astute investigative skills, Ms. Saldana, so we have our work cut out for us. If Sergeant Fluharty doesn’t clear things up, feel free to call.” He pulled a business card from his pocket and handed it to her. “All my numbers are on there. In a small town, it’s a requirement to be available twenty-four seven.”


  Something in Sam Bryant’s eyes reassured Eva that he and his staff would hear her concerns and take them seriously. “I’m willing to listen.”


  “Thank you for that. Fluharty runs a tight ship. I’ll have Donna call the evidence room. Someone will bring your brother’s personal effects to you shortly.” Bryant preceded her to the door and held it open. “To the right.”


  When they approached the door marked Homicide Squad, Eva stopped and drew a ragged breath. She silently promised her baby brother again that she would uncover the truth about his death. Then she promised herself that when this was over, she would settle down and have a real life. Her nomadic lifestyle didn’t satisfy her any longer, though the work defined her in so many ways. Paul’s death had proved that no one is guaranteed tomorrow.


  Bryant opened the door and waved her inside.


  When Eva stepped into the room with the homicide detectives, her game face slipped on and her posture tightened. This was about her loved one, not an anonymous face in some third-world country. This small group of strangers had already judged the events in the most important story of her life and she wanted to try to reverse that decision. At least she didn’t know any of these people, so it should be easier to be objective. But as she gazed at the woman holding center stage in the room, something else became clear. Greer Ellis, friend or foe, would be an issue.


  Chapter Two


  


  Eva walked into the narrow room crowded with battered metal desks. A patchwork of bulletin boards, wanted posters, and phone numbers covered the faded beige walls, riddled with nail holes. The room smelled of scorched coffee and fresh donuts. Eva smiled at the old cliché but focused on Greer Ellis.


  As she and Chief Bryant entered unnoticed, everyone was staring at Greer, who stood in the center of the room, hands raised. She debated a dark-haired, middle-aged man with no neck and a football-player build. His checked shirt needed ironing, and he strummed his fingers on the desk as she spoke.


  “Come on, Sarge. I wasn’t even a minute late. Besides, I was helping some lost woman in the parking lot. Really, when I came in, she was—”


  “Sit down, Greer. We’ve had this discussion before. I don’t like to repeat myself.” The man’s tone was calm and fatherly.


  “Jeez, Sarge. I promise, I was helping a lady.”


  Chief Bryant whispered into Eva’s ear, “Greer obviously had too much caffeine this morning.”


  The comment implied a level of familiarity that Eva didn’t share with her own staff or colleagues.


  “And another thing, Greer. What do you mean pulling that stunt yesterday? You know we don’t make any kind of arrest, especially felonies, without backup. You need to be more careful. We have rules for a reason. I don’t want to be the one to tell your Aunt Bessie…” The man shuffled some papers uncomfortably.


  Greer straightened and the muscles along her shoulders twitched. “I’ll do better.” The statement sounded obligatory but not binding. Greer Ellis obviously found it easier to get forgiveness than permission.


  The sergeant started to speak again, but glanced at Eva and Chief Bryant at the back of the room and sprang from his seat. “Good morning, Chief.”


  The detectives swiveled, then straightened in their chairs. Maybe because of the chief, or maybe because of her. Greer pivoted on her heel and swept her piercing stare over Eva again, making her uneasy.


  Chief Bryant grinned, shaking his head as Greer sat down. “Good morning, folks. This is Ms. Eva Saldana, CNN investigative journalist. She’s here in an unofficial capacity, inquiring about the death of her brother, Paul Saldana. I believe JJ handled the case.”


  A fortysomething man with a buzz cut, blue eyes, and pale crow’s-feet offered his hand. “Jake Johnston at your service. Call me JJ. I’ll be glad to answer any questions.” JJ was moderately handsome with his bronze skin and flashy smile, but a bit too eager.


  Sergeant Fluharty elbowed JJ aside and shook Eva’s hand. “It’s good to meet you, Ms. Saldana. I’m Sergeant Fred Fluharty, welcome to NHPD.” Fluharty, as tall as Chief Bryant, was heavier, with a small potbelly. His oval face glowed when he smiled, sending a blush up to his retreating hairline. “JJ’s our most experienced detective. We’ll try to address your concerns.”


  Chief Bryant headed for the door. “I see you’re in good hands, so I’ll leave you to it, Ms. Saldana. Let me know if you need anything else.”


  Sergeant Fluharty relaxed his posture when the door closed behind the chief. “Let me introduce you to our other three detectives.” He motioned toward the others in the room. “Since our squad is so small, everybody usually works on the major cases.”


  He pointed to a young, dark-skinned man with an inscrutable expression. The Fu Manchu–style facial hair that encircled his mouth and chin made him appear serious. His body was muscular, his bearing militaristic. “This is Detective Derrick Bastile. We call him Breeze.”


  The man nodded. “Welcome, Ms. Saldana.” His rich baritone voice suggested confidence and authority.


  “Breeze?” she asked.


  “As in cool, I would imagine. You’ll probably get a nickname if you’re here longer than an hour or two.”


  Eva turned her attention to the other male. “This is Craig Myrick,” Fluharty said, “our resident computer guy and an excellent detective.”


  Myrick glanced up from his laptop long enough to mumble, “Hey, I like your stuff on CNN,” and returned to his work. His pale skin contrasted to his jet black swept-back hair and droopy eyebrows.


  “Thank you.” Eva’s pulse hiked as she and the sergeant approached the final officer, who had been so rude earlier. She breathed deeply to control her response, but this woman made her wary and excited.


  “And this is Greer Ellis.” Fluharty gave Greer his best be-nice stare.


  The vibrant blue of Greer’s eyes churned like the depths of the ocean, briefly emitting pleasure, pain, and confusion. Eva stared at the mysterious scar that carved a clean path through the woman’s brow and clung to the strong hand that covered hers. Strangely familiar warmth crawled down her spine and grounded her. Eva couldn’t force herself from the overwhelming visceral sensations until Greer’s full lips moved.


  “Eva Saldana. Now I know why you looked familiar.” Greer radiated mischief and rebellion like a neon warning sign on the roadway.


  Eva struggled to maintain her equilibrium as sensation flooded her. She hadn’t responded to a woman this strongly or quickly…ever, not even with her recently increased appetites. But she needed to control her overactive libido right now.


  JJ cleared his throat and announced, “Hey, Greer, shouldn’t you let the lead detective take the lead?”


  When Eva realized they still held hands and locked eyes, she stepped away.


  Sergeant Fluharty said, “Ms. Saldana, if you’ll follow me, we’ll get started. JJ has court this morning, but we won’t need him.” The detective looked disappointed as he gathered his briefcase and headed out.


  Fluharty closed the door to his office and motioned for Eva to take a seat. Then he poured a cup of coffee and loaded it with sugar. “Care for some?”


  “No, thank you.” Fluharty’s office seemed like a closet full of filing cabinets.


  “I’m sorry we had to meet under these circumstances. It isn’t easy to lose a loved one especially unexpectedly.” He sat down and spread his huge hands across a file folder on his desk. “Now, how can I help you, Ms. Saldana?”


  Fluharty’s eyes looked tired and bloodshot. Eva hoped he hadn’t been up all night on a case, because she needed his full attention. “That should be obvious. I don’t believe my brother overdosed.”


  “What do you base that on?”


  “He didn’t take drugs of any kind.”


  “To your knowledge.” Fluharty’s statement sounded like an accusation.


  “I’m in a better position to know what my brother would do than a group of strangers. No disrespect intended, Sergeant.”


  “So you saw your brother often and spent long periods of time with him?”


  “No. We have separate lives, like most siblings.”


  “He lived in Lagos, Portugal. Is that your home as well?”


  “My work requires a great deal of travel, but what does that have to do with Paul’s death?”


  “I’m trying to understand your relationship better.”


  Fluharty’s professional tone contained no hint of compassion for her situation. He seemed to be trying to paint an ugly picture of her brother’s life. “Sergeant, my brother didn’t have a complete personality change. I know what he is—was—like.”


  “How many deaths have you investigated during your career?”


  “That’s not the point.” Eva’s skin prickled.


  “It is certainly a point. Jake Johnston has investigated death cases for ten years. Nothing gets by him. If he says your brother died of an overdose and the autopsy shows nothing to the contrary, that’s how he died. I know how difficult this is for you.”


  The warmth in Eva’s veins turned hot. “I’m sorry, but I don’t share your confidence. Is your idea of a case review to simply defend your decision?”


  “Hardly, Ms. Saldana. The chief told me three days ago that you were coming, so I’ve studied every detail of the case numerous times. JJ followed every lead, considered every angle, and explored every possible scenario. I wish I could tell you that I have questions, but I don’t.” Almost apologetic, he showed the first signs of emotion.


  Despite his warmth, Eva clenched her hands into tight fists and struggled to contain her anger. A man in Fluharty’s position would probably use her volatile emotions to justify his point. “But I have questions, Sergeant. I just want your detectives to review the case once more.”


  “We don’t have the manpower to revisit cases every time a family member asks. That’s why I went over this one again personally. Unfortunately, drug deaths are a fact of life here, and we get more every day. I can’t spare an officer to look into a closed case.”


  Eva willed her voice to remain calm. “Then give me access to your files and I’ll investigate it myself.”


  “I can’t release departmental files to a civilian. Besides, that would hardly be an objective third-party review.”


  “What about a compromise, a joint review? I’ll study the facts with one of your men supervising.”


  Fluharty blew out a long breath. “That’s against policy too. I wish I could do more, but my hands are tied.”


  “Change the policy. Nothing is carved in stone.” Except your rules and regulations, apparently.


  “That’s not how we do business, Ms. Saldana. This isn’t one of your CNN cover stories. We have departmental guidelines for a reason. If we make one exception, the whole system comes under scrutiny.”


  Fluharty threw up roadblocks to every suggestion, and Eva slipped into panic mode, an uncommon state for her. She’d faced far more dangerous opponents on assignments throughout the world, but this one was personal. This man’s decision threatened to dislodge one certainty in her life—Paul’s basic goodness. “Please, Sergeant, I know my brother. Consider another possibility.”


  “I’m sorry, ma’am, there is no other possibility. People lie. Evidence doesn’t. We found a half ounce of cocaine in your brother’s room. His nasal cavity looked like upstate New York during a blizzard.” He stopped, as if reconsidering his comment. “I’m sorry, that was unkind. But he had enough drugs in his system to kill him twice. Nothing in his room or on his person pointed to foul play.” Fluharty waved the file in front of her like a red flag. “Everything we have points to an overdose. I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but these are the facts.” His final statement rang with genuine regret.


  Eva was standing over Fluharty’s desk with her fists clenched at her sides before she realized that she’d risen. “My brother did not do drugs. Are you listening?” Her voice sounded strained and foreign, its pitch higher and shaking with emotion. “You must believe me.” Fluharty’s expression told her she was wasting her breath. To him, she was just another bereaved relative incapable of objectivity.


  The beige folder on his desk with her brother’s name scribbled across it looked blurry through her tears, but she refused to let them fall. This man had no idea how much this case meant to her or how far she would go to uncover the truth. She straightened and locked stares with him. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time. I’ll continue this conversation with the chief.”


  It took every ounce of her willpower to walk slowly out of his office and into the parking lot. All she saw was the red of her anger and the dark abyss of her situation.


  


  *


  


  Greer tried to complete her paperwork without eavesdropping on the low, intense mumbles from Fluharty’s office. Would the sergeant reopen the Saldana case?


  She had thought the initial investigation four months ago was a bit hasty, but all evidence pointed to an overdose. She had been taught to look beyond the obvious, and in this instance her training officer, JJ, had done exactly the opposite. He wrapped the scene in a matter of hours, accepted the coroner’s preliminary cause of death, and filed the jacket. When she’d asked him about it, he’d quipped something about a duck being a duck.


  He’d done his job properly, though. JJ was the best detective in the squad, and she’d learned a lot from him. Without his friendship, especially the way he covered for her during her grief, the last two years wouldn’t have made much sense.


  But why was JJ in court instead of meeting with Ms. Saldana and the sergeant? Breeze and Craig were out trying to locate a witness, and right now Greer would rather be anywhere but here. The intensity in Sergeant Fluharty’s voice increased, and she flinched. It wasn’t going well. She’d heard Fluharty’s logical, fatherly sermons many times. She didn’t want to think about how that poor woman was feeling right now.


  She was the first person who’d stirred any real interest in her since Clare. Guilt, immediate and brutal, seized her. She slumped in her chair as sensual memories invaded. She shouldn’t feel attracted to Eva, but she ached for physical attention. Sex was different from love, she told herself, and she knew her limits.


  Eva was nothing like Clare, but her expressiveness mesmerized Greer. When they met, Greer wanted to say something genuine, but she hadn’t wanted to show how much Eva attracted her. More beautiful than a model, Eva seemed innocent, passionate, and determined. Uneasy, Greer took a deep breath as the voices from Fluharty’s office grew more urgent.


  Eva Saldana sounded increasingly distressed and desperate. Situations like this made Greer uncomfortable. She understood grief over the loss of a loved one, but she couldn’t identify with someone who expressed it so earnestly. Suddenly the door to Fluharty’s office opened and Eva walked slowly but deliberately toward the parking lot, gazing straight ahead, her lips pursed in a tight line. She looked only seconds from tears. Greer ran after her, compelled to help.


  As Greer exited the squad room, an evidence tech waved a brown box. “Saldana’s property.” She stopped long enough to sign the obligatory form, grabbed the box, and ran after Eva.


  “Ms. Saldana.” Eva sat in her car gripping the steering wheel, her eyes closed. She didn’t acknowledge Greer. “Ms. Saldana, please. I have these—”


  Eva opened her eyes and rolled down the window, staring at Greer through a mask of controlled grief. “You have what? My brother’s personal effects?” She snatched the box and shook it at Greer. “You want to pass this off and wash your hands of him entirely? Are police officers supposed to be unfeeling and inflexible, or is it an option?” She waited as if expecting Greer to answer.


  The pain reflected in Eva’s eyes and in her trembling voice disturbed Greer. She felt totally inadequate to help this woman, yet she wanted to. “I’m sorry.”


  Eva gestured more slowly yet more intensely. “You’re sorry? Could you be more specific? Are you sorry because you and your fellow conspirators have desecrated the name of an honest, respectable man? Or are you sorry because you did a poor job and lack the integrity to admit it and make it right? Perhaps you’re sorry that you had to deliver this box and confront the hysterical woman. What exactly makes you sorry, Detective Ellis?”


  Greer was tempted to say nothing, but something inside her prevented it. “I’m sorry for your loss.” Though heartfelt, the statement sounded so clichéd.


  “You’re sorry for my loss? You know nothing of loss.”


  Greer twirled the wedding band on her finger. Eva stared at her, but Greer couldn’t look up. She’d already revealed too much.


  “What do you know of my pain?”


  “You’re not the first person to lose somebody.” Greer noted the unintended bite in her tone.


  The reply quieted Eva momentarily before she asked, “And your loss made you like this?” It sounded more like an observation than a question.


  Greer straightened and forced a smile she didn’t feel. She wasn’t sure what Eva meant and wasn’t sure she wanted to know. This woman was prying into her private thoughts and feelings. Time to take a giant step back. “Nah. I blame genes and an overindulgent guardian.”


  “You use professional bravado well—to bury your loss and keep you prisoner.”


  The truth in the words surprised Greer. Eva sounded like Bessie, wise and empathic. Greer couldn’t respond. It had taken her months to build a façade around her loss—months of denial and avoidance. She refused to let this stranger with pinball emotions rattle her bubble of protection. “Ms. Saldana, I’m also sorry the sergeant won’t reopen your brother’s case.” Then, to her surprise, she said, “But if it’ll help, I’m willing to listen.”


  Hope replaced the sadness in Eva’s eyes. “You’ll review the case?”


  What the hell had she done? “That’s not what I meant. I don’t have the authority to reopen a closed case, but I can hear what you have to say. Meet me for coffee later at the diner on Elm? I’m off at three.”


  Greer would at least listen to her. She wasn’t part of this investigation, but she took pride in her squad’s work. She was a professional and wanted everyone to think of her and the department in that way. She’d try to convince Eva that the squad had done its job properly. She owed it to herself and her coworkers.


  “I’ll meet you. And thank you, Detective.” Her gaze held Greer’s a moment longer. “I’m sorry for my outburst. I’m overly emotional and a bit raw right now but—”


  “No problem.” Greer doubted seriously that Eva ever repressed her emotions. She headed back inside the station as Eva pulled out of the parking lot.


  Where had this woman come from and how had she insinuated herself into Greer’s life? With her soft, rhythmic voice she molded her words into an English-foreign hybrid that oozed sensuality. But beyond her obvious appeal, she was in pain and looking for answers. As Greer walked back to the office, her thoughts strayed from her lengthy to-do list to Eva and her own questions about Paul Saldana’s death four months earlier.


  That afternoon, on her way to meet Eva, Greer considered how she could possibly help. She wouldn’t go against her fellow officers, so she refused to intervene professionally. She’d failed to find peace in her own life since Clare’s death, so how could she mitigate anyone else’s suffering? What the hell was she doing?


  The fifties retro eatery was full of downtown workers taking a midafternoon coffee break. Their conversations hummed in the background of clanking dishes and whirring espresso machines. The aroma of the morning’s bacon and onion-laden hash browns still filled the air. Greer waved and nodded as she walked over to the only outsider in the place.


  Eva already sat at a booth in the back and waved as Greer entered. “I was afraid you’d change your mind.” Several empty espresso cups and a barely touched muffin littered the table. Greer inhaled the aromatic fragrances of mingled coffee concoctions and signaled for a waitress.


  Janice Johnston, JJ’s wife, sauntered over to their table and pulled a pencil from behind her ear. “Your usual, Greer?” When Greer nodded, Janice asked Eva, “Another double espresso?” She scribbled their orders and started back to the counter.


  “Thanks, Janice.” Greer returned her attention to Eva. “How long have you been here?”


  “Since this morning. Where else would I go?” Eva looked at her like the answer made perfect sense.


  “Where were you before? I mean, you just arrived in New Hope from Portugal?”


  “Yes. I came from Lagos, my childhood home. Vincent and Lucio, my twin brothers, and I arranged for Paul’s burial. We remained there to settle his estate and to grieve.”


  “That was four months ago.”


  “Yes. Grieving is a long and sacred process in my family. We mourn the dead by celebrating their lives. We stay together until everyone feels a little more comfortable with the loss. Some heal faster than others. Some never release the pain.”


  She gazed at Greer, seeming to wait for a reaction to her point. Her stare was as invasive as it was welcoming. Surprisingly, Greer wanted to respond to the statement, but opted to let Eva open their professional discussion at her own pace.


  After Janice placed their drinks on the table and walked away, Eva began her story. “My brothers and I were very close after my parents died. We called ourselves the quad and talked every month, sometimes more, in person or on conference calls. Paul and I were especially close, only a year between us. Vincent and Lucio are seven years older. We spoke the week before Paul’s—before this happened. He was excited about a real-estate discovery here in New Hope.”


  “Any more details?”


  Eva shook her head. “He usually e-mailed all the information. I hadn’t received the latest project details.” Her voice dropped and a pained expression shadowed her lovely features. “I didn’t ask enough questions the last time we talked. My father would’ve been ashamed of my amateurishness. He was a perfectionist and encouraged us to be as well. But my investigative work hasn’t been this personal before.”


  The comment about her father seemed to cause Eva more pain. Greer didn’t understand fathers, but she’d had experience disappointing people. Bessie’s expectant face flashed through her mind. “You didn’t hear from Paul again?”


  “No.” Eva brushed a strand of wavy brown hair from her face and looked at her apologetically.


  “What about your other brothers, any contact?”


  “No.”


  “Tell me about Paul.”


  Eva’s hand trembled as she took a sip of espresso. “Paul was a wonderful man, compassionate and loyal. He was engaged to his college love, and they were planning to marry next year
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