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      Tate Hudson, private investigator, sat at the corner booth. Hotel bar. Thursday night. Most of the guests were at other hot spots, like the club two blocks over, so it was pretty quiet. Too few people, and he’d be spotted easily. Too many, and he’d never get what he came for.

      He left the drink he’d ordered untouched. His phone kept his attention far more than the beverage, like so many other patrons. But what occupied him was not social media. He angled the cell against the edge of the table so its camera showed the man at the bar.

      Blue suit. Brown hair, no discernible style. Middle aged. A few too many donuts around his middle, though not enough to indicate anything more than a bad habit. At least, Tate told himself, it was nothing a good New Year’s resolution couldn’t fix.

      The subject glanced around. Getting the lay of the land. He turned to a woman as she slid onto the stool beside him. Red dress, blonde hair. A convention attendee, according to the badge hung around her neck. She flashed a white smile—dental health conference.

      They were forty miles outside Last Chance County, where no one knew the subject at hand. Not well enough to know he worked in management at the phone company. Or that he had a wife who’d hired Tate to find out whether her husband’s night meetings were, in fact, him cheating on her.

      The subject bought the red dress woman a drink. She laughed, though she was completely sober. The subject was into his fourth drink. If he got his keys and decided to head home, Tate might be tempted to intervene.

      Most people would call the cops and report a drunk driver, or the bartender would take his keys and request that he call for a ride. The police department in Last Chance County had set up a text line, so folks could anonymously report the things they saw. Tate never used it. Probably never would, since he preferred a more hands-on approach.

      Red dress was giving his subject the brush off. Too bad she couldn’t see the potential there, because Tate would’ve been able to snap a couple of images, and then send his report to the wife.

      Along with an invoice.

      Tate got a couple of pictures, though it was plain to see, even from the cell images he took, that as hard as the subject tried, she just wasn’t taking the bait.

      Better luck with the next one, buddy.

      Tate sighed. He sipped at his drink and watched the subject glance around, looking for someone else to try his lines on.

      His phone screen flashed. It started to vibrate across the tabletop and a name illuminated on the screen. Claire.

      Double sigh. He almost didn’t answer it. “Hudson.”

      “I didn’t think you’d pick up.” Her breath crackled against the phone’s microphone. But it wasn’t Claire, it was her sixteen-year-old.

      His body tensed in reaction to the tone of her voice. All thought of his subject was dismissed from his mind as he stood. “What’s going on?” Tate pulled out his wallet, tucked a folded twenty under the glass, and headed for the lobby. He pushed outside. “Lex, talk to me.”

      She spoke again as he strode out to the parking lot. “It’s mom. She won’t wake up.” Her voice tremored. “He hit her pretty hard this time.”

      Bile rose in his throat. “Call an ambulance.”

      “No. She said—”

      “I don’t care what she said.” Tate hauled the driver’s door open so hard he nearly pulled the thing off the hinges. “You know what? Forget it. I’ll call Dean. Maybe he’s close.”

      “He’s on his way.”

      “Your first call?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because your mom has the medic on speed dial?”

      “Don’t be like that.” She sounded like an adult and a child, all at once.

      He wanted to ream her for making excuses for her mom, as he would any of his peers who’d made a tough choice. But he didn’t. She might look and sound like an adult, but Elexa was still a kid. A smart kid, independent and capable. Good grades. Held down a steady job at the ice cream shop. She might’ve been his kid in another life.

      Tate hit the gas and tore out of the parking lot. “Where’s your stepdad now?” His phone’s Bluetooth connected to the car stereo, and he tossed the cell in the cup holder.

      Her voice came through the car speakers. “He was gone before I got home.”

      “So you don’t know for sure it was him who did this.”

      “Pretty good assumption. He was coming home for dinner.” Elexa let out a long breath. “She was excited. They were gonna talk.”

      Elexa’s stepfather, her mother’s third husband, only talked one way. And it wasn’t with words.

      “A car just pulled up outside,” she said. “That you?”

      “Probably Dean but confirm that for me. I was working at the Sunrise.”

      She whimpered. “It’ll take you an hour to get here!”

      “No, it won’t.” He heard the doorbell ring. “Go answer it. Don’t hang up.”

      “Okay.”

      He heard her talking, and then Dean came on the phone. “Tate?”

      “What’s the situation?”

      “One sec.” Dean spoke again, but Tate couldn’t make out what the former SEAL said. Elexa answered a series of questions, then he came back on. “We’re going to the hospital.”

      “Serious head injury?”

      Instead of answering the question Dean said, “That’s a good idea. I’m sure Lex will appreciate you meeting us there.”

      Tate pressed his lips together. He needed an answer, but if Dean didn’t want to say while Elexa was listening…well. That was an answer in itself, was it not?

      “Put her back on the phone.”

      A second later she said, “Tate?”

      “I’m here.” He said, “Text me when you get to the hospital. I’ll meet you there. But you need to drive separate, and pack an overnight bag. Both for you and your mom. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes.” She sounded relieved. “I’ve been halfway packed for weeks.”

      “Since volleyball camp.” The teen had been gone four days over Spring Break.

      “That isn’t why.” She paused. “I’ve gotta go. Dean is taking mom.”

      “See you soon.”

      He hung up and held tight to the wheel. So tight he wouldn’t be surprised if it was warped when he let go. Tate had been Claire’s first husband. After they divorced, she’d gone and gotten pregnant a few weeks later. Elexa’s father hadn’t married her, but up and left when he found out about the baby. All those years ago.

      Claire and Tate had had a two year marriage and had agreed to disband it before things got too out of control. He’d been volatile back then. Fresh out of his short career with the FBI. At first, it had been a draw for her, his wild ways. Then she’d tried to “settle him down.” That had been the beginning of the end.

      Tate reached the gas station at the edge of town. He pulled over and loaded the app that would find Elexa’s phone—something she’d willingly given him access to. She’d actually asked him to set it up. Just in case.

      Maybe for some people, their relationship—whatever you might call them—might be weird. A forty-five year old man couldn’t be friends with a sixteen-year-old girl. But he cared about her mom, and she knew she could always count on him if either of them needed help.

      The little dot said she was on her way to the hospital.

      He sent her a text to meet him in the lobby. When he walked in twenty minutes later, she said, “I kind of thought you’d have brought cops with you.”

      “Your mom decide to start filing police reports now?”

      Claire never had before. She always said she could “handle” it, despite the fact he could see the pain she was in. Physical and emotional. Elexa didn’t answer. “She should. If she wakes up.”

      “Come on. She’s gonna wake up.”

      “You didn’t see her.”

      “Dean knows what he’s doing, and so do the doctors.” He had to hold himself in check. “Besides, if Rob disappears later, I don’t want my name involved in a police report. You know the first place they look at is the spouse, right? Second place is the ex who’s still in her life.”

      Elexa rolled her eyes, but he didn’t miss the edge of fear.

      “She’ll be okay.”

      “You don’t know that,” she said. “But thanks.”

      “Let’s go find out.”

      She had to speak with the hospital staff, and fill out all the forms for her mom. While she did that, he made a call.

      Tate wrapped up his call when she started towards him. “Thanks.” He stowed his phone back in his jeans pocket. “All good?”

      Given her look, he figured that was a “no.”

      She said, “They did an x-ray. She’s still unconscious. The doctor said there’s a fracture in her skull. She might not wake up for a couple of days, maybe longer.” Tears gathered in her eyes.

      Tate lifted a hand and squeezed the back of her neck, his forearm resting on her shoulder. She grasped it. Holding on for dear life while she got a handle on her emotions.

      “I told her that she should leave as well.”

      He nodded. She’d been planning her exit for months, wanting her mom to go with her. Tate had encouraged them both to start a new life. He didn’t know if Claire was just scared, or if she was so under Rob’s thumb that she felt like she couldn’t leave. Whatever it was, he was prepared to help Elexa get her mom to work through those feelings. Otherwise, neither of them would ever get free.

      “I know you did.” He let go of her neck. “Maybe this will convince her.”

      Elexa shrugged. “They said nothing’s gonna change tonight. Maybe not for a couple of days. They said there’s a spot where I can sleep, though. Cause I don’t really wanna go home.”

      “You packed bags for you and your mom like I told you to, right?”

      “I thought that was just for the hospital.”

      “You wanna sleep on an uncomfortable hospital chair, night after night, with the lights on and people everywhere?” The alternative was that she go back to the house, where she would be alone with her stepdad—after putting her mom in the hospital.

      Fear washed over her face. “Can I stay with you?”

      He shook his head. “That’s not a good idea.”

      “Whatever. Everyone already thinks you’re my dad.”

      He nearly choked. “What?”

      Elexa made a face. “Literally everyone I know thinks you’re my dad.”

      “And, of course, you told them that I’m not?”

      “No way. Let them think whatever.” She brushed at her hair, and he realized how exhausted she looked. “It makes me more mysterious. The town’s super-hot, rogue private investigator might be my dad…or he might not be.” She lifted her hands and wiggled her fingers. “Nobody knows.”

      “Tune in at ten for more fictional adventures.”

      She almost laughed.

      “I’m not even touching that super-hot thing.”

      “You’re old, but it can’t be denied. All my friends think so, but I told them to quit talking about you like that because that’s just gross. But even mom said it. Though, I think she still hates you for the umbrella thing.”

      Yet another thing he wasn’t going to touch. “Let’s go. Tomorrow you can get an update before school.” Before she could move, he said, “I do need to know if he’s ever touched you. Or hurt you in any way.”

      “Because you’ll kill him?”

      He would certainly want to.

      “He’s never even touched me. I already want you to kill him. That would just give me even more reason.” She studied him. “I have money saved up.”

      He gently shoved at her shoulder. “Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “A safe place for you to stay.”

      Tate drove, and she followed him in her car across town. Set up as a shelter, Hope Mansion now took any single woman—children, too—on an application basis. They also had empty rooms for occasions like this. The owner, Maggie, was going to meet them at the door.

      Anytime Tate called, day or night, Maggie picked up.

      He got Elexa’s bag off the backseat. “Maggie said she was going to make tea for you.”

      As they approached the side door, it flew open. A woman ran out. Tate caught the flash of a police shield on her belt right before she slammed into him.

      “Easy.” He grasped her biceps to keep her from knocking him over, and the bag banged against the side of his leg.

      She looked up at him. Those blue eyes, blonde hair. Flustered. Breathy, as though they’d just kissed.

      “Savannah.” He sounded like they’d just kissed.

      “Seriously, Dad? You’re gonna flirt with a woman right now?”

      Any other time it might have been funny.

      With literally any other woman.
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      Savannah pulled up outside the victim’s office thirty minutes later. She shut off the police lights and siren before also turning off the engine. The black and white car she parked behind was dark, but the gentrified office building was lit up and the officer was at the front door.

      Don’t think about Tate.

      She climbed out and shoved the door closed. It slammed. Savannah pulled on her jacket like there was nothing wrong. Nothing but frigid spring night air, and the fact she hadn’t seen the beach in far too long—or even a warm day, for that matter.

      Her brand new partner, Mia Tathers—formerly ATF—winced. “What’s so wrong that you gotta take it out on your car?”

      Savannah said, “Sorry. What’ve we got?”

      Mia didn’t didn’t begin to explain the situation at hand—a dead man. “He’s not getting any deader.” Mia folded her arms over her wool coat, and Savannah noted she’d curled her hair. “So explain.”

      Savannah looked down at her partner’s red skinny pants, and her eyes continued down to the white-soled sneakers on her feet. “Were you on a date?”

      “I changed my shoes. And you’re avoiding the subject,” Mia said. “But while we’re talking about it, Conroy wasn’t super happy he didn’t get to the ‘walking me to my front door’ portion because of the murder I had to come investigate.”

      “So I hope you reminded him it was his idea you become his new lieutenant, and my partner. Which means, as the chief of police, he can’t really complain, right?”

      The whole situation was hilarious. Mostly because her boss had been uptight for so long. She was enjoying his game being thrown by his newfound emotions. The former chief had passed away a few weeks ago after an uncharacteristically long, drawn-out battle with pancreatic cancer. The interplay between Lieutenant Mia Tathers and new Chief Conroy Barnes was like watching a soap opera happen at work.

      There was a police department poll circulating the office to correctly guess what month they would get married, even though Conroy hadn’t asked her yet.

      Savannah had her money on July.

      Mia said, “He’s uh…working on dealing with the fact me being his lieutenant means I actually have to be a cop sometimes.”

      Savannah grinned. “I’m sure.”

      Mia was taller than her, lanky like a volleyball player. Savannah felt like the sidekick—five-four and curvy. Older, by nearly ten years. On top of it all, her new partner was also a former ATF agent. Talk about an inferiority complex. A fed? Savannah loved her job, and she loved Mia. But if you took away either of those, she’d be back with the town shrink and something new to talk through.

      Mia had also grown up here in Last Chance County, so people all over town knew her. They knew her story; how Conroy had dated her older sister—before she’d been killed in an automobile accident. Mia had forgiven Conroy for what she’d believed was his responsibility in the tragedy, while he’d worked to keep her safe from a crazy guy with a career terrorizing people.

      Savannah, on the other hand, had been here two years, which meant she was about twenty-eight years from officially qualifying as someone “from here.” She was a newbie in town, and she would always be the detective not born and raised here. An outsider.

      Savannah said, “How’s your hearing?”

      “Some ringing on occasion, but generally good.”

      A dangerous man had fired a weapon next to Mia’s ear only a few weeks ago. She was recovering better than the doctors expected from having a perforated ear drum. Still, she would never be back to full capacity. Mia had to wear ear protection to safely fire her weapon, which meant that in the event she had to draw—and fire—her gun on the job, she would be stuck with permanent hearing loss. One that would confine her to a desk indefinitely.

      Savannah had already had the hard conversation with Conroy about Mia’s hearing. She’d tried to convince him it wasn’t worth it for Mia to take that risk. One incident was all it would take for her partner to wind up disqualified from field work. But, and for good reason, he wanted her to make the choice herself.

      In the meantime, that meant Savannah had to report directly to him, regularly, on how Mia was doing. Loud noises were going to be a problem. Gunshots. Explosions. Maybe they’d had their fair share of those before Mia’s injury—when that dangerous man had targeted her—and things were back to normal now.

      Whatever that meant.

      Though, she figured it at least meant no more Tate Hudson.

      “What?”

      Savannah said, “We should get inside.”

      “Yeah, no. Spill.”

      She decided to rip off the bandage. “I ran into Tate on my way out of my place—where I live.” She turned to head for the scene. “That’s all. No biggie.”

      “If you’re using the word ‘biggie,’ then it is a big deal.” Mia snagged her arm. “What?”

      Savannah sighed. “I literally ran into him. As in, slammed right into him. My face hit his chest, and he grabbed my arms.”

      Mia’s dark brows angled together. “He grabbed you?”

      “Not like that.” They’d had a moment. As hokey as that sounded, she’d stared up into his eyes and just paused. “He was nice about it. There was this girl with him.”

      “A girl?”

      “She called him ‘dad.’”

      “No.”

      “So now you know, let’s go. End of story. Time to work.”

      Tate Hudson, private investigator and one time FBI agent, had a kid. A full grown, beautiful teenage daughter.

      Savannah made a beeline down the sidewalk at a strip mall in the low-rent end of town. The dead guy was a CPA, Kenny Aggerton. Well known in town as the owner of two businesses. One legitimate, and the other one that resided…under the table. Where he kept a second safe, literally, in the floor beneath the rug under his desk.

      They checked with the officer stationed on the door. “You found him?”

      Donaldson nodded. He was young, but he’d proven himself recently when he’d helped save Mia and Conroy’s lives and detain the dangerous man. He said, “Call came in from a neighbor who works at the clothing store next door. She heard shouts and called it in. By the time we got here, the guy was DOA.”

      Mia said, “You ID’d him?”

      “Photos on the walls, name on the door,” Donaldson said. “It’s him.”

      Mia nodded.

      “Checked his pulse, but it was pretty clear he’s dead. I didn’t touch anything else.”

      The reception area was clear. Single desk with a computer and phone, a faux leather couch and coffee table. Side table and coffee pot. Water dispenser. “Donaldson, get the receptionist down here.”

      He said, “Copy that.”

      Savannah stepped into the office and saw what he meant about it being “pretty clear” he was dead. Her partner wasn’t going to like this. “Mia, you—”

      She nearly slammed into Savannah’s back, though not like Savannah had slammed into Tate. “Good gravy.”

      “Yeah.” It was gruesome. Just what Savannah needed to get Tate out of her head.

      Sure, they’d worked together a bit during the time Conroy had been protecting Mia. They’d brought down Ed Summers, a local guy who’d been selling drugs—and other things—for years. She still didn’t understand everything Tate had going on. It had been clear he worked according to his own rules.

      Still, they’d finally gotten enough evidence to topple the empire, which then created a power vacuum in town among the criminal element. They weren’t a big town, but big enough; the highway connected them between two major cities. Ed Summers had controlled what went through town, charging taxes on things transported across the state.

      “Kenny Aggerton.”

      “Yeah.” Savannah said, “Ed Summers’s uncle, via his mother.” She pulled paper booties over her shoes and moved to the body, donning rubber gloves. “Got your camera?”

      “In the car.”

      “Once we have the preliminary look done, we’ll get down to processing the scene.” It was going to be a long night. She crouched. “Multiple stab wounds.”

      Up close and personal. Someone was angry.

      Aggerton had been holding leverage over his nephew, Ed Summers. Now that Summers was in jail, pending his court case, could be he’d taken out his anger on his uncle for the man’s part in the charges against him. Or he’d ordered it done.

      He still had loyal friends on the outside. Even after a lot of his crew were swept up with him.

      Then again, Aggerton wasn’t exactly an upstanding guy.

      Stabbings didn’t just happen. Sure some people carried knives with them everywhere, especially in more rural communities like this. But it wasn’t usually the top choice in weapons for a premeditated murder.

      “Look around for a knife. If it’s not here, we can widen the search to the surrounding area. Maybe the killer dumped it on the way out.”

      Trash cans. Streets and side roads. Storm drains. If they knew which direction the killer had fled, they’d be able to narrow the search.

      “Okay.” Mia’s voice sounded funny.

      Savannah glanced at her partner. “If you’re gonna hurl, you should do it outside or you’ll contaminate the evidence.”

      Mia glanced around, her face pale. “He certainly enjoyed staring at images of himself. This wall is covered with photos of him with all kinds of people.” She wandered to one framed photo. “That’s the governor.”

      The victim was a power player in town. A guy with known criminal ties, who made money through those connections. She stared at his body. Then she stood and looked around.

      Who had he angered, and did it have to do with the case being brought up against Summers?

      She turned around slowly, taking in the room as a whole. “The safe is undisturbed.”

      Because the desk was still where it always stood. Something Savannah knew from the last time she was here. It had been a few weeks ago since they’d served a warrant and removed evidence from the safe under the rug. Part of their case against Ed Summers—removing account books from Kenny Aggerton’s office

      On the wall, behind a painting, was another safe. The one his clients saw him use on occasion. That was also undisturbed.

      She muttered, “He wasn’t looking for something.”

      File cabinets were shut; the key turned so it was locked. Computer intact, switched off. His phone lay on the desk.

      “But they argued, and he or she pulled a knife and killed him.” Savannah pressed her lips together while she thought about it. “Means they brought it with them. Unless they grabbed a letter opener, or something else, and used that. But when you stab someone multiple times, things get slippery. Your hand slides down the weapon, and you usually end up cutting yourself and leaving DNA on it. Or prints if you don’t get cut yourself.”

      Mia said, “So we really need to find it.”

      Savannah glanced at her partner. “I’ll make notes if you get the bag.”

      Mia nodded, leaving Savannah alone with the dead guy. Too bad all she could think about was Tate. Last in a long line of things, and people, she didn’t want to remember. Or dwell on.

      Working cases was the only thing that made sense. Pieces of a puzzle she dug up that fit only one way. Solving crime was what she had been born and raised to do. Thanks, Dad. Not much she could be grateful to her father for, but that was something at least. After her mom had died, he’d done his best. She hoped he had, at least. The thought gave her only a sliver of comfort.

      Her thoughts drifted again, to a different man.

      Seriously, Dad?

      The girl had spoken to Tate with obvious affection. He could have a family he’d never told her about, though she knew he wasn’t married. Why did she care, anyway? They had sparks, but it wasn’t a thing.

      She was a cop. Just a cop, with no room in her life for complicated anything.

      A man was dead, and she would figure out who did it. Then she would arrest them. After that, there would be another case. Another victim, with their own suspect. That was about all the complicated she could handle. Adding in emotions and drama because she found out Tate had a daughter and he hadn’t even—

      “Whoa.” Mia stepped into view in front of her.

      Savannah realized she hadn’t even noticed her friend and new partner had walked back in. “Just checking your reaction, regardless of circumstances. You passed.”

      Mia shook her head, smiling. “Yeah, sure.”

      Not fooled, but that was no surprise. Savannah needed to get her head together. If Tate wanted a relationship, or even had feelings for her, then he’d have said something. He hadn’t, and that was fine. Because Savannah needed procedure. She needed investigation.

      What she did not need, was more secrets.

      Officer Donaldson appeared in the doorway.

      “Security cameras?”

      “Oh. I’ll look.” He came back a couple of minutes later. “One over the front door, another at the back.”

      “Call Ted. Have him come down here and find us the footage.” Their tech guy was a genius, and Savannah had about as much patience for technology as she did for the US Postal Service.

      “Copy that.” Donaldson disappeared.

      Two hours later, her hunch paid off. Ted called out to her from over at the receptionist desk. The woman had logged him into the computer, then she’d been escorted off the premises by the officer who had driven her here so she could answer some questions.

      Savannah strode over from the CPA’s office. “What is it?”

      Ted shoved back the thick, dark hair that had fallen over his forehead. “I’ve got something you’re gonna need to see to believe.”
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      Tate let himself into his office just before eight in the morning, set his mug of coffee on the desk, and fired up his computer. He rolled the chair in close, and it rolled back to settle into the grooves he’d made in the plastic chair mat.

      His phone buzzed with a text.

      Tate pulled it from his front jeans pocket. Elexa.

      No change.

      He sent a text back to ask if she was going to school. When she answered yes, he told her to be careful in case her stepdad showed up.

      K.

      Tate shook his head, his fingers swiping across the screen.

      I’ll swing by the hospital at lunch.

      No matter that the doctors wouldn’t tell him anything without consent, he’d ask anyway. Or at least make sure her husband wasn’t hanging around. Soon as she woke up, he was going to ask Claire to file a police report. It was time for her to be done trying to domesticate that guy. Rob Gaynes was nothing but an animal, and she didn’t need him in her life—no matter how civilized he acted in public. The truth was evidenced in what he’d done to her.

      Tate checked his email and found a couple of new messages from people who’d filled out the contact form on his website. He sent the standard reply to set up an initial meeting on one, and answered the question the other had. Then he downloaded the images he’d gotten of the suspect from last night.

      While that was processing, he got more coffee. He sipped and stared out the window.

      Fine.

      He was going to do it. Even though he knew he shouldn’t, and even though every other time he’d done it, there had been basically no results.

      Tate opened up his browser and typed Savannah Wilcox. Nothing else. He knew exactly that much about her and her life before she’d come here. Zip. Nada.

      He scrolled down.

      A museum curator in Boston was opening up a brand new exhibit.

      In Los Angeles, a high school teacher had just been convicted of embezzling funds raised for the school.

      Neither even looked remotely like the Savannah Wilcox he knew.

      He typed Savannah Wilcox, Police Detective.

      Still nothing. Just a local news article about taking down Ed Summers.

      He sat back in his chair and blew out a breath. He’d already cashed in the favor owed to him by the woman he knew at the DMV from his last job. He couldn’t call in another favor. Then he’d owe her in return, and he didn’t like to work that way.

      A chime sounded through his computer speakers. The window for his doorbell camera popped up on his monitor. He saw who it was and felt his eyebrows rise.

      Tate clicked the button on his desk to admit her through the front door. Usually he got up and met the person in his reception area. This time he yelled, “In the back!” and didn’t even stand.

      He sipped his coffee so Savannah Wilcox—in the flesh—couldn’t see his reaction when she strolled in. Acted nonchalant, like he hadn’t just searched her name in his browser. After she’d been standing there a couple of seconds, he lowered his mug.

      “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      Last time he’d seen her she’d slammed right into him. The feel of her, and staring down into her blue eyes, was something Tate couldn’t let himself get too distracted over, or he’d be off his game. Nor could he let his gaze snag on her red trench coat, or the way her blonde hair spilled over her shoulders. He’d felt it between his fingers. It was as soft as it looked.

      She jerked her thumb back over her shoulder. “You need a secretary, you know.”

      “I had an assistant. She got pregnant and quit.”

      Savannah said, “When? I’ve lived here two years. You haven’t had a secretary in all that time.”

      “The ‘when’ was…” He counted his nephew’s age. “Six years ago. She moved away with her husband. They live in Denver now.”

      She shivered.

      “Don’t like Denver?”

      “There’s even more snow there than there is here.” She shivered again.

      “Coffee’s hot.” He motioned to the row of low cupboards alongside the opposite wall. At the end was a counter-height refrigerator. “Or there are cold drinks.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not staying that long.”

      “Business?”

      “You could say that.” She tugged over one of his club chairs and sat. “Seriously, though. You need a receptionist.”

      She was stalling. He figured she didn’t want to talk about whatever it was, so she was psyching herself up for what she thought would be a hard conversation.

      He was a nice guy, so he let her do it. “I was going to ask Mia Tathers to be my new receptionist, but Conroy beat me to it by hiring her as your lieutenant.”

      She blinked. “No way.”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “Not like she’ll be a cop for long, given her hearing issues.” She started to argue, but he cut her off and motioned to his reception area. “Plus, having a trained federal agent out there fending off angry customers?” He let that hang.

      “You think Conroy will let her work here?”

      “I think your new partner can decide that stuff for herself.” He said, “Besides, it’s not like I’m a threat. You really think I’d have a shot to come between them?”

      Savannah studied him, as though trying to figure out whether he wanted that shot. He’d been trying to put her at ease. Could be he’d failed at that. She should know by now that being around him meant she needed to always be on her toes. Always.

      Too bad for him, Savannah only allowed herself to get emotionally involved with people who were safe. Conroy, her boss, for example. She cared about him and they respected each other, maybe even considered each other friends. But only at work.

      Mia was another—someone Savannah knew understood the job. Added bonus, Mia was preoccupied with Conroy so it didn’t put pressure on them to hang out all the time.

      Despite how Tate was drawn to her and the obvious sparks between them, he knew she’d never consider letting him into her circle. Tate was definitely not safe.

      He took a sip of coffee. “So what did you want?”

      “Oh.” She pulled out her phone. “Just a few questions.” She scrolled, probably longer than was necessary.

      He fought the pull of a smile on his lips.

      She looked up. “Can you tell me where you were, last night, between four and approximately seven-thirty?”

      For a second he’d thought this was going to be about Elexa. Four and seven-thirty? He considered where he’d been—taking a shower and catching up on this week’s episode of his favorite TV show—before he realized what this was. “You need my alibi.” He leaned forward in his chair. “For what?”

      Someone had to be dead. There was no other reason she would be on the case unless it was a major crime. Tate knew only one thing about her past. Wherever she had lived, Savannah had been a detective.

      But then, why could he find nothing about her?

      “Just tell me where you were.”

      “At home.” He pointed a finger at the ceiling. “Which is upstairs. Taking a shower.”

      She frowned. “Can anyone corroborate this?”

      “Well, I don’t have a cat. So…no.”

      She said, “Is there an alternative?” Not happy.

      He couldn’t fix that for her. They had very different jobs and lives. She followed the rules and enforced the law. Tate worked for people, not the rule of law. “It’s been a long week. I was between things to do, so I decided to clean up and rest.”

      “And later that evening, when I saw you outside my place?” She kept a straight face, as though she thought nothing of it.

      “With Elexa?”

      “Is that her name?”

      He said, “You don’t know about her?” When she shrugged, he continued, “She’s my ex-wife’s daughter.”

      “Oh.”

      “Between the shower and bumping into you, I was working.”

      She was playing it close to the vest. He decided to do the same. Tate was pretty impressed, even if he knew she was only doing it for the sake of protecting herself. He wanted her to take a chance on him. But he knew if she did, he’d only wind up hurting her, which was the last thing he wanted to do. So, really, what was the point?

      “Who is dead?”

      Savannah blinked. She swiped across her phone and then turned the screen so he could see. “How about you explain this first?”

      A black and white image depicted a brick wall and pavement. Savannah pressed ‘play.’ Emergency Exit. The door opened, and a man pushed his way out. Dark jeans and a black hoodie. It was pulled up over the man’s head, obscuring the face in darkness. He turned and Tate saw the emblem on the back.

      He knew who it was.

      “That’s your sweater,” she said. “On you. Coming out of the office of Kenny Aggerton last night. Around the time he was murdered.”

      “Ed Summers’s uncle?” That guy had terrorized good people in this town.

      “Yeah.” She shot him a pointed look. “Your friend, Ed Summers.”

      Yeah, he’d kind of made it seem like that. “To the extent it served my purpose. Which wasn’t much.”

      “Didn’t seem like that. Not considering I saw you with him multiple times.”

      “A few weeks ago,” he reminded her. “When he was making Conroy and Mia’s lives a nightmare.”

      “So you were doing it for the good of your friends?”

      Tate said, “My work is my business. I don’t ask about your cases.”

      “Ah, so it was a job.” She swiped the screen of her phone.

      “Yeah, jot that down.”

      “And you were working last night, when you visited Aggerton right before he died?”

      Tate put his hands on the back of his neck, elbows out to the sides. He wasn’t about to repeat himself. And he hadn’t lied.

      “How’d he die?” If she told him, he might be able to use the information to prove it wasn’t him.

      “Answer the question.” She stared him down like this was a contest. “Was your contact with Aggerton case related?”

      “You’re assuming that was me.” He motioned to the phone with one elbow. Her gaze strayed to his biceps, the outline of his muscle tight against the T-shirt he wore.

      She blew out a breath and looked at the ceiling.

      “My sweater was stolen from the backseat of my car recently.” He nearly smiled, mentally filing away that little glance at his arms. Watching her shift off her game was one of his favorite past times, more so when he was the one poking her off balance.

      Tate wasn’t going to lie to her. “Aggerton and I have had dealings before.”

      “So you knew him?”

      “In a business sense. It was mostly related to cases he had me work. Clients he wanted investigating, and information he wanted about people who worked for him. Or prospective employees.”

      “Anyone you can think of who might want him dead?”

      “Like me?” Tate shrugged. “I have no idea if anyone wanted him dead. Not like we were friends. It was an agreement between two people, a contract he signed and the money he paid me. Just business.”

      “What about an employee, former or prospective. Someone you dug up information on who might want payback?”

      He stood. “I can check my records. Let you know if I find anything. But the work I did for him was just basic background checks...looking for criminal history, pulling their credit.”

      “That’s it? We’re done here, and you’re dismissing me.”

      “I didn’t kill Aggerton.”

      Intellectually, he knew she wasn’t accusing him, and it wasn’t personal. That guy in the surveillance footage had been wearing his sweater, or at least owned the same one. Savannah was just doing her job. The one where she showed up only because of work, and only to fish for information.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Her phone buzzed. She glanced down, and then paled.

      “Something wrong?”

      “No.” She cleared her throat. “No. I have to go.” She practically sprinted for the door.
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      Savannah entered the police station. “Where’s the chief?”

      The receptionist, Kaylee, looked up from her novel. “Out to lunch with Mia. You coming in?” When she nodded, Kaylee hit the buzzer.

      Savannah headed for her desk, where she dumped her things and sat. It was fine. Everything was fine.

      The adrenaline that had coursed through her body when she saw that notification on her phone was finally dissipating. The Google alert she’d set up—specific phrases pertinent to her past—had sent her a notification by email. It was letting her know someone had posted something that used those phrases. Usually it was just random stuff that didn’t actually relate specifically to her past. False alarms.

      For the first time in two years, the Google alert actually sent her something useful.

      Savannah bit the inside of her lips together. Everything is fine.

      “You okay?”

      Savannah yelped and spun in her chair. It was just Kaylee. “I’m fine. Thanks.” Her voice sounded breathy.

      The receptionist didn’t believe her. Not one bit. “Girl…”

      Savannah cut her off. “I have a lot of work to do.”

      Kaylee waltzed back to her counter stool, to the novel she had flipped face down. Beside her book were the remains of a chicken wrap.

      Across the other side of the room, Sergeant Basuto sat at his computer. If he was working, it was basically impossible to disturb him. The whole place would have to be on fire. Or under attack.

      Like it had been just weeks ago.

      She rubbed at her breastbone with the heel of her hand. Not a good memory, being hit point blank and thrown to the ground in the bathroom off the back hallway. A gunshot. The bruise had finally gone away two weeks ago.

      Mia, on the other hand, had been bitten by a poisoned dog, terrorized in the middle of the night, kidnapped, and then to cap it all off, suffered hearing loss from a close range gunshot. Savannah figured Mia had at least earned a lunch break with her boyfriend, who happened to be their boss. She’d seen and heard about worse impropriety during her time as a cop than Mia and Conroy’s eating together.

      Last Chance was a small town where everyone just had to know every little bit of detail about every little thing. Eventually she would get used to those small town ways of doing things.

      Eventually.

      She’d have to get used to it. There was no chance of going home, and she had no interest in leaving here only to settle somewhere else. Starting her life all over again. For the second time.

      Her mother had passed years ago. Her father…well, he didn’t even warrant another thought. It wasn’t like she would be making contact with him.

      Last Chance County was her home now. It would be forever—or until her safe place crumbled into dust and she had to run again.

      Her thoughts strayed back to her Google Alert and the news it brought. Kind of like a rubber band stretched so far there was nothing it could do but snap back.

      The district attorney in New Orleans had been killed. Gunned down in the street outside a restaurant. A tragedy. A senseless, meaningless murder.

      Except that she knew the reason. That was why she’d driven here to the office—because she had a pile of cases to work. She couldn’t access any information from her work computer. Not without someone noting it. Same for phone calls made from her work cell. If she went home, she would be tempted to drown in all the gory news and her mental state would go down like the DA did. Never to get back up again.

      Just work, don’t think about it.

      Savannah wasn’t in witness protection, but the way she lived wasn’t far from that life. And now the one person who knew everything she’d been before, and everything that had happened to her, was dead.

      Murdered.

      Not tortured for information. Just gunned down and killed.

      “You seriously don’t look all right.”

      Kaylee’s voice sailed over to her from where she was sitting. Savannah kept her head down and gritted her teeth, “I’m fine, Kaylee.”

      “Detective.”

      She looked up at the man who stood in front of her. “What do you want, Ted?”

      The younger man, barely mid-twenties, stood by her desk. He was their resident technological expert. Dark hair, shaved close on one side and hung like a curtain over his right eye. He flicked his head so it swung behind his ear, but immediately fell back where it had been before. “You should apologize to Kaylee. That wasn’t nice.”

      Savannah wanted to say something about his sensibilities. She bit those words back.

      Frustration and fear weren’t fuel for taking her powerlessness out on others. Her father had done that. And she’d sworn to herself. Sworn. She would never do that; she would never become him.

      Savannah shut her eyes, took a few long breaths and tried to quickly process the tragic death of someone she knew and cared about.

      “Did something happen?”

      She opened her eyes and looked at him. The kid might dress and act like no one should get close, but Savannah knew something about pain that resided under the surface. About not letting people get close. Self-preservation.

      “If it did—” She glanced at Kaylee. “—that wouldn’t be an excuse to take out my bad mood on you.” She looked back at Ted. “Either of you.”

      “Thanks, hon.” Kaylee gave her a small smile and then put away her book, lunch break over.

      “Don’t let me be a jerk, Kay.”

      She didn’t look over. “Don’t call me ‘Kay’.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Savannah smiled.

      Ted gave her a tiny nod.

      “Whatcha need, Ted?”

      He slid into Mia’s seat behind the desk that faced Savannah’s. It had been unoccupied until a few weeks ago.

      “Tired of solitary?”

      He always sat there when he had something she needed to go over with him. Or when he was bored of sitting alone in his closet-sized office.

      Ted tossed a flash drive over to her.

      She inserted it in the USB port. “What am I looking at?”

      “The contents of Kenny Aggerton’s files, photos, web search history, and video library.”

      The way he’d said that was telling. She glanced at him. “Yikes?”

      “Mega yikes.”

      She nodded. No one would want to sit by themselves after watching questionable footage. She also would’ve sought out a colleague or friend.

      “Jess isn’t on today?”

      The skin around his eyes shifted. It was an interesting tell, usually reserved for when he was irritated. Officer Ridgeman had recently lost her grandfather, the former chief. But that wasn’t what this was about. There was something he wasn’t saying.

      They were both the same age and single. They worked together, but Savannah had thought that maybe they should expand their relationship a bit. Not that she would meddle in their love lives. That would be weird. But she could see them together. That shouldn’t be a problem, since the chief was dating his lieutenant.

      So, what was bothering Ted?

      Savannah decided to put him out of his misery. “You should play poker. Or get into undercover work.” She interlocked her fingers, elbows to the desk. “Or undercover poker.”

      He flicked his hair back with his hand this time. It didn’t stay. “Sure. In all my free time.”

      “Recommendations on where to start with all this?” she asked. “Aside from just searching ‘Tate Hudson’ and going from there.”

      He almost smiled. She could see he wanted to. He said, “Not much in there about Tate, if anything. There is, however, a file I labeled ‘hate mail’ which is exactly what it sounds like.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You really think Tate is the one who did this?”

      Savannah shrugged. “Not really.” Before she could jump too far too fast, she stopped and thought about what she wanted to say. “It’s his sweater in the surveillance. Whoever it is, they were there around the time of the murder. Given we can’t see their face, it really could be someone else. Someone with the same sweater and the same build.”

      Ted made a face.

      “Yeah.”

      The fact was, Tate had been in the house with Ed Summers when she’d shown up to ask about a suspect—a very dangerous killer who’d come after Mia. Seeing him, of all people, walk out onto that porch with a known local criminal, a man they were trying to take down, had made quite the impression. And not a good one. She just couldn’t forget that. The sudden rush of surprise. Feeling like he’d duped them all, and she’d fallen for it. Suckered in because of her feelings
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