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Trey’s head snapped back. “Ow!”

Gabriella ignored him and pressed her hand harder against the nape of his neck, her eyebrows knit in concentration. She had him sitting backwards in a kitchen chair, shirtless and annoyed, while she poked and prodded the muscles across the top of his shoulders.

I stayed on the sofa with my Garden and Gun magazine, not saying a word. Through the terrace doors, a spring sunset flickered behind Atlanta’s Midtown skyline, gilding the black and white apartment with golden light. This was not how I’d envisioned my Saturday night—up on the 35th floor instead of down in the vibrant scrum of Buckhead. But I guessed from Gabriella’s cocktail dress and sky-scraping Louboutins, she’d had other plans too.

She was barefoot now, her lips pursed prettily. She was Trey’s bodywork therapist, alternative medical adviser, and former lover. The first two were fine by me. The last one sucker punched me every time I saw her place a deceptively delicate-looking hand on his bare skin.

I licked my finger and turned another page. “Is it bad?”

Gabriella shook one red ringlet from her forehead. “I am still evaluating.”

She moved her hand across the plane of his upper back to his left arm, then pushed her fingers into the muscle of his shoulder. Trey closed his eyes and curled his hands into fists.

He grimaced up at her. “Well?”

She slipped back into her shoes. “Not dislocated, and not torn. But you have severely strained the acromioclavicular.”

“Does it require a doctor?”

“No. But you will need to treat it with care for a while.” She opened the leather carry case on the counter with a snap. “How did this happen?”

Trey shot a look my way. I buried my face in my magazine.

Gabriella caught the look. “I see. You will need to take more care, especially with your more . . . energetic activities. You’re predisposed to subluxations, and every injury—”

“Increases the risk of further injury, I know.”

“Then behave as if you do.” She smacked two bottles on the counter. “Turmeric and curcumin capsules. Liniment and tape. Ice tonight, then moist heat.”

“I know how to deal with this.”

“I was explaining for Tai, since she is the one stuck with you this evening, not I, par la grâce de Dieu.” She turned to face me. “He can’t drive for twenty-four hours and must leave the holster at home for a week. Is he fully stocked on painkillers?”

“Everything from aspirin to oxycodone.”

“Good.” A smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. “Of course, after the oxy he will be utterly useless to you for the rest of the evening.”

“Yeah. I figured as much.”

“C’est naze. But it is what it is.” She closed her case and slipped the strap over her shoulder. “Congratulations on the occasion nonetheless. A year together is a year together. Worthy of celebration.”

Across the room, Trey reached for his t-shirt, black hair mussed, blue eyes prickly with pain and simmering anger, although I couldn’t tell if his wrath was directed at me in particular or the world in general. He and I were supposed to be celebrating, yes. Had started celebrating, in fact, before our unfortunate tangle and tumble. Now he was a tornado of irritation.

Gabriella nodded toward the hallway, my cue to follow her. I did, shutting the door behind us as I walked her to the elevator.

“I understand your enthusiasm,” she said, “but you must be more gentle with him. The hypermobility—”

“The what?”

“Hypermobility. Double-jointedness. Surely you’ve noticed?”

My brain sifted through several very specific memories. “That explains some things.”

“Probablement. But it also predisposes him to injuries like this, especially if he is overtraining, which from the state of his deltoids, I am guessing he is. Has the PTSD returned?”

When she said it, the acronym sounded exotic, flowing with French trills and gliding vowels. Peety-Essdie.

I shrugged. “It’s hard to tell.”

“Have you consulted your brother? This is his specialty, yes?”

I felt the knot tie up again. Yes, my brother Eric was a cognitive behavior psychologist, and he did indeed specialize in post-traumatic stress rehabilitation. And yes, he knew the situation exceedingly well having once served as Trey’s occupational therapist. But I was reluctant to approach him. Asking my brother’s advice about Trey invited him to offer advice about me, and that never went well.

“Eric did recommend some books on exercise therapy.”

“Is the regimen working?”

“Yes. No. Maybe.” I shook my head. “I can’t put my finger on it. Trey seems . . . I don’t know. Like he’s trying too hard.”

“Have the nightmares returned?”

“No.”

“Is he sleeping properly?”

“Yes.”

She examined me almost as keenly as Trey did. They’d been together for over five years when I came along, three of those years before Trey’s car accident, two of them after. And yet she seemed to hold not one hint of resentment against me. Quite the opposite, in fact, something I found terribly suspicious.

But according to Trey, she’d saved his life. Since he wasn’t a man to exaggerate, I tolerated the phone calls, the herbal remedies, and the vegan soup she brought over regularly.

I remained skeptical, though.

And watchful.

She tilted her head. “You’re upset he is not spending as much time with you.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“No, you did not, true enough.” She crossed her arms and tapped one fingertip against her shoulder. “Let me guess. His schedule is becoming tighter and more regimented. More work, more training, less time with you.”

I started to argue, but she was right. Our now-defunct dinner was to have been our first date-date in over a month.

Her expression was one of commiseration. “You must be patient. Recovery from a traumatic brain injury is a complicated process.”

“I know that.”

“You and your folie du jour have made his life interesting. And that is good. But interesting can be problematic at times.”

I wasn’t sure I’d heard her correctly. “My what?”

“Your hazards and exploits. Trey cannot help wanting to protect you, and this sometimes involves him beyond his capabilities. You must not let your life choices interfere with his well-being.”

“What exactly are you trying to tell me?”

She smiled with infuriating patience. “When I was a little girl, I visited my grandmother in Provence every spring. One day I found a butterfly struggling to free itself from its cocoon. I wanted to help it, but she told me, “Non. It is the struggle that makes it strong enough to fly.’”

I stared at her. “That’s your contribution to the situation, a butterfly story?”

Her lips compressed. “Then here is the story without the pretty butterfly. This isn’t about you, or your wants, or your needs, or the way you wish things were or were not. What matters is Trey. And right now, he is stable and functioning. I am determined to make sure that does not change.”

She got in the elevator and punched the first-floor button. I grabbed the door before it could close.

“Are you threatening me? Because that sounded like a threat.”

Her eyes flashed. “We do not need to threaten each other because we both want the same thing.”

“That thing being Trey?”

“That is not what I mean!”

“I think that’s exactly what you mean!”

“I meant...ugh! Now is not the time for this discussion. I’m late for dinner with Jean Luc.” She straightened her back, smoothed the anger from her perfect face. “If you would kindly step back, please.”

I hesitated only one second, then pulled back my hand and let the doors close.
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Chapter Two
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Back in the apartment, I locked the door behind me, engaging the drill-proof deadbolts with more force than purely necessary. Trey eased himself to standing, wincing as he straightened.

“Your ex is asking for it,” I said. “And she’d better be glad I . . . why are you giving me that look?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Because this is your fault.”

I put my hands on my hips. “You’re the one who fell out of bed.”

“I did not fall, I was pushed.”

“You were not pushed, you fell and landed where there was no bed.”

“Because you pushed me where there was no bed.”

“Because you . . .” I closed my eyes, counted to three, then opened them. “Never mind. This isn’t a real argument. You’re hurt and sexually frustrated, both of which make you belligerent. I feel your pain, boyfriend, believe me. So let’s not take it out on each other.”

He grimaced and rubbed his shoulder. I knew he’d landed badly the second he’d hit the floor with me on top of him. I’d felt the unnatural give in the shoulder, the full force of my weight coming down on that one precarious joint. I’d banged my elbow up, bruised my knee, but he’d been hurt worse.

And things had been going so well up to that point.

He stamped his way to the bathroom, t-shirt balled in his hand. I followed, propping myself next to the sink while he rummaged in the medicine cabinet. His body was taut with muscle, but the accident and the SWAT ops and a decade of Krav Maga had taken their toll. He was no longer a cocky twenty-something, and he had the scars and pinned knees and titanium-screwed spine of a hard-lived thirty-five years.

I picked up the PT tape and scissors. “Let me do this.”

“I can—”

“Just let me.”

He hesitated, then nodded. I stood behind him. The deltoid was a finely honed slice of muscle connecting the bicep in the front and the trapezius in the back. I traced a line from his shoulder blade down the curve of his upper arm. 

“There?”

He nodded again. The grumpy was burning out, replaced with an exhausted composure.

I cut off about eight inches of tape, scissored it into a Y shape, then stretched it along the top of his shoulder. I crisscrossed that with another length of tape along the scapula. The result resembled an exotic tattoo, slick ebony against his pale Irish skin.

I cut off a final strip of tape. “You sure you’re okay?”

“I will be in the morning.”

“No, I mean the other kind of okay.”

Trey sucked in a breath as the last piece of tape pulled the injured muscle into place. “You need to keep the tension—”

“At sixty percent, I know. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from a year of being with you, it’s how to use kinesiology tape.” I smoothed the final result with my thumb. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

“Oh. I’m okay. Work has been challenging, that’s all.”

“Work with Phoenix or work with Garrity?”

“Both.”

“Anything serious?”

“The usual at Phoenix. Marisa wants me more involved in the client intake process.”

I couldn’t actually blame Marisa. If I’d been his boss, I’d have wanted him out from behind his desk too. He was Phoenix Corporate Security’s top premises liability agent, a math-heavy endeavor involving actuarial tables and crime foreseeability studies—the part Trey loved—and showing up at client meetings to explain things—the part Trey hated.

But clients were quick to sign contracts if Trey was present. Everybody wanted an Armani-clad bad ass on their team.

I returned the tape to the cabinet. “How about things with Garrity?”

“Good. My LINX clearance came through.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I’m authorized to generate my own AMMO reports now. I still have to be supervised, of course. But I can start moving into quantitative analysis, predictive policing.”

I recognized the acronyms. AMMO was the Atlanta Metro Major Offenders task force, a combined effort between the Atlanta Police Department and the FBI currently headed up by his friend and former partner Dan Garrity, which is how Trey had gotten hooked up with it. LINX was some kind of official law enforcement data base, one he’d been unable to access until he passed the second tier of training. Which apparently, he had.

“Congratulations,” I said.

“Thank you.”

I smiled at his reflection. “I’m glad you have cop work to do again. I want everything to be good, you know?”

“I know. So do I.”

“Us things too.”

His eyes crinkled. “Us things are good for me. Are they good for you?”

“Yes. Of course. It’s just that . . .”

Trey frowned, then turned around so that we were face to face. He put his hands on my hips, which took me by surprise. Trey rarely initiated physical contact, but the doctors always said the same thing—that even though his frontal lobes would never fully recover from his injury, his brain would develop new coping strategies. I knew this, and it still caught me off guard sometimes, the tiny infinitesimal steps he took into a recovery that looked different every single day, but which tonight looked like his thumbs resting lightly on my waist.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

“Nothing. It’s just that you’ve been working fifty hours a week, plus volunteering with Garrity, plus training.” I gave him my serious face. “And I know that staying super-busy is your favorite coping device when you’re not okay.”

He bristled only the slightest. “A structured schedule is a significant part of my recovery complex.”

I reached behind him and pulled the eucalyptus rub off the shelf. The stuff smelled to high heaven, but worked wonders.

“I simply want to make sure that you’re not decompensating. Because Gabriella thinks I’m a destabilizing influence.”

“She said that?”

“Sort of.”

I massaged some of the liniment into the corded tendon on the left side of his neck. He tilted his head and let me do it.

“Am I?” I said. “Because you have to tell me if I am.”

He considered. “I wouldn’t say destabilizing.”

“What would you say?”

“What’s another word for ‘chaotic’? One that doesn’t sound as . . .”

“Chaotic?”

“Right. Because that’s not the right word.” He dropped his eyes. “I know this wasn’t your fault. I said that because I was frustrated, and tired, and . . . you know.”

“I know.”

I wrapped my arms around him gently, trying not to aggravate his injury. My reflection gazed back at me alongside his scarred and taped shoulder. Spring was re-enactment season amongst Civil War devotees, and hundreds of hours on the mock battlefield had tanned my skin, lightened my dark blond hair with honey-gold streaks. Even my eyes seemed lighter—the gray-flecked green more silvery now—and I saw new wrinkles at the corners. I was no longer a twenty-something either thanks to my last birthday.

“You need to lie down,” I said.

“Okay.”

“I’ll get the ice pack.”

“Okay.” He raised his eyes. “I really am sorry. About tonight.”

I kissed him on the chin. “It’s all right. I would have preferred champagne and dinner to liniment and oxy. But I’ll take you however you come.”
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Trey was asleep fifteen minutes after the meds hit his system. I looked up “c’est naze” in the online French-to-English dictionary and decided that I agreed with Gabriella’s assessment. Yes, it sucked.

I gathered my red dress from the floor and re-hung it in the closet—it had spent approximately ten minutes on my body—then opened the champagne. Poured myself a glass and hoisted it in a toast to the bedroom door.

“Cheers, boyfriend. I’d like to say this is an unusual way to end a date, but we both know it’s not. Here’s to us anyway.”

I slid open the door to the terrace and stepped into the night. Down below, Peachtree and Piedmont glittered like rivers of dirty diamonds. I suddenly panged for a cigarette. There was no tobacco in Trey’s apartment, of course, and I’d been smoke-free for almost five months, but stress always kicked up the craving.

I stared up at the slate gray sky, a city sky, familiar now. This spring marked not only a year with Trey, but a year in Atlanta, a year with my gun shop and its Civil War-obsessed clientèle. From spring to spring, like the War itself, bookended between two Aprils. And in the morning I’d be on the reenactment field again. But until then, I savored the rising night breeze, closed my eyes . . .

And heard the doorbell.

I grumbled to myself as I padded back inside and peered through the peephole. Garrity stood there, running his hand through his already messy red hair.

I unlocked the door and opened it a crack. “Go away. You can’t have him. Tell your task force they can—”

“I’m not here on AMMO business.”

“Then why . . . wait a second, you’re supposed to be in Alabama. With your kid. Doing dad-and-kid things.”

“Yes. And I want to be in Alabama. But I have to get this last minute thing straightened out, which I can’t do in the hallway. So let me in, okay?”

I stepped back and opened the door wide. In his navy suit, Garrity looked like an FBI recruitment poster, but he still wore the gold Atlanta PD detective shield pinned to his belt.

He fixed me with an accusatory glower. “Neither of you are answering your phones. I’ve been calling for over an hour.”

“Sorry. I was on the terrace and Trey’s asleep.”

He glanced toward the bedroom. “You wore him out already?”

“You could say that.”

Garrity plunked down on the leather sofa and put his feet on the coffee table, examining the apartment with his typical bemusement. I plopped on the sofa next to him.

“So what are you doing here if you don’t want Trey?”

“I need to talk to you.”

“Crap. What have I done now?”

“Nothing for once.” He pulled an envelope from his pocket. “But I figure you might be able to explain why I’m getting a letter from Ainsworth Lovett’s office wanting me to set up an interview with his investigator.”

“Who is Ainsworth Lovett?”

He stared at me. “Seriously? You’ve never heard of Atlanta’s most notorious criminal defense attorney?”

“I’m not a criminal, so no, I haven’t. Why is he notorious?”

“Because he takes on the worst of the worst. He hates the death penalty. Hates mandatory sentencing. Hates anything that makes my job easier. And he’s taken your cousin Jasper as a client.”

“What the...give me that!”

Garrity handed me the letter. I read it quickly and saw that he had spoken true—Jasper now had a genuine, spit-shined, top-notch lawyer. This was the same Jasper who’d led a white supremacist militia group in rebellion against the Ku Klux Klan, and who was now a guest of the Chatham County Detention Center awaiting trial on charges from criminal trespass to felony assault to conspiracy to commit murder. The same Jasper who’d tried to kill Trey and me, and who’d come damn close to doing it. Which was why he was in state-sponsored rehab for a shattered wrist and ankle, courtesy of the three bullets Trey had pumped into him. It was a clear case of self-defense, backed up by two eyewitnesses and a security camera, so no charges had been filed against Trey. But I knew that could change.

I threw the letter on the coffee table. “This is bullshit!”

“My reaction exactly. Have you heard anything from anyone in Savannah?”

“Not a word. Trey and I have already given our interviews. Last time I talked to the prosecutor’s office, they said we were out of it until the trial.”

“So has this investigator, this . . .” Garrity peered at the letter. “This Finn Hudson person. Has he contacted you? Or Trey? Or anybody else connected with the case?”

“Not that I know of. I left the shop early, though, and didn’t get the mail. I’ll check tomorrow.”

“What about Trey?”

“He hasn’t said anything. Neither has Marisa, and you know if Boss Lady got a letter like that, she’d be screaming bloody murder about it. That woman does not like surprises, especially not legal ones that involve Phoenix Corporate Security, and she’d have Trey in her office ASAP if she—”

Trey’s phone rang. I picked it up, peered at the screen, and felt my stomach drop.

Marisa.
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Marisa got right to the point, as usual. “Where’s Trey?”

“Asleep. He’s—”

“Wake him up and put him on.”

I tried to keep the annoyance out of my voice. “Let me rephrase. He pulled his shoulder, and now he’s in a drugged stupor. Can I take a message?”

Marisa exhaled in frustration. She didn’t much like me, a feeling I returned.

“Is he okay?” she said.

“He’s fine. Gabriella doctored him up and now he’s sleeping off some heavy-duty narcotics.”

“Oh.” She paused, and I could almost hear her foot tapping. “So perhaps you could help me.”

“You got a letter from Ainsworth Lovett’s investigator, didn’t you?”

“Worse. Trey got a letter and has scheduled a meeting with this investigator without telling me.”

I was momentarily flabbergasted. “But Trey would never—”

“I’m looking at his desk calendar right now, and I see an appointment on Monday morning at eight-thirty for—surprise, surprise—Finn Hudson.”

That was surprising. Trey was scrupulous in all ways procedural. “Perhaps he just—”

“Did you get one of these letters too?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t checked my mailbox yet.”

Marisa’s tone grew stern. “I don’t want either of you talking to this person, do you understand? Defense counsel cannot compel you to cooperate.”

“This has all been explained by the prosecutor.”

“Good. Because this is not the kind of situation Trey needs to be involved in. Tell him to stay out of whatever Lovett and his minion are stirring up. And tell him to call me first thing in the morning.”

“Perfectly happy to do so. But I could also let you talk to Detective Garrity, who got the same letter, and who is sitting right beside me.”

I shoved the phone at Garrity. While he dealt with Marisa, I rummaged in my tote bag for more nicotine gum. Then I got my phone and looked up Finn Hudson, PI. His website popped up instantly, heavy with respectable blues and professional reds. His photograph dominated the space—a sturdy white guy with a high forehead and a salt-and-pepper comb-over. I imagined he’d once been a federal agent, or a police sergeant, but there was no résumé, no other photographs beyond that nondescript headshot. Finn Hudson obviously liked to keep a curtain between himself and the world, which I supposed is what made him the kind of investigator a criminal defense attorney would hire.

Garrity tossed Trey’s phone on the coffee table. “Marisa wants to know the same thing I do—how can Jasper afford the services of a big-gun lawyer like Lovett?”

“I don’t know. As far as his family is concerned, Jasper may as well be dead. Not that the Boone family is rolling in the big bucks anymore. The Feds snatched the marina, which not only put the kibosh on the smuggling, but the legitimate business too.”

“You think that militia group he created is funding this?”

“I doubt it. Most of them are in jail too, waiting for their own trials.”

Garrity grimaced in distaste. Jasper’s co-defendants were all dirty cops. There was nothing Garrity hated worse.

“What about the KKK?” he said.

“They booted Jasper, so there’s no money coming from that direction. Of course there are hundreds of KKK groups in the US. Any one of them could have decided that Jasper’s brand of race hate is exactly what their mission needs.”

“Enough to throw a couple hundred thousand his way? ‘Cause that’s what a lawyer like this costs.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. What did Marisa think?”

“She was as polite as a glacier just then, but she told me she’d have somebody’s balls for breakfast if anyone from Ainsworth Lovett’s office sets one foot into Phoenix on Monday morning.”

“Somebody meaning Trey.”

“That was the gist of it. And I don’t blame her. Savannah was complicated business, especially where Jasper was concerned, and she and Phoenix got tangled up pretty bad.” He lowered his voice, gentle. “Fess up, Tai. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“No. I thought we were almost done with this. I want to be done with this.”

“You had any more cryptic messages?”

“No.”

“No more photographs?”

I shook my head. The photo I’d received was innocent enough—a candid shot of me, my back to the camera, taken at the top of Kennesaw Mountain with Atlanta shimmering in the distance—except that I had no clue who’d taken it, nor who’d written the message on the back: And all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. From the Bible, where Satan tempted Jesus at the top of the mountain. 

Garrity squinted at me with his cop eyes. “Are you sure? No weird e-mails, no strange customers?”

I visualized my clientèle down at the gun shop. “No stranger than usual.”

“Odd phone calls?”

“The past few months have been quiet. I work, Trey works or runs or lifts weights or hangs out with you down at the FBI.”

Garrity caught my tone. “Is something going on with him I need to know about?”

“He’s over-scheduled for sure, but he assures me all is well.”

Garrity took his feet down from the coffee table. “I don’t know what’s brewing, but you want to be on top of it, I promise you, before it turns into a three-ring circus.”

“I thought I was done with bloody circuses.”

“There’s always another bloody circus.” He pushed himself up, gave my shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Call me when you find out what’s going on.”

“I will.”

I walked him to the door. I suddenly realized that I missed Garrity too, that he and Trey regularly retreated deep into their law enforcement world, which was the one place they could still understand each other. But when Trey talked about their official work, it was necessarily redacted, the juicy parts off-limits. Like so much of his life, so much of his past. Suddenly I felt even more like an outsider.

I stopped at the threshold. “Can I ask you something completely off topic?”

“Shoot.”

“Why did Trey and Gabriella break up?”

“Damn. That’s seriously off topic.”

“Garrity—“

“And way out of my jurisdiction.” He shook his head as he stepped into the hall. “You’ll have to ask Trey.”

“I did, a long time ago. He said they didn’t have that kind of relationship, and I said what kind, and he said the kind that breaks up, and I said, what does that mean, and he stared at me for a while, then walked off.”

“See? Clear as a bell.”

“Garrity—”

“For real, Tai, I’m not the person to ask. I don’t know shit about relationships. Ask my ex-wife.” He put his hands on his hips. “I know this one thing, though. They were never really a couple-couple. Trey is a one-woman man to the middle of his marrow. But Gabriella? The woman’s as fine as china, but she doesn’t have a monogamous bone in her body.”

“Are you telling me I need to be watching out?”

“I’m telling you what I know. You decide what to do with it.” He gave me a weary smile. “One whole year together. Doesn’t seem that long and yet it seems like forever.”

I returned the smile. “I suspect Trey would describe it exactly the same way.”
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Trey always slept deeply, even without a dose of oxy in his system. His mouth softened and his forehead unwrinkled, smoothing the furrow that deepened between his eyebrows when he was annoyed or frustrated or confused.

I lay on the bed face to face with him, ran my fingers through his hair. “Trey?”

No response. I stroked his forehead, heard the deeper inhale, the interrupted rhythm of respiration. After a few seconds, his eyes fluttered open.

“Hey,” I said.

He licked his lips. “Hey.”

“You coherent?”

“What?”

“Guess not.” I propped up on my elbow. “How’s the shoulder?”

“Better.”

He smelled like menthol and shea butter, and the skin on his neck was still cool from the ice pack. His eyes were half-lidded, his voice slurred with painkillers and sleep.

“Trey?”

“Hmmm?”

“I need to ask you a question.”

“A what?”

“A question. About the investigator from Ainsworth Lovett’s office. Marisa said you’d made an appointment with him on Monday.”

“With who?”

“Finn Hudson. The PI who works for Jasper’s new attorney. You’re meeting with him on Monday.”

He shook his head. “No, no. That was blue.” Then he closed his eyes again.

I sighed. Gabriella was right. He was totally useless. I pushed myself up, but he reached over and tangled his hand in my hair, running his fingers deep into the curls. There was something about my hair that enraptured him. Sometimes I woke up to find he’d wrapped one finger around a tendril at the nape of my neck, closing it into his fist like a keepsake.

“Come to bed,” he said.

“In a minute. I need to do something first.”

“So come to bed now, then come to bed in a minute.”

I was amused despite my frustration. “You’re not making any sense.”

“Of course I am.”

He ran his thumb along my bottom lip, his touch so light I felt shivers racing across my skin, like a breeze stirring up still water. This was his prime tactic for seduction, the almost-innocent caress. Never overt, always an invitation. Always irresistible.

“You’re supposed to be taking it easy,” I said.

“This is easy,” he whispered, rolling to his back. “Very very easy.”

I straddled his hips, careful of the injured shoulder as he stretched out underneath me, warm and willing. Half submission, half seduction, total surrender—to me, to desire, to the languid, oxy-hazed pleasure of the moment. I bent to kiss him, my hair falling in a curtain around us.

As it turned out, Gabriella was wrong. He wasn’t totally useless.

*     *     *
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I LEFT HIM IN THE TANGLE of bedsheets, slipping his shirt over my head as I went to his desk. I flicked on the reading lamp, and it made a warm circle against the shadows of the living room. The black furniture and blank white walls always seemed so stark without Trey. He provided a flesh and blood beating heart in what was otherwise a hollow space, as empty as a vacuum.

I sat in his chair and got a mechanical pencil and yellow pad from the top drawer. There were no places in the apartment off limits to me, the whole of his present life open. And yet there was a vast unknown territory in his past. Trey had instructed my brother to turn over his entire psychological profile to me, to help me understand the intricacies of his brain, but the MRIs and cognitive reports hadn’t revealed who he’d been before, the Trey that Garrity and Gabriella knew and loved and missed.

I shook off the unsettled feeling, switched on Trey’s computer, and returned to Ainsworth Lovett’s website. I printed off pages of it, mostly FAQs and explanations of terms, and then started collecting articles on his past cases. The more I read, the more I understood why Jasper appealed to him—this lawyer had a taste for tabloid fodder.

His previous client list was a roster of sadism. The LaSalle brothers, accused of killing their parents and feeding their remains to the family koi collection. The Boxing Day Bomber, a quasi-terrorist who’d blown up a rec center the day after Christmas. The San Diego Succubus, accused of sleeping with and murdering five men, every single one slaughtered in the bed she’d lured them to.

And now he’d sicced his investigator on Garrity and Trey. Not me, not yet anyway. But my politely threatening letter was coming, that was certain, was perhaps already at the shop, waiting for me.

I slumped back in the chair. I’d thought I was almost done with Jasper Boone. My first cousin. My most frequent nightmare.

When we were little, I’d spent countless afternoons with him and his brother Jefferson, the three of us playing hide-and-seek in his marshland backyard. We were all three tow-headed, tanned as dark and supple as leather, running buckwild while our parents drank whiskey sours on the dock and watched the sun melt over the Wilmington River.

Their mother was my mother’s younger sister, who abandoned Uncle Boone and the boys the summer I entered middle school. My family abruptly stopped visiting soon after. I never understood why, only that this fell into the category of “grown-up reasons” and that there was no bending them.

I eventually learned it had something to do with the underbelly of my uncle’s successful marina, which not only made a good respectable living, but also channeled its fair share of marijuana and moonshine and illegal tobacco into the Lowcountry. My parents had been well-off in the gated community way, but Boone had been rich in the twenty-acre private waterfront estate way. And despite the cold war my parents had decreed, I secretly visited his place almost every weekend during my late teenage years, usually sneaking home some moonshine in a mason jar.

Until Boone went to prison for manslaughter, the result of a bar fight gone bad wrong. Until his membership in the KKK came out. He underwent a prison redemption, as they say, seeing the errors of his ways and denouncing his former associates. He didn’t repent of his other criminal activities, however, which was why he went to prison the second time, getting out early thanks to an incurable lung condition and compassionate parole. IPF, the diagnosis said. Idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis.

My parents were dead now, but Beauregard Forrest Boone, once upon a time the most dangerous man in Chatham County, was still alive, though we hadn’t spoken since that night in the fall, barely five months ago. What was there to say? His own son had tried to kill him. How could we even begin to talk about that?

The memories of that rain-slashed night were vivid still, though. Trey and Jasper and me . . . and Hope. She was the fourth player in that final act, a vital witness currently serving time at the Chatham County Detention Center for her own crimes. We had complicated history, Hope and I, and I’d bid good riddance to her. But if Ainsworth Lovett was stirring up the pot, then I knew I’d have to talk to her again. Back to Savannah, back to all the hungry ghosts haunting its shadows and stones.

I threw down the letter and lowered my head to the desk.

Not again.

I didn’t think I could do it again.

#
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Chapter Six
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The next morning Trey woke up groggy and still in pain, but not quite as edgy. This happy state lasted until he talked to Marisa. I shimmied into khaki pants while he paced in front of the terrace doors, cell phone to his ear.

“No, an appointment written in blue means I need to update you with new information. An appointment in red is for face-to-face meetings . . . But I wasn’t meeting Hudson, I was meeting you to inform you . . . actually yes, that did seem like something that could wait until Monday, hence my putting it on the calendar for Monday because at the time I didn’t know who he was representing.”

I pulled on the white long-sleeved shirt that completed my official shop uniform, deciding to skip the sneakers and go for the heavy-duty work boots. I’d be in-field all day with both infantry and cavalry units, which meant the staging area would be a slop of churned mud and horse manure. I was not going to come out of the day looking—or smelling—like a rose.

Trey shook his head. “Of course I wouldn’t schedule a meeting without approving it with you, which is . . . why would I need a color key on my own desk calendar? I already know what each color means.”

The conversation continued in this vein for several more minutes. I checked my phone. Another text from my helper Kenny, the third that morning, saying that he’d arrived at the shop and had his truck almost loaded. It was his first time prepping by himself, and he was consumed with the jitters. I wasn’t worried. Kenny knew the shop’s on-location routine, especially set-up and takedown, and he’d been active in the reenactment community since he was a toddler. Plus he was nineteen, with a nineteen-year-old’s energy.

Trey exhaled loudly. “Of course. I understand. I’ll have it for you by five.”

He hung up. He was still wearing the workout pants and t-shirt he’d put on before he’d been forced to admit a morning run was beyond his capabilities. He could pace, however, and so he did, like a tin soldier wound far too tight. I was still worried about his shoulder, worried enough to want to stay home, but a teensy part of me couldn’t wait to get out the door. He’d been nothing but complaints and thwarted energy since he’d climbed out of bed, at six a.m. as usual. When he got in such a mood, he was not a pleasant companion.

I pulled on a boot. “What does Marisa want by five?”

“A 302 on Ainsworth Lovett.”

Phoenix code for an information report. I’d had to fill out one for every extracurricular event I’d involved Trey in that somehow also involved Phoenix. I’d created 302s on car chases and boat chases, skulls and reticulated pythons.

“I assume you’re doing this from home since you can’t drive,” I said.

“I can access the Phoenix data bases remotely, but to get a full background, I need to access LINX, and to do that, I need to be at the field office, and I can’t do that until Monday.” He threw himself in his desk chair, drummed his fingers on a legal pad. “You said Garrity had heard nothing from the Savannah detective on the case, correct?”

“Yep.”

“Or from the prosecutor?”

“Yep again. But I’m not surprised. Savannah Metro is fruit-basket turnover right now—new police chief, new recruits, new procedures, all of them pushing that whole “racist bad cops in an underground militia” stink as far away from themselves as possible. If they could mash a button and make Jasper and all his co-defendants go poof, they would.”

Trey had a mechanical pencil in hand now, beating a steady tap-tap-tap against the wood, and he was spinning the chair in a tight arc, back and forth. I recognized the look in his eye. Perseveration was the clinical term, but it meant that once Trey caught the scent of something, he became incapable of dropping it. It wasn’t all due to the accident—Garrity’s stories of Trey before his traumatic brain injury revealed an individual with a sharp sense of focus, an extreme talent at concentrating. It had served him well as a sniper, and it served him well now, even if it stuck in high gear sometimes.

I stood up. “Regardless, nothing’s happening today. So stop . . . oh heck, hang on.”

I pulled out my phone and sighed. Kenny. He started jabbering before I could even say hello.

“Miss Tai! I can’t find the tent!”

I pressed a hand against my forehead. “Crap. I forgot. Raymond Junior across the square borrowed it for some party he’s having at the restaurant.”

“What am I supposed to do?”

“Bring the back-up tent.”

“But—”

“And bring the mail! Don’t forget the mail! Even if you forget the tent, don’t forget the mail!”

“But—”

“You’ll be fine. I have faith in you, Kenny.”

I hung up before he could work himself into a lather. I propped a hip on the edge of Trey’s desk. He was staring out the window, tapping the pencil, two seconds from lather himself.

“Was there a letter?” he said.

“I don’t know. I’ll check when I get there and call you back.”

“You should have asked him now. I need to put that information in the report. You should have—”

“No, no, no. We are not doing this.” I put my hands on his shoulders and looked him square in the eye. “You are grumpy as hell, and there is not a thing I can do about it. And if I don’t get out of here, I am going to get grumpy too. And then it will be the OK Corral of grumpiness, and neither of us will walk away unbloodied from that.”

He narrowed his eyes. “A point.”

“I will call when I get there. And then I’m going to watch the Blue and the Gray pummel each other. And you are going to take some more oxycodone, wash it down with that nasty anti-inflammatory tea Gabriella left, and lie down with the ice pack. And then maybe, just maybe, you and I can have a civilized conversation when I get back. Deal?”

He started to fold his arms, then winced. “No, it is not a deal. I have a 302 due by five today.”

“Lucky for you, you’ve got a proactive girlfriend.” I pointed to his desk. “Everything I could find on Lovett and his investigator, printed and stapled and tucked into folders. All it needs is a summary and some collating, and you’ve got a fine Phoenix-worthy information report.” I took a deep breath. “So go back to sleep, okay? And then I’ll come back and rub some liniment into that shoulder and we’ll have a nice quiet dinner, just the two of us. How’s that?”

His expression softened the tiniest bit, and he mumbled something that sounded like acquiescence. I pulled the pencil from his fingers and tossed it on the desktop, then pointed toward the bedroom. He heaved a sigh of protest.

But he went.
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Chapter Seven
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I was late, thanks to an overturned truck full of crab legs right before my exit. It was on fire when I got there, and it had three lanes blocked and all of I-85 smelling like a Red Lobster. I was running when I got to my spot outside the reenactment field where the various sutlers were setting up shop. The kettle corn guy was already selling his wares, his giant copper cauldron fired up like the noonday sun, the smell of sugar and oil heavy on the morning air.

Kenny waited behind the table, trying desperately to keep everything from blowing away. He was dressed in his butternut infantry uniform, his kepi covering his short brown hair, his glasses falling halfway down his nose. Today’s skirmish wasn’t a re-enactment of any particular importance—on this April morning one hundred and fifty years ago, the Confederacy was slouching its bloodied and disgruntled way toward surrender at Appomattox Courthouse—but I didn’t want him to miss muster.

“I’m here, I’m here, I’m here!” I threw myself behind the table. “Did everybody get their pick-ups?”

The wind riffled up a pile of shop pamphlets, and Kenny slammed a hand on top of them. “Yes, ma’am. Except for Mr. Reynolds. He insisted on waiting for you, as usual.”

Reynolds Harrington liked any excuse to play Rhett Butler to my...well, not Scarlett O’Hara, for sure. But Reynolds liked a female foil, and I was the best he could get this morning.

I thunked a plastic bin of antique bullets on top of the pamphlets. “Did you remember to bring the mail?”

“Yes, ma’am. I left it in the back of the truck so’s—”

I hurried to his truck and flung open the gate. Smack dab in the middle of the t-shirts sat a bouquet of red roses. They were the color of heartblood, rich and velvety, and the cut crystal vase fractured the morning light into yellow-white shards.

I felt the first whirl of vertigo. “Kenny? Where did these come from?”

“They came to the shop after you left yesterday. But you gave me strict orders not to call you last night unless it was an emergency, and roses weren’t, so I kept them safe until today.”

I’d been waiting for this shoe to drop, for my mysterious stalker to make contact again. I’d been expecting another photograph, though, or a mysterious letter written in code. Not roses.

I peered among the petals. “Did you see who brought them? Was there a card? You didn’t touch them, did you?”

“Miss Tai—”

“There might be fingerprints. They can get DNA from fingerprints now, and—”

“Miss Tai, I swear it’s like you never got flowers before.” Kenny plucked the card from the leaves and extended it my way. “They’re from Mr. Trey.”

I blinked at him and accepted the card. There was Trey’s signature, in that proper Palmer
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