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  Chapter One
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“You don’t seem too thrilled that our shift is over.” 
Trent Hightower glanced up at Mack Browder, sighing as he tossed his shirt into his locker. “Yeah, if I were joining you and Ryan at Rupert’s, there’d be a little more excitement.”
“So come with us.” Mack shut his locker and leaned on it with his shoulder, arms crossed over his chest. “There a little woman at home telling you not to?”
Trent ran a hand through his hair as he kicked his locker closed. “No. Worse. There’s a father and an uncle. I’d be happier if there was a little woman bossing me around.”
Mack simply stared at him, one brow cocked in question. 
“Family meeting,” Trent told the other man with a sigh. “And as much as I don’t want to be a part of anything with the name Hightower attached to it, my presence was demanded.”
Mack shrugged. “So? Don’t go. You’re a grown ass man. Are you telling me they’ll ground their thirty-year-old son if you don’t show up?” 
Trent scoffed. “You’ve met my family a couple of times. What do you think?”
“I think family is complicated and yours more than most.” He shook his head as he stood, and Trent wished he was going with his friend for a drink rather than to his uncle’s house. “If you change your mind, we’ll be at Rupert’s. Apparently, Ryan has some new ideas for the bachelor party he wants to run by me.”
“I don’t envy you there.” Trent shook his head, chuckling. “Ryan has some pretty wild ideas.”
“Yeah, and I think he’s getting even more from Janis.” He shook his head as he waved at Trent. “Wish me luck.”
A few minutes later, Trent tossed his duffel in the back seat and slid into his beat-up Ford. He swung into a burger joint for a bite to eat, delaying the inevitable for as long as possible. He knew what the meeting was about and saw no reason for them to summon him for their issues. There was nothing he could do about the legal problems of his cousin Benny that he hadn’t already done. Ryan had investigated the arson case fully and done all he could. It was now up to the courts. His cousin had dug that hole himself, and Trent was fine if the hole swallowed him, even though he highly doubted it would. Not with his family’s army of lawyers.
And yet, his cousin’s pleas still filled his ears from when he had called just a few nights ago. Benny claimed Trent’s being outside the family was the only way to figure out what was truly happening, that he was the only one who could help them in this situation.
He had just finished popping the last of his fries into his mouth as he pulled into the long circular cobblestone driveway of his uncle Obadiah. Right away, he knew this wouldn’t be a routine family meeting with the amount of cars parked in front of the house. It wasn’t uncommon for his uncle to summon the entire family to his estate in the historic district of Charleston, but this looked like there was more than just family. Something was brewing, and as much as he tried to shake it, tension clung to the humid night like a second skin, thick and stifling.
He parked his car next to a sleek Mercedes, his brother Marcus’s car, and took a slow breath, reminding himself that he didn’t belong there—not anymore, which is why he drove the car he did as opposed to the flashier vehicles like the Mercedes or Benny’s Ferrari. He had walked away from this life years ago. Had never actually walked into it, as a matter of fact, choosing to become a firefighter right after high school, much to his father’s chagrin. Yet, here he was, called back like a soldier returning to a battlefield he never wanted to fight on again.
The heavy double doors of Obadiah’s grand house swung open before he even knocked, and a familiar smile greeted him.
“Good evening, Master Trent. It is good to see you again.”
Trent rolled his eyes as he shook his head. “Edward, how many times have I told you not to with the whole ‘Master’ thing? Just Trent is fine with me. I’m not as needy as the rest of my family.”
“You tell me every time I use the title, sir,” his uncle’s butler said as he closed the door. “Just as you tell me not to call you ‘sir.’” He clasped his white-gloved hands together in front of him as he stood tall and straight. “And I have no doubt you will continue to do so.”
Trent chuckled as he gave another shake of his head. “Just like you’ll keep using them. At least you’re real, Edward.”
Edward simply smiled at him. “You are the last one here, sir. The rest are in your uncle’s study.”
“Thanks.”
Trent exhaled sharply and made his way toward the designated room, the polished marble floors cold beneath his boots. It matched the air of the place as well, probably a symbol of his uncle’s heart.
Family, and probably a couple of lawyers, already packed his uncle’s study: his father and uncle, his aunt, his cousins, Aaron and Rosalyn, his brother, and various associates he barely recognized. Some sat on expensive leather furniture, others leaned against the walls, arms crossed, waiting. The conversation that filled the room was an inaudible murmur, like the distant rumble of an approaching storm. He hadn’t seen the family so wound since last year when Kurt died and Benny tried to blackmail his family.
At the center of it all, sitting in his usual leather chair near the fire like a king presiding over his court, was Obadiah Hightower. His graying hair slicked back, his tailored suit flawless, but the look in his sharp blue eyes was anything but calm. He wasn’t the kind of man who showed weakness, which only made the dark lines on his face more unsettling.
Trent barely had time to take it all in before the fireworks started flying.
“What the hell is he doing here?”
He had been on his way to his father when he heard his brother Marcus sneering at him. 
“He doesn’t belong here, and he knows it. We said this is a family meeting. Hasn’t he already claimed to not want anything to do with us?”
“He’s my son,” Trent’s father said as he stepped up to Trent, glaring at Marcus. “As well as your brother. I’d say that makes him family.”
“I actually called him,” Obadiah said as he rubbed at an imaginary spot on his pants. “Benny seems to think we need him, and I agree with him.” He cocked his head at Marcus. “And your brother is family, just as your father said.”
“Then he should act like it more often,” Marcus spat as he shoved himself out of his seat, crossing the room to the wet bar. “He’s too busy playing firefighter to be of any use to us.”
Trent opened his mouth to say something, but a quick shake of the head from his father caused him to keep quiet. 
His father turned as everyone else settled down in their seats, his expression grim, dark eyes holding something Trent hadn’t seen in the man in years. Fear. “You made it.” It wasn’t a welcome necessarily; it was an assessment.
Trent scoffed. “Did I have a choice?”
His father didn’t answer. He simply motioned him toward the wet bar. “I’d get a drink for this. You might need it.”
Before Trent could take his father up on his offer, Obadiah cleared his throat, and the murmuring ceased instantly. The room fell into tense silence, all eyes on the head of the Hightower family, being the eldest of the two brothers.
“I’m going to get straight to the point,” he said, his voice smooth but laced with steel. “We all know what happened with Benny a couple of weeks ago, but there’s more happening than that arson case than we’ve shared with everyone.”
Marcus scoffed as he lifted his glass. “That seems to be the theme with this family.” A growl slipped past his lips before he took a large swallow, and Rosalyn shot him a dirty glare, which he ignored. As he lowered the glass, he took a slow breath. “What I want to know is whether my cousin is working with the Black Talons or not? And what the hell was that meth shit doing in the textile warehouse?”
“Marcus, watch your mouth,” Trent’s mother snapped. “I will not have you using such language in my house.”
“But your nephew can run a meth lab?”
“Enough, Marcus. You are being far from helpful.” Obadiah uncrossed his legs as he turned toward the others, casting a quick glance at Benny, who stood by the window, his hands shoved into his pockets. “Benny was not running a meth lab. He did not set that warehouse on fire, and we’re dealing with the Black Talons. Rest assured.”
A ripple of reactions moved through the crowd—some surprised, some indifferent. Trent wasn’t either. He had worked that fire, lost two firefighters in it, and he still wasn’t sure if Benny was responsible or not.
“Someone set me up,” Benny said, the words almost a whisper.
“Why were you with the Black Talons to begin with?” Marcus asked. “Why the hell were you even at that damn warehouse?”
“Stop it, Marcus,” Obadiah snapped. “He says someone set him up, and I tend to believe him.”
Trent crossed his arms as he narrowed his eyes at his uncle. “Based on what?”
The room turned toward him, the weight of their stares like a noose tightening around his throat. He didn’t care. They invited him there. Correction. They summoned him there. He had every right to ask whatever the hell he wanted, and he damn well had no intention of holding back.
Obadiah didn’t seem offended. If anything, he looked mildly amused. “Because we’ve got bigger problems.” He glanced over at Trent’s father. “Someone’s coming after us.”
The silence that followed was suffocating.
“What do you mean?” Trent’s cousin, Aaron, asked.
Obadiah leaned forward as he glanced over at his son. “Someone hacked our financial accounts. Offshore holdings, business accounts, personal ones. They’ve locked some of our biggest assets down. Whoever did this isn’t just looking to steal from us. They want to destroy us.”
“This happened to you last year,” Trent said, his stomach twisting. He knew his family had enemies, but he had also thought his father and uncle were smart enough not to let it happen again. “Didn’t you lock everything down after they caught Wesley?”
“Apparently not.” Obadiah shrugged. “Seems he left a back door we didn’t see and gave someone the key.”
“And they waited this long to use it?” Trent shook his head. “It makes no sense. Why?”
“Who knows? And really? I don’t care.” Obadiah stood, brushing off his pants, and then went to the wet bar. “The fact is someone is coming for us and now the Feds are sniffing around, using Benny’s case as an excuse to dig deeper. They want to take us down, and they won’t stop until they do.” He paused at the bar, sweeping the room with his gaze and letting it land on each person there like a silent command. “This will affect us all, so I will excuse no one from helping solve this.”
A quiet murmur rippled through the group, and Marcus shot Trent a scathing look.
Trent clenched his jaw. “There’s nothing I can do. I’m not getting involved in this.”
Obadiah’s eyes flicked to him, unreadable, before turning to pour a glass a whiskey. “You’re a Hightower. You’re involved.”
Trent shook his head. “No. This has nothing to do with me. I don’t work for you, and I don’t owe you anything.”
His father grabbed his arm before he could turn and leave. “Trent,” he murmured, voice low but firm, as if in warning.
Trent turned to him, his anger barely leashed. “No. Don’t even ask me.”
His father’s grip tightened. “You think you’re out, son? That just because you fight fires instead of handling ‘business,’ you’re free of this family?” He exhaled sharply, and Trent was quite aware of everyone staring at him. “We’ve let you play your game for the time being, and I’m not asking you to get your hands dirty in this. We just need you to use your contacts. Call in a favor or two. Help us this one time, and I swear, I’ll make sure Obadiah leaves you alone after this.”
Trent stared at him, pulse pounding. His father had never made promises lightly. If he was willing to say this in front of Obadiah, it meant he was desperate.
And that scared Trent more than anything.
He exhaled slowly, glancing around the room at the expectant faces, the waiting eyes. The Hightowers had never asked him for help before—not like this.
He took a deep breath, running a hand through his hair. “Fine. But this is the last time.”
Obadiah smiled, but there was nothing warm about it. “Of course.”
Trent walked out of that house feeling like he had just signed away something he couldn’t get back. He needed to clear his head, but more than that, he needed someone he could trust.
Lyla.
But there was no way he could call her. No way he could drag her into his family’s mess. It would only ruin her, and he cared about her too much to let that happen.
Still, he really wanted to call her to ask for help. God, why did he even go to this damn family meeting tonight? 






  
  Chapter Two
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“Can I buy you a drink?” 
Lyla glanced beside her as a slender, dark-haired man stepped up beside their table, his own whiskey in his hand. His friend took a step closer to her friend, Dana, hope in his eyes. They had picked their marks, it seemed.
“Or perhaps a dance?”
Lyla smiled at him, ready to squelch their hope. “Thanks, but I’m good.” She lifted her glass as if for proof, and then she turned back to face Dana, tucking a strand of her dark hair behind her ear as she dismissed the guy.
“Come on, one dance. Promise. I’m not a klutz.”
She sighed, reaching into her back pocket and pulling out her badge. “No dance, and I don’t care how klutzy you are. Now move along.”
The man held up his hand as he and his buddy backed away. “All right, all right. No need to get all cops and robbers on us.” He chuckled and shook his head before turning and moving on to his next possible score. He leaned into his friend as he walked away. “Of course, she could have used her cuffs on me.”
Lyla merely shook her head.
“That was harsh,” Dana said, shaking her head, flipping her thick, caramel-toned curls over one shoulder. “You could have at least let them buy us a drink and chatted for a bit.”
“And get their hopes up? No way. I’m good.” She pointed to the men who had just walked away, one brow raised. “But by all means, if you feel like chasing after them, be my guest.”
“I’m good, thanks. Just pointing out your edge. That’s all.”
“No edge. Just too long of a day to put up with a player’s bullshit.”
Dana gave a slow bob of her head. “Ooookaayyy. I see how this night’s going to go.”
Lyla chose to ignore her friend’s statement and glanced around the place once more as she picked up her glass and took a sip.
Levels was packed. The kind of packed where the music pulsed in her chest like a second heartbeat, the bass thrumming against her ribs. Laughter and voices blended with the steady beat of hip-hop and electronic remixes, the scent of sweat, expensive cologne, and liquor heavy in the air. She hated places like this and didn’t know why she allowed her friend to drag her out.
She swirled the straw in her mojito, watching the condensation drip lazily down the side of her glass. Dana had dragged her there, promising it would be a “stress relief” kind of night, which was just Dana’s code for “let’s get you laid,” which her friend thought was the answer to everything.
It wasn’t happening.
Men had tried, though. 
Three separate guys had already approached her, not counting the last one who just sulked away from her, all with that same easy cocksure grin and swagger, offering to buy her a drink, give her twirl around the dance floor, or to give her a night she wouldn’t forget. She had refused them all, keeping her back against the cool leather of their booth.
Across from her, Dana sighed dramatically, kicking one leg over the other in exasperation. 
Lyla cocked a brow. “What?”
“You’re impossible.”
Lyla lifted a brow. “I didn’t realize not grinding on strangers at a club was a personality flaw.”
Dana rolled her eyes. She had always been the bolder of the two, both in her words and in her choice of clothing, a tight red dress that practically dared men to come flirt with her. And they did. Constantly.
“You don’t have to sleep with them, Ly. Just enjoy yourself a little. Let loose.” She lifted her glass and took a sip.
Lyla took a slow pull from her mojito. “I’m perfectly fine right here.”
Dana muttered something under her breath about wasted opportunities, but Lyla ignored her. She’d been on edge all week, and she wasn’t sure if it was work or something else, something she wasn’t ready to name. Something she couldn’t name without it possibly getting her in trouble.
Instead, she focused on their usual topic of conversation. “So, you were saying something about the new guy on patrol? What did you say his name was? I haven’t run into him yet.”
That worked. Dana’s expression lit up instantly. “Oh, right! He’s young, maybe twenty-four? Rookie type. Gorgeous. I mean, ridiculous. I bet he’d even look good in cuffs.” She waggled her brows, grinning.
Lyla smirked, shaking her head. “Aren’t they all according to you?”
“This one’s different.” Dana leaned forward, lowering her voice like they were talking about some classified mission. “He’s got that scruffy, ‘I-just-rolled-out-of-bed’ kind of thing going for him, but also looks like he could break you in half if you asked nicely.”
Lyla snorted into her drink. “You’re unbelievable. I bet you’re even thinking about asking him. Nicely or not.”
Dana grinned. “And you’re boring. You really need to loosen up some.”
Lyla shook her head. But before she could respond, Dana changed tactics. “Speaking of cops, you know who’s still sniffing around you?”
“Here we go again.” Lyla tensed slightly. “If you say—”
“Detective Faulkner,” Dana finished smugly, tipping her glass toward Lyla.
Lyla groaned. “You’re seeing things.”
“Oh, am I?” Dana challenged. “Ly, he finds any excuse to stop by your department. I saw it again today. He literally invented a case just to talk to you. That man is trying so hard, and you won’t even give him a pity coffee.”
Lyla shook her head, feigning indifference. “He’s not my type.”
Dana scoffed. “Oh, please. He’s tall, broad-shouldered, clean-cut, makes good money. What’s not to like?”
Lyla just shrugged, sipping her drink.
Dana’s playful expression faded slightly, eyes narrowing in that way they did when she was figuring something out on patrol. Then she sighed and placed her glass down with a loud clink.
“Okay, that’s it.”
Lyla arched a brow, her glass halfway to her lips. “That’s what?”
“That’s the last weak-ass excuse I’m letting you get away with tonight.” She shook her head, sighing. “I know exactly why you’re ignoring every man that comes near you.”
“I’m just not in the mood for men tonight. What’s the big deal?” She blew out a breath before taking a sip of her drink. Setting the glass back down, she glanced over at her friend and fellow officer. “Look, if you want to go grab a guy and twirl around the dance floor or sneak into a stall in the bathroom, be my guest. I’m just not in the mood to play grab-ass.”
“Please, we both know why you’re giving every guy who’s approached you the cold shoulder.”
Lyla frowned. “Dana—”
“And his name,” Dana cut her off, “is Trent Hightower.”
The sound of his name was like a slap to her ribs.
Lyla forced herself to stay still, to keep her face neutral, but Dana knew her too well.
“Oh, don’t even try that.” Dana pointed an accusing finger at her. “We’ve talked about this. We’ve been over all the reasons that it’s a bad idea. You getting mixed up with a Hightower, even one who claims to distance himself from his family, is a surefire way to wreck your career.”
Lyla exhaled through her nose. “Dana, it’s not like that. I know the reasons not to get involved with Trent, and I haven’t even spoken to him in forever. That’s not why I’m telling these guys to kiss off. I simply don’t want to dance with them.”
Dana laughed. Actually laughed. “You are so full of shit.”
“I am not,” Lyla insisted, but the words felt weak even to her.
Dana leveled her with a look. “If you didn’t have feelings for him, you wouldn’t tense up every time I mention his name. You wouldn’t be shutting down every guy who so much as breathes near you. Hell, you wouldn’t have looked so damn wrecked when I told you Faulkner was interested. It’s more than just you not being interested in these men or a fun night out. You’re focused somewhere else.”
Lyla didn’t answer. She really just wanted the conversation to go away.
Dana leaned in, voice quieter now, but firm. “He’s a bad idea, Ly. No matter how much you want him. And before you lie again and tell me you don’t,” she raised a brow, “we both know you do.”
Lyla felt like she couldn’t breathe, her heart pounding because as much as she wanted to deny it all, she knew her friend was right. “I really need to stop sharing so much.”
“Oh, sweetie, you don’t need words for me to know where your heart is. It shows every time you hear his name or look at him.”
Lyla shook her head, sighing. She had talked about this with Dana before. Several times, actually, since her feelings for Trent had crept past the line of “I admire him” and into something dangerous. She had done everything to shove those feelings down, to remind herself that it led to trouble, that he was a Hightower, and that his last name alone could ruin her.
She had told herself she had let it go.
But had she?
“I heard something else today,” Dana added after a moment, tilting her head slightly. “Another reason for you to keep your distance. From people who’ve been monitoring the Hightowers.”
Lyla frowned. “What do you mean? What did you hear?”
Dana pressed her lips together, and Lyla could see the woman debated whether or not to share what she knew. Lyla simply waited her friend out, knowing that, eventually, she’d spill the news.
Dana leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Trent was there. At the Hightower estate. Obadiah’s actually. A few nights ago.”
Lyla’s stomach twisted. She knew his family had been in turmoil since the police had arrested his cousin, Benny, and accused him of setting the warehouse fire, but she thought since he was out of jail, Trent would have kept his distance. It was over. Done. Another man had confessed.
Dana observed her reaction, and Lyla didn’t doubt that the other woman noticed the battle going on in her mind. “Doesn’t really look like your boyfriend is out of the family business, does it? If he’s distancing himself, then why go there?”
Lyla swallowed, gripping her glass tighter. “You don’t know why he was over there. Could have been anything. Just because he’s not a part of the family business doesn’t mean he’s not a part of the family. He could have been there because of someone’s birthday, for all you know.”
She knew Trent wasn’t like them. Hadn’t he spent his whole life proving it? He was a firefighter, not a criminal. He had worked his ass off to get away from his family’s reputation. 
He wouldn’t go back.
Would he?
“You’re right. It could have been anything. But it could have been exactly what others are thinking it is.” Dana sighed, staring over at Lyla as if she could read her mind. “Just… be smart, okay? I love you, but I’m not gonna stand by and watch you torpedo your life over a guy you can’t have. Not and keep quiet about it, anyway.”
Lyla opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, a man approached their table. At first, she bit back a groan and rolled her eyes, knowing Dana would give her hell if she turned down another offer to dance.
But he wasn’t there for her.
“Excuse me,” he said, a nervous smile pushing up his lips as he looked at Dana. “Would you like to dance?”
Dana glanced at Lyla, as if making sure she was okay. Lyla just gave her a curt nod and a smile.
“Sure,” Dana said as she slid out of the booth, flashing the guy a dazzling smile as she left Lyla alone with her thoughts. 
Her troubled thoughts.
The ice in her mojito had nearly melted.
She stared down at the condensation rings on the table, her mind racing.
Trent wouldn’t get involved in his family’s bullshit. There just wasn’t any way she could see him forsaking years of distancing himself from their reputation. He had worked too hard. He simply wouldn’t risk everything he had worked for.
Would he?
She swallowed hard, her fingers tapping absently against the rim of her glass. Surely, he had to know they were watching his uncle’s house. They’d want to keep an eye on Benny, if nothing else. He would know someone would take note of him appearing there.
Then, barely above a whisper, she muttered to herself.
“What the hell are you doing, Trent?”






  
  Chapter Three
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The firehouse was quiet, the kind of unnatural stillness that always came before an alarm. Trent had learned to appreciate these moments over the years, though he never truly let his guard down. The radio crackled occasionally, dispatch murmuring updates that had nothing to do with his station—yet. If he was lucky, this Thursday would remain quiet. He needed it to remain quiet, because he had his own emergency to sort through. 
He sat at the long table in the common room, a thick folder spread open in front of him, papers scattered in a hand of cards array. The overhead fluorescents buzzed softly, casting a sterile glow over the pages of reports, statements, and crime scene photos Ryan had given him. The air smelled faintly of burnt coffee and old smoke, the lingering scents of firefighters who had come and gone before him.
Trent rubbed his temple, forcing himself to focus on the nightmare staring him in the face. A nightmare he had thought settled with the capture of Commander Harold Vaughn.
The warehouse fire had been brutal for the Charleston Fire Department, both with the fact that Harold had been involved, and the fact two firefighters lost their lives trying to put it out.
And now he stared at the pictures of that devastation.
The images in the file showed the charred remains of the building, twisted metal and collapsed beams tangled together in a blackened skeleton. He traced the words of the incident report, the report he shouldn’t even possess, his jaw tightening at the section detailing the deaths of the two firefighters, men he had known. Good men. And then later, the detectives who died in a car bomb thanks to the Black Talons.
Then came the commander’s confession, spinning the entire case into a whole new direction. He had thought Harold a good man until Ryan saw him coming out of a dive bar with members of the Black Talons. How the man even got involved with the gang, Trent didn’t know. Nor did he really care. There was no excuse.
Trent skimmed over the typed statement, the weight of it pressing down on him.
“I was forced. The Black Talons gave me no choice. They threatened my family. If I didn’t let it burn, didn’t help them set up Benny Hightower, they were going to kill my wife. It wasn’t supposed to go that far. I swear.”
Trent clenched his jaw, thinking the man had recourses. Could have gone to the cops.
The Black Talons.
From what Ryan had told him and from what he read in the reports in front of him, they were a new player in town. And if they were going after the Hightowers, then they were hitting town with a bang, not satisfied with a small portion of the town’s criminal underbelly. Perhaps they wanted to show their teeth by taking out the biggest target—his family. The fact they hit town, the warehouse burnt down, and the Hightowers were once more having a cyber attack against their holdings could not be a coincidence.
Trent grabbed a notepad and started jotting down thoughts and questions:
Black Talons threatened the fire commander. Who else have they threatened? Are others in their pocket?
Why frame Benny? Why target the warehouse specifically?
Did they run drugs out of the warehouse?
Cyber attack—are the Black Talons capable? Need confirmation.
His pen hovered over the page before he added another note:
Marcus still an ass.
He smirked bitterly at that last one, shaking his head. His older brother, Marcus, had been his usual judgmental self at the family meeting, sitting there in his tailored suit like he was better than everyone, especially Trent. His brother had never liked his decision to not get into the family business, and Tuesday night had been no different.
“He doesn’t belong here, and he knows it. We said this is a family meeting. Hasn’t he already claimed to not want anything to do with us?”
And then.
“He’s too busy playing firefighter to be of any use to us.”
Trent exhaled slowly, pushing the memory aside. His brother acted more like Obadiah’s son than their father’s.
A chair scraped against the stained linoleum floor as Mack plopped down across from him, dropping a steaming mug of coffee on the table.
“All right, Hightower.” Mack leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms above his head. “You’ve been staring at those papers like they personally offended you. You gonna tell me what’s got you brooding, or do I have to guess?”
Trent pulled the papers closer, closing the folder halfway before blowing out a heavy sigh. “Just looking into some family bullshit. It seems no one in the Hightowers understands the words ‘Leave me alone.’”
Mack raised a brow. “I recognized some of those photos from when Ryan had them. You’re still looking into the warehouse fire? Why? I thought they closed that.”
Trent shook his head. “Not really. The police think they’ve wrapped it up all nice and neat with a bow, but I have more questions. So does Obadiah.”
“So what’s all this?”
“A convoluted mess, for starters.” Trent slid the papers around, running his gaze over each one. “Seems my family is neck-deep in another scandal. Obadiah has asked me to look into it, expecting me to reach out to Lyla or some of my other friends on the force to see if they know who’s going after them.”
Mack scoffed. “And you’re doing it here?” He shook his head. “Not the best place to concentrate.”
He made a slow bob of his head as he glanced over his shoulder at Darren, who kept yelling at some news show on the television. “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. I might need to skedaddle for a few days. Take some time off while I figure this shit out.”
Mack nodded, almost as if he had expected Trent to say what he had. I guess I’ve been more sidetracked than I thought.
“Well, make sure you don’t go so far down this rabbit hole you ditch me in a couple of weeks. Bachelor party’s happening, and I expect you to be there.”
Trent snorted. “Wouldn’t miss it. Ryan’s been walking around like a peacock, cooing about what he has planned.”
“Do peacocks coo?” Mack leaned back in his chair, grinning. “And yeah, that’s what scares me. I need you there to make sure I don’t wake up in another state with a terrible tattoo that will cause Shelby to kill me.”
“Not it,” Trent said immediately.
Mack chuckled, shaking his head. “Man, if I ever decide to run off into the criminal underworld, remind me not to put you in charge of my escape plan.”
Before Trent could respond, their chief, Doug Feltham, stepped into the common room. His heavy boots thudded against the tile, his ever-present smile growing when he spotted the others at the table.
“Hightower. Browder.” He moved over to the table and took a seat, reaching out for Mack’s coffee cup and taking a sip. A scowl twisted his lips as he set it back down. “I forgot you like yours sweet.” He shook his head before bouncing his gaze between the two men. “So, what’s the topic of conversation today? Not women again, I hope.”
Trent sat up straighter, taking a slow breath. “Actually, I was just telling Mack I think I need a few days off. Family matters.”
The older man dropped his gaze to the papers in front of him. “I see. Well, I can give you a few shifts off. I’ll have Beth call for a replacement.”
A wave of relief washed over him, but a part of him wished his chief had refused his request so he could just shove all the Hightower nightmares to the side. “I appreciate it. Just a few days, I promise.”
Feltham studied him for a long moment, lips pressed together. Then he nodded, his smile slipping back into place. “I know you like to keep your personal life separate from the job. But if you ever need to talk, you come to me. You got that?”
Trent nodded, surprised at the sentiment. “I appreciate it, Chief.”
Feltham grunted. “Just make sure you come back in one piece. If this involves your family and whoever’s gunning for them,” he held up his hand at the confused look on Trent’s face, “Ryan told me. But if that’s what this is about, then you could put a target on your back.” He tapped the table with his knuckles. “And don’t miss Mack’s damn bachelor party. That boy will never let you live it down.”
Trent smirked. “Understood.”
Feltham nodded as he pushed himself out of his chair. “Now, to get some real coffee.”
Trent swiped the papers back into the folder, eager to be out of there and some place where he could concentrate. “I’ll see you in a couple of Saturdays,” he assured Mack, and then headed for his car.
Once he was sitting behind the wheel, he dug through the folder once more, looking for a piece of paper Ryan gave him a few days ago. Detective Jake Rourke from the narcotics division. If anyone could help Trent connect the dots between them and what was happening with the Hightowers, he hoped it would be him.
He dialed, pressing the phone to his ear.
The voice on the other end picked up after three rings. “This is Rourke.”
“Hey, this is Trent. Trent Hightower. Ryan Anderson gave me your number. I was hoping you could help me with something.”
He heard the other man exhale on the other end. “Well, this is interesting. I never thought a Hightower would reach out to me. What exactly are you hoping for?”
Trent ignored the jab. He was used to people in law enforcement treating him like part of the disease. “Ryan said you had a bead on the Black Talons. I need to know if you think they can pull off a cyber attack?”
There was a long pause.
“And just why are you asking?”
Trent’s grip tightened on his phone, not sure he should say anything about his family’s current situation. “For now, can I just say it’s something I’m looking into?”
Rourke sighed. “Yup, you’re Ryan’s friend. Look, the Black Talons are still fairly new players in Charleston. Could they have a hacker among them? I wouldn’t put it past them in this day and age. Seems everyone has one now. However, from what we know, they usually deal in violence, not computers. Drugs. Guns. Prostitutes. They could be moving up, but if so, we haven’t heard.” There was a long pause. “Let me guess. Someone’s hacking your family?”
Trent didn’t respond right away. Obadiah would kill him if the police thought the Hightowers were vulnerable.
“Look, I appreciate it. I’ll be in touch if I find anything out.” He hung up before the detective could ask anything else.
Before he could overthink it, he scrolled down to another number in his contacts, a person he hadn’t talked to in about a year, and pressed call.
The line rang a few times before a familiar voice picked up.
“Well, hey stranger. Everything all right?”
A smile slipped across his face at the sound of her voice. “Hey, Cynthia. It’s been a while. And things are as they always are.”
“That bad, huh?” his late-cousin Kurt’s widow said with a laugh. 
He laughed back, shaking his head. “How about you?”
Cynthia Hightower had left Charleston a year ago at the end of the chaos that had swallowed his family. One Hightower had died
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