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Chapter One
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TREY’S MOUTH WAS AT my ear, his chest solid against my back. “Slowly.”

“Got it.”

“Firm and gentle pressure.”

I sighed. “I have done this before, you know.”

“And yet you’re still snatching.” He adjusted my grip on the revolver so that the butt of the gun rested solidly in my left palm. “Take a breath. Half exhale. Then squeeze. One smooth motion.”

His voice was muted through the fancy electronic hearing protection muffs, but that hardly mattered—he was saying the exact same thing he always said. I wiggled my nose to adjust the safety goggles, sighted along the barrel. The revolver’s sights bobbed red against the target, a human-sized silhouette with concentric rings highlighting its heart. I took one deep breath in, trickled it halfway out. Then I dropped the barrel a smidgen and squeezed. The .38 kicked in my hand as a fresh bullet hole appeared at the target’s groin.

Trey examined the result. “You’re supposed to aim for center mass.”

“I’m supposed to stop the threat. Which I certainly did.”

His blue eyes flashed annoyance behind his safety glasses. “Do you want to learn proper technique or not?”

I sighed again. Then I took my stance and emptied the rest of the rounds into the target. The holes clustered in the figure’s chest region, right at the heart. Or where the heart would have been had I not pulped it.

I gestured with my chin. “There. How’s that?”

Trey eyed me reproachfully. He was a stickler. I could recite his mantras from memory—watch your muzzle cover, watch your periphery, watch your background.

“Why didn’t you do that with your first shot?” he said.

“Jeez, boyfriend. Unwind a bit, it’s just practice.”

“It’s not practice, it’s training. There’s a difference.”

“So you keep saying. Over and over again.” I doublechecked the cylinder to make sure the gun was empty before laying it on the shelf in front of me. “Let me try yours.”

Trey retrieved his H&K nine-millimeter, popped the empty magazine. He thumbed the bullets inside, then clipped it into place with the heel of his hand before handing it to me, careful to keep the muzzle downrange. 

“Feet hip width apart, slight lean forward, right arm straight, not locked.”

I racked the slide. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Got it.”

Trey’s P7M8 was very much like him—sleek, powerful, efficient. It had been only four months since I’d held that same gun in my hand, the sights centered not on a paper target but on a human being. I remembered that same gun in Trey’s hands, later that same rain-slashed Savannah night. Three shots, precise and ruthless.

I squeezed the grip to cock it, then fired three times fast, twice at center mass, then once at the forehead. To my dismay, only the first two hit home.

Trey stared at me. “What are you doing?”

“Triple tap.”

“You don’t need—”

“I’ve needed a lot of things I didn’t think I would.”

Trey didn’t argue. He simply held out his hand. “Give me that.”

I passed it back to him. He stepped up, hit the switch with a closed fist, and the target rattled its way toward him. He fired two shots, then a third a half-second later. When the target flapped to a stop in front of us, I saw two serrated holes in the heart and one final shot right below the nose. If the two-dimensional paper had been flesh and blood, the last bullet would have ripped a trajectory through the medulla oblongata, dropping the body like a meaty marionette with its strings cut.

“There,” he said. “Triple tap, properly known as a failure drill. Useful in circumstances when direct hits to center mass do not stop the target, most likely due to a tactical vest.” A cock of the head. “Is that what you want to learn?”

I fingered the ragged paper. “Yes.”

“Okay. Then work on your stance, your form, your breathing, your aim, your draw, and the ability to target center mass. Because without those basic skills, you’ll never master this one.” He checked his watch. “We’ve got fifteen minutes. Back to triggering.”

***
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Trey drove me back to the gun shop. During our time inside the range, the sun had set, and I huddled deep inside my jacket as I stepped out of the warmth of his Ferrari.

The evening wasn’t cold by most standards—mid-fifties, zero wind—but I was a creature coddled in the Georgia Lowcountry, where winters were mild and smelled of clean pine and the ocean. February in Atlanta, however, was twenty-eight odd days of seasonal mood swings. All during the summer and fall, the cold lay low in the upland mountains, deep within the granite, until sometime around Christmas when it came slinking down into the city. Now it sprang like a wild animal from unexpected places, bolting up stairwells, rushing at a canter across parking lots.

Trey had moved into his winter wardrobe months ago—the Prada trench coat and the Armani wool suits, the finely textured cashmere scarves and leather driving gloves, everything black as bituminous coal. He stood very close behind me as I wrestled with the door to the gun shop.

I felt the deadbolt give. “Wait here a second. I want to surprise you.”

“I don’t like surprises.”

“You’ll like this one.”

He made a noise of acquiescence, so I ducked inside, punching in the security code that would disable the multiple alarm systems. Then I took him by the hand and pulled him in after me. The smell of sawdust and fresh paint and industrial adhesive rolled over the threshold, clean and chemical mixing in a singular wallop. Trey stepped gingerly, his patent leather Brionis making soft echoes on the linoleum.

I popped the light switch, and the overhead fluorescents sputtered to life. “Ta da!”

He opened his eyes, and his expression shifted to pleased astonishment as he took in the front room. My counter, formerly paint-splattered, was now stripped and refinished in a rich golden maple, the floor freshly scrubbed and re-waxed.

Of course the rest of it was a mess. Dozens of my Uncle Dexter’s framed photographs remained propped against the walls, waiting to be rehung. I’d managed to find space in the storage room’s gun safe for all the firearms, but the ammo was still on the floor, the edged weapons crammed into a single display case. The cash register sat in the empty planter boxes, the dead marigolds in the trash, and I’d stuffed all the reenactment uniforms into a blue and gray mish-mash. There was a rumor of order to the place, however, and Trey noticed.

“You’ve been working,” he said.

“I have. I found every single gun missing from the inventory. I wish I could say the same for the other stuff.” I shook my head. “Uncle Dexter loved this shop, but I don’t know how he stayed in business.”

Trey surveyed the box next to the cash register, a jumble of looseleaf papers that I was attempting to turn into an official Acquisition and Disposition book for the ATF. “Will you have this ready by Friday?”

“I will.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” I smiled at him. “And don’t worry. I destroyed all the paperwork surrounding our little ‘sex for ammunition’ arrangement.”

He ignored the joke and reached inside. “I could—”

I intercepted his hand. “Leave it be.”

“But—”

“For real, Trey.  I want to do it myself.”

He reluctantly left the scattered A&D materials alone, but it pained him physically, I could tell. And he was right to be concerned—all joking aside, if I didn’t pass the audit, I lost my Federal Firearms License, and without an FFL, I couldn’t sell guns and ammo and black powder. And there went seventy-five percent of my income.

He surveyed the rest of the shop. “You took down the new security camera.”

“Did not.”

“Then where is it?”

“You tell me.”

A pause, then his eyes tracked the room. He scanned the empty shelving units, the cabinets, the walls, finally stopping on the deer head mounted behind the counter. He stepped closer and scrutinized the mangy relic.

I joined him underneath it. “Damn. That was fast, even for you.”

“Where did you get...that?”

“The attic.” I knocked on the muzzle of the cock-eyed creature, its left antler broken at the tip, its nose dented and dinged. “It’s fake, felt and plastic on the outside, hollow as a balloon inside. Perfect for a single-lens covert camera.”

Trey peered into the deer’s glassy eyes. “You hooked it into the wireless grid?”

“Yep.”

“What about the—”

“Primary and secondary power supplies, yes.” I put my hands on my hips. “You think I don’t listen to you, but I do.”

He pulled out his phone and tapped in a code. Two seconds later, his screen filled with an image of the shop, the two of us looking up at the deer head. Even in two-dimensional black and white, Trey was a six-foot, black-haired, haute couture hot dish. My charms were more down-to-earth—dirty blonde curls rioting under a baseball cap, faded jeans, scuffed work boots. We seemed utterly mismatched on the tiny screen, like two people on a disastrous blind date. Regardless, there he was, at my side. As usual. I took his arm in mine, watched my video twin do the same, and then the image switched to the back lot, where my Camaro was parked next to the dumpster.

Trey pulled up the third feed, the parking lot out front, with the entrance, burglar-barred windows, and his Ferrari in plain view. There was no fourth image, however. This was Trey’s current worry point.

“Have you talked to your neighbor about setting up a camera in the alley?” he said.

“Brenda. Yes. I tried, twice, but she won’t go for it. And since the alley is technically her property, not mine—”

“But that makes no sense.”

“Sure, it does. Dexter sold access rights to the previous owner, when Aunt Dotty got sick and he needed the money. Now Brenda’s using that to make me miserable so I’ll leave and she can have this end of the square all to herself.” I folded my arms. “She complained about your Ferrari, you know. Said it damaged her ears.”

Trey made a scoffing noise. “The threshold for short-term hearing damage is one hundred and twenty decibels. The F430 produces ninety-six point nine decibels at full throttle, which—”

“My point is she has an agenda.”

But Trey wasn’t listening anymore. He abandoned me under the deer head to check out the new door to the storage room. It was an innocuous-looking hunk of wood—beige, bland as baby food—but he ran his hand across it with an almost sensual reverence.

“It came,” he said.

“It did.” I stepped beside him. “I was expecting something less ordinary.”

“It’s designed to look ordinary. The core, however, is hardwood with fiberglass sheathing and has a UL rating of four, which is military grade. Guaranteed to defeat ballistic assaults up to .44 magnum, resistant to .50 cal.”

He punched some numbers on the keypad, and the deadbolt clicked open with a well-engineered snick. I saw the twitch at the corner of his mouth that was almost a smile.

He stepped inside, and I followed. What used to be Dexter’s secondary storage room was now a state-of-the-art safe room. Well, not as state-of-the-art as Trey wanted—he’d envisioned something along the lines of the Pentagon—but an adequate compromise. The walls were already concrete, the ceiling inaccessible from the front room. All it needed was a bulletproof door, which I now had, thanks to him.

He walked under the casement window, a three-paned hand-cranked antique installed when Dexter built the place back in the sixties. The window was one foot high and three feet wide and provided the only outdoor light in the room. Trey glared at it.

I stood beside him. “I know you don’t like the window, but it’s staying for the time being.”

“Tai—”

“It’s ten feet off the ground and too narrow for a person to get through. Plus you’ve got glass break sensors on it.”

“Nonetheless—”

“One thing at a time, boyfriend. I’ll fix it when I get the camera situation figured out and the audit completed.”

“Still—”

“Hush.” I slipped my arms around his waist, resting my palms flat against his lower back. He smelled like gunpowder and the ghost of his Armani aftershave. “Use your mouth for something besides talking.” 

His eyes narrowed. “You’re trying to distract me from the point, which is—”

I stood on tiptoe and kissed him quiet. On the training mat, at the range, he was pure masculine force—direct, active, aggressive. In all matters romantic, however, he preferred to follow my lead. I moved my hands upward, across the plane of his back, the familiar geography of rhomboids and deltoids.

“It’s been two weeks since I’ve had my way with you, boyfriend.”

“Six days. Don’t exaggerate.”

“We can fix that, you know. Upstairs. Where there’s now—surprise surprise—an honest-to-goodness real bed. With 600-thread-count, Egyptian cotton Frette sheets.”

He leveled a look at me. “You took my sheets.”

“The spare ones, yes. Also your shampoo and a pair of pajamas. And some towels. Do you mind?”

He shook his head. I could almost see the picture forming in his mind. No longer was my upstairs living space a wretched hovel. Tiny, yes, as cramped as a ship’s cabin. But thanks to a trip to Goodwill and a tiny raid of his bathroom closet, well stocked with everything he’d need to feel at home, at least for a few hours.

I looped my arms around his neck. “Stay here tonight.”

“I can’t, I’ve—”

“So stay right now.”

“That doesn’t...Oh.”

I flicked a glance at his watch. “It’s seven-fifty-five. Your bedtime is nine o’clock. The drive back to Buckhead will take forty-eight minutes tops, which leaves seventeen free minutes.”

His eyes slid to the right, the better to access his perfectly sharp left frontal lobes, the seat of logic and time management and schedules. The right side of his brain had some hiccups still, an artifact of the car accident three years earlier, but the rest of him agreed with me, that two people could do a lot with a new mattress and seventeen minutes.

I moved closer, hip to hip. “Sixteen minutes and counting.”

He exhaled softly, his posture loosening, and I knew the battle was mine. His left brain made a formidable opponent at times—rigid, calculating, inclined to lock down the systems at the slightest emotional chaos—while his right brain tended to lurch into befuddlement. My strategy was simple—bypass the neuronal circuits and go straight for the body, which had its own agenda.

I reached to loosen his tie. And he froze.

“Tai?”

“Yes?”

“Did you hear footsteps?”
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Chapter Two
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“WHAT?”

He cocked his head. “Footsteps. In the alley. There shouldn’t be anyone back there this time of night.”

I listened, but all I heard was the buzz of overheads and our breathing, suddenly quickened. “I don’t hear anything.”

He pulled out of my arms. “I’ll go take a look.”

“Trey—”

He slipped his gun from the holster. “Stay here.”

I recognized the tone. It always happened so fast, the shift from boyfriend to bodyguard. I felt the chill, involuntary, a flash of memory. Not all stalkers stopped with stalking. Some shot at you from across great distances, the crosshairs trained on the back of the skull, or the T-zone between your eyes, or the bull’s eye where your heart and lungs pumped . . .

I grabbed his elbow. “Don’t go out there.”

“Tai—”

“I’m serious. Call 911.”

“I have to check.”

“Trey!”

He slipped backward into the hall, then slammed the door behind himself so fast I didn’t have time to stop him. I snatched at the handle, but without the code, the door wasn’t budging. I kicked it once for good measure, but Trey was already out the back door and into the night. 

Cursing loudly, I shoved aside two garbage bags filled with packing peanuts and climbed on top of the display table, then stood on tiptoe and peered through the window into the lot. The yellow haze of security lights bathed the deserted pavement, washing my red Camaro a sickly orange. The dumpster squatted directly below me, surrounded by shadows as impenetrable as the mouth of the alley, which I could barely see from that vantage point.

No sign of Trey.

I cranked open the window and pressed my face to the opening. “Goddamn it, Trey, get back here right now and let me out of this room!”

No answer. My lips felt numb, my hands too. I rubbed them together, but the sensation spread.

“Trey!”

Still no answer. I climbed down, but the coldness remained. I willed my heart to stop galloping, my vision to stop collapsing, but my body wouldn’t respond. I dropped cross-legged to the floor, my back against the wall, and drew my knees to my chin.

I did hear footsteps then, outside, leather on pavement. Trey. Finally, I heard the back door open and close. A series of beeps, and then the inner door opened and he came inside, his gun back in its holster.

“Whoever was there never left the alley,” he said, “so the camera didn’t...Tai?”

I looked up at him and tried to speak, but no words came. The shivering intensified, and my chest hurt as if I’d taken a punch.

He knelt in front of me. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

“No, I...”

I tried to stand, but a new wave of dizziness crashed and broke. All I could see was Trey, his face centered against a gray blur.

“Give me your hands,” he said.

I did as he instructed, automatically, and he squeezed my fingers, his touch firm and steady.

“Good. Now breathe. On my count. In for two, out for two.”

I drew in a shaky breath as he counted. Gradually the shaking subsided. My throat opened, my chest too. The anger rose then—at him, yes, for dashing off into the night, but mostly at myself. Suddenly I wanted to be anywhere else than on this dirty floor.

I fought back tears. “Damn it, I don’t know why this is happening! I’m not some panicky twit!”

“Tai—”

“This isn’t making any sense, I’m not...I don’t...”

And yet there I was, on the floor, in the dark—embarrassed, angry, suddenly exhausted—with my boyfriend assessing my vital signs. I stretched my legs in front of me, fighting an itchy restlessness. Gradually the cramping pain in my chest subsided, and my vision cleared, and when I inhaled, the air went all the way in.

Trey rocked back on his heels and watched me, fingers at my pulse point. Part of me wanted to yell at him some more, but another part held onto the sensation of his hand against my skin. Physical, grounding, real.

“How are you feeling?” he said.

I glared at him. “Don’t you ever shut me up in this room again, you hear me?”

He glared right back. “I heard footsteps. In the alley. Where no one should have been.”

“For which there are a dozen possible explanations.”

“Yes, including the fact that someone could have been in the alley.” 

“Checking is one thing. Pulling your weapon and stomping out there is something else entirely!”

“Are you saying I overreacted?”

“Hyper-vigilance is the official term.”

His head snapped back a quarter inch, but he kept his expression neutral. “We’re discussing your reaction—”

“And now we’re discussing yours. Hypervigilance. It happened to you after the accident, this same thing.”

“Not the same.”

“I saw the symptom list.”

“Then you also saw the diagnosis. Post-concussive syndrome. It was resolved within six months.”

“I know. But I also know that anniversaries can trigger relapses. And Sunday is three years to the day you went head to head with that concrete embankment.”

He dropped his eyes to the floor, but he stayed calm. I was getting back to calm too.

“Trey?”

“I heard you. But the anniversary of the accident isn’t a trigger for me. It never has been.”

“Something is, though.” I kept my voice steady. “I may be the one on the floor, but I’m not the only one cracking up.”

He looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

“I mean the nightmares.”

“What nightmares?”

“The ones you’re been having almost every single night.”

He looked astounded. “I have?”

“Tossing, turning, mumbling nonsense. I tried to wake you up once, but you got a little...” I pantomimed a right hook. “Punchy.”

All the color drained from his face. “Did I hurt you?”

“Of course not. I got back on my side of the bed fast, and you went back to sleep.”

He exhaled slowly, shakily. “I’m sorry. I would never... Why haven’t you told me?”

“Because I thought you knew. Why wouldn’t you know?”

“Because this kind of nightmare is very different from normal dream states. There’s no recall, just a feeling of...I don’t know. Mental exhaustion.” He dropped his eyes again. “You’re right, however. Combined with the rest of the symptoms, they’re a clear PTSD indicator.”

“The rest of what symptoms?”

He kept his eyes down. “The headaches. Backaches. Tiredness. I know you’ve noticed.”

I had. The migraines that floored him for hours at the time. Muscle spasms in his lower back. A lack of interest and energy bordering on depression. Things he’d explained as a hard afternoon at the gym, an extra-long day at work, the shorter days and longer nights of winter. Suddenly I realized what a great job the two of us had been doing at playing denial.

I tried to meet his eyes. “Trey? If it’s not the anniversary, what is it?”

He didn’t answer. I pulled his face up so that I could look at him straight on. I saw a muscle in his jaw tic. I got another flash of memory—the rain, the lightning, the desperation—and felt light-headed again.

“It’s what happened in Savannah, isn’t it?”

He exhaled heavily, then sat next to me, his back against the wall, our thighs touching. We made a pair of peculiar bookends, Trey and I, as he propped his arm on his bent knee. He leaned his head back against the wall, stared at the ceiling.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he said. “I’ve been in multiple threat situations; that’s what I trained for. But Savannah was different.”

“How?”

“I don’t know how to explain.”

“Can you try?”

“No.”

“But—”

“Talking about how I don’t know how to talk about it isn’t going to help.”

I leaned my head on his shoulder. He flinched again, and then forced himself to relax.

“Is this who we are now?” I said. “The PTSD poster couple? I slump in a panicked stupor while you pull your weapon at the least provocation?”

He shot me a sharp look. “I heard footsteps.”

I didn’t feel like arguing any more. I stood, held out my hand. He took it, eyeing me from top to bottom as he let me pull him to standing.

“Come back with me to Buckhead,” he said.

“I can’t. I’ve got—”

“Please.”

Damn it. He had to go and use the p-word. “Fine. If it makes you happy.”

“It does. Get your bag.” He held the door open for me. “I want to check the cameras one more time, video and audio both. And you really do need to talk to your neighbor about that dead zone in the alley. There’s absolutely no reason—”

I let him gripe. It was forty-five minutes back to the steel and glass safety zone of his Buckhead apartment. One short elevator ride to the thirty-fifth floor, then the triple-lock system would engage, the deadbolts and the Schlage platinum keyswitch and the security alarms too, all the primary and secondary and tertiary systems. No more quickening panic. No more opportunity for everything to slide and crash.

No more surprises, of any kind.
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Chapter Three
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THE NEXT MORNING, THE sky had the low ponderous weight of a mudslide. Yet there I was standing under that sky with an umbrella and a bag of pastries, the rain and humidity playing havoc with my hair, the headquarters of Atlanta’s FBI Field Office looming before me.

Somewhere on the top floor of that graphite-glassed cube was the temporary office of Dan Garrity, Trey’s former partner and slightly estranged best friend, who had recently been promoted to the Atlanta Metro Major Offenders Task Force. Though still technically an Atlanta PD detective, Garrity’s main gig for the next two years would be here, with AMMO—assuming he didn’t go to prison, flee the state, or get shot down in his driveway like his three predecessors had.

I tucked the phone between my ear and shoulder. When Garrity answered, I waved. “Look out your window, Secret Agent Man.”

A few seconds’ silence. “Is that you under the umbrella?”

“Yep.”

“There’s a tornado watch out, you know. Not the best idea, standing out there like a lightning rod.” A pause. “So what’s in the bag?”

“Doughssants. Like croissants, only doughnutty. With brandied peaches on top.”

“That’s a real thing?”

“Smells real. Wanna take a coffee break and find out?”

***
[image: ]


Garrity met me in the lobby under the official FBI seal, with its corona of navy and gold flourishes and the stalwart motto: Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity. I sat on the bench with my knees together, raindrops beating against the window, stronger now. Not a single dark-suited agent spared me a second glance, which meant, I knew, that every single one was examining me with the thoroughness of an x-ray.

Garrity brought two coffees in paper cups. “Compliments of Uncle Sam.”

He unbuttoned his jacket and sat next to me. He looked very special agent-y, even if his hair refused to conform to suit-and-tie standards, flaming about his head in rust-colored cowlicks. Despite his quasi-federal status, he still wore the Atlanta PD shield on his belt and the department-issue S&W on his hip.

“Still a cop,” I said.

He grinned. “A cop with my own urban tactical team and a Sikorsky Black Hawk helicopter at my disposal. Beats an old Crown Vic any day.” He accepted the bag, tested its heft approvingly. “So what have you done now?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on, you only bring me food when you want something. What’s up?”

He had a sandy complexion and a face like a fox, with a sharp nose and sharper eyes. I still found it hard to picture him and Trey working together—Trey with his detached, mathematical precision and Garrity with his kinetic street smarts. Garrity still maintained a fierce protectiveness, but sometimes I saw loss in his eyes, the heart-gouging kind.

I took a sip of coffee. “So there is this one thing on my mind.”

Garrity pulled a doughssant out of the bag, waved his hand in a “get on with it” gesture.

“Sunday is the anniversary of Trey’s accident.”

“Right.”

“Does that ever look like PTSD?”

He put down the pastry. “What’s going on?”

I told him about the previous night: the refurbishing of the gun shop, the footsteps in the alley, the drawn gun. I told him about Trey too: the nightmares and headaches, the battening down of the psychological hatches. Garrity listened without interrupting. He had an interrogator’s knack for silence—he could twist it like a screw when he wanted—but he could also be gentle with it.

“How long has this been going on?” he said.

“Months.” A hard burst of rain lashed the window—stronger now, laced with hail—and I jumped.

Garrity noticed. “You’re feeling it too. Leftovers from Savannah?”

I started to deny it, then nodded. Whenever it rained, I remembered the driving wind, the terror of helplessness, the soaking obliterating storm. And then Trey, as rending and total as a lightning strike himself. There had been no charges filed against him for the shooting; it hadn’t been lethal, after all. Obviously in self-defense, the officials had said, as if they couldn’t quite believe the Trey they’d seen in the aftermath—battered, soft-spoken, deferential—could have been capable of killing anyone.

But I knew better. And so did Garrity. I’d seen Trey come close to homicide, but he’d seen Trey actually do it—one night years ago, a robbery gone bad, Trey putting a single bullet right through the bad guy’s heart. Garrity and I weren’t fooled by Trey’s dropped eyes and quiet voice. Not by a longshot.

“I don’t know what happened to me last night,” I said. “All I know is Trey shut me in the storage room, and I lost it. I felt trapped. He was the one stuffed in the hold of a boat down in Savannah, not me, so I don’t know why...it makes no sense.”

“Have you talked to Eric about this?”

I closed my eyes and rubbed the bridge of my nose. My brother. The occupational psychologist with a sub-specialty in PTSD.

“Not yet.”

“Why not?”

“Because my brother is an alarm bell you can’t un-ring. He’ll sink his hooks into whatever freaking complex he thinks I have. Besides, things are otherwise good. Trey’s got this new project—resilient security systems—and he’s re-doing my storage room into a state-of-the art safe room.”

Garrity snorted. “That’s what he always does right before the anniversary, throws himself into some project. Then on February ninth, he hides in his apartment and avoids all contact with his fellow humanity. Won’t answer his phone, won’t answer the door, won’t respond to email or texts. He denies this is what he’s doing, but he does it anyway. It’s like the rest of his life. He knows it’s all one big mirage, but as long as it keeps him functioning, he doesn’t poke too hard at it.”

Trey’s mirage was of fabulous construction—the Ferrari, the wardrobe, the black and white condo, all of it pulled from the Italian style issue of a GQ magazine. Trey knew the life he inhabited was psychological scaffolding. But when pressed about it, he would say only that it worked, the implication being that until it stopped working, he’d be keeping the whole package, thank you very much. I couldn’t argue with that.

“So how do I know whether this is the normal weirdness or some new weirdness?” I said.

“The short answer is, you don’t. Recovery can look like relapse and vice versa.”

“So what should I do?”

“Talk to your brother. And if you see him coming unglued, do the thing.”

“What thing?”

He looked incredulous. “You know. The thing. I’ve seen you do it a hundred times.”

“I swear I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He placed one hand on my bicep and squeezed—just once, quickly and firmly. I suddenly remembered all the times I’d done that very same thing whenever Trey threatened to go off the rails. I remembered how he would tense, and then relax under my touch.

Now I was incredulous. “That’s a thing?”

“Absolutely. You know why it works?”

I shook my head.

“Back in his SWAT days, Trey led up entry teams, usually as the number one guy, front of the stack. That’s a hard place to be—God knows what fresh hell waiting for you on the other side of some door, your team in line behind you. You can’t hear a damn thing with the riot helmet on, you got body shields and flashbangs and rifles clattering around, it’s dark maybe. You can’t make a move until every single man on your team is in place, but you can’t ask, can’t look, can’t break formation.”

Garrity talked with the concentrated enthusiasm of a football couch, his hands moving as if he were describing a play-by-play.

“Trey needed a signal to know everybody was in place,” he continued. “So when the last man in line got into position, he squeezed the shoulder of the guy in front of him. The guy in front of him did the same, and they passed the signal up. So when Trey felt that hand on his shoulder, he knew his men had his back. Literally. That’s what he’s remembering, every time you touch his arm. And his brain kicks down the same message now that it did then—got your back.”

I didn’t know what to say. All around us, the office hummed with purposeful activity. Everything in its place, everything with a purpose. It was suddenly overwhelming, and I had to restrain myself from bolting from that bright contained lobby. 

Garrity frowned. “You okay?”

“Yeah, yeah. Just...it’s a lot sometimes.”

“I know. But we’ll get him through this. We’re his team now. And if you ever need to talk, call me. I know what dealing with him is like better than anybody.” He flashed a wry grin. “Well, except maybe Gabriella, but she doesn’t count because she’s French.”

That pulled a half-laugh from me. Trey’s ex. Gorgeous, intelligent, sophisticated, and very much still a part of his life. Like Garrity, she knew Trey From Before. But I couldn’t imagine sitting across from her discussing the only thing we had in common, that we both knew what a complicated delight it was to be the woman in his bed.

Garrity got serious again. “Tai? There’s another explanation, of course. For last night.”

“Which is?”

“He really did hear somebody in the alley.”

I shook my head. “There was no one there. He checked.”

“Doesn’t mean there wasn’t someone there, someone smart enough to bolt when Trey came barreling out the back door with a gun drawn.”

“Could have been doesn’t equal was.”

“True enough. But regardless, you’ve got trouble brewing, my friend.”

“I think I can handle—oh crap, seriously?” I pulled my phone from my pocket and swiped it to stop the shrill beeping. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“What is it?”

“The shop’s alarm system. Again. Which means that any second now—”

My phone rang, this time with the authoritative and slightly demanding ringtone I recognized immediately.

“—Trey will be calling.” I shoved the rest of the breakfast bag at Garrity as I put the phone to my ear. “I know, boyfriend, I know. I’m heading up there right now.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t have exact coordinates for the touchdown yet.”

I shouldered my bag and stood. “That sentence makes no sense.”

“The tornado, Tai. I don’t—”

“The what?”

Garrity grabbed my elbow and showed me his phone, a radar map pulled up on the screen. Sure enough, it flashed with the dreaded words—Tornado Warning—and churned with a red fishhook of nasty weather spinning and fuming right over downtown Kennesaw.

Right over my shop.

“Aw hell,” I said, and bolted for the parking lot, not even bothering to open the umbrella.
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Chapter Four
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DRIVING IN THE STORM’S wake felt like following a stampede. Branches littered the road. Whole tree limbs lay in the ditches like road kill.

I switchbacked the Camaro around a hump of debris. “Please please please, let the shop still have a roof.”

Trey’s voice was muffled through the speaker phone. “It has a roof.”

“Are you sure?”

“I can see it.”

I upped the volume to hear him better. He had the shop’s live CCTV on his work computer at Phoenix, the alarm system panel on his phone. The former showed no damage, but the latter was insistent there had been a breach at the storage room window. It had taken every bit of convincing I could conjure to keep Trey at his desk and not racing the Ferrari up to Kennesaw.

“Walls too?” I said.

“Yes. All of them.”

“So it wasn’t a tornado?”

“Not that I can see.”

“So what set off the alarm?”

“I don’t know. It could be another false alarm. You’ve had three of those over the past month, ever since I upgraded the system, which I don’t understand. I calibrated it very carefully.”

“I know you did. That’s why I’m suspicious. Something else is going on, and right now, a tornado is the most likely something else.”

“You can check the cameras and see what happened, but I’ve got no information here. I can be up there in—”

“Stay put. The Kennesaw PD is on the scene. I’ll call you back when I know something.”

* * *
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When I got to the shop, I saw young Officer Butch out front, the squeaky-clean, buttermilk-complexioned guy who showed up at every alarm, false or otherwise. I suspected he had a crush on me, what with all the blushing and hat-in-hand chivalry, but he wasn’t crushing this morning. He was all business, rain-slickered and serious, deep in discussion with a woman in a pink raincoat standing underneath a pink umbrella. I opened my own umbrella and muttered a curse.

Brenda Lovejoy-Burlington heard me coming and swiveled to face me, her ash-blond flip unfrizzled and smooth even in the rain. She stood yardstick straight, hips cantilevered in a beauty queen stance. A recent import to the area from parts Up North, Brenda was the third wife of a local businessman. She was also president of the Kennesaw Revitalization Commission and had recently—oh joy of joys—set up shop in the vacant office right next to Dexter’s building.

I joined them in front of my own shop. It didn’t looked tornado-battered. The burglar bars on the front windows were intact, the gravel parking area unfazed. The bleak morning light emphasized every but of shabbiness, from the paint-flaking sign to the faded brick, but I saw no damage. The rest of the square seemed untouched too—one rectangular acre of inexpertly maintained hedges and dilapidated benches bordered by buildings like mine on all four sides, all of it waterlogged but exactly as it had been the night before.

Officer Butch nodded his head in greeting. “Hey, Tai.”

“Hey yourself. What’s up?”

Brenda smoothed her hair behind her ear. “Somebody tried to break into your shop again, that’s what’s up. Probably came here to steal your car, which is another reason it shouldn’t be parked out back.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “It’s where I’ve parked for a year.”

“Yes, but now the lot is shared property—”

“The lot is, but the parking space is not. It belongs with the apartment, which is a separate address from the gun shop.”

“It doesn’t matter, it’s all together as far as the criminal element is concerned.” Brenda glared at me, looking for all the world like a frost bit petunia. “Your shop attracts them.”

She said “shop” as if it were code for “whorehouse” or “opium den.” Never mind that I’d cleaned up the storefront considerably, taking down Uncle Dexter’s more problematic posters and handbills, putting marigolds into the window boxes. I glanced at Brenda’s storefront, ablaze now with summery posters and sunshiney images of cleanliness and prosperity. A giant banner unfurled above it all—Kennesaw: Moving Forward!—and the craving for a cigarette hit me fierce and bright. 

I pulled a peppermint from my pocket. “Maybe if you’d let me put up a camera in the alley, the criminal element would have a harder time tromping around our area.”

She rolled her eyes. “Another camera won’t solve anything. Cleaning up this square, making it family friendly, pedestrian friendly—”

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say, Brenda.” I nodded Officer Butch’s way. “I’ll meet you out back. Where it’s quieter.”

And then I started walking. Brenda kept talking, something about enhanced livability criteria. But I knew the real score. The Kennesaw Revitalization Commission wanted to revitalize me right out of the square. I unwrapped the candy and shoved it in my mouth, then cracked it between my molars. It was going to be a long day.

***
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It was quieter behind the shop. No Brenda, no traffic, only the pattering of rainwater on the brick pavers and Officer Butch on his radio, his voice a mumble of ten codes interspersed with the scratchy rasp of static.

“So what happened?” I said.

He stood in the mouth of the alley. “Hard to say. The back window alarm triggered, we know that. No evidence of a break-in, though. Front and back doors are still locked.”

“Another false alarm?”

He shrugged. “You’ve had several of those.”

“Yeah. My boyfriend upgraded the system. Everything’s real touchy now.”

Officer Butch rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Seems like it. But here’s the thing—the alarm still needs a trigger. And I think I found it.”

I followed his eyes to the mat in front of my back door. I took me a second, but then I saw what he was talking about—the mat had several pieces of gravel on it, some of them pea-sized, but some almost as big as golf balls.

I knelt and examined them. “This isn’t from the storm.”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

“Somebody tossed these at my window.”

“Yep.”

“From the alley, where the security cameras couldn’t catch them.”

“Yep.”

“And then made no attempt to break in.” I stood. “Does that make any sense to you?”

“Nope. Unless this was a test. In that case, you need to be real careful. As much as I hate to admit it, Ms. Lovejoy may be right. Some unknown perp may be casing your place.”

I felt a cold wash of realization...and guilt. Trey had been right. There had been somebody in the alley the night before. It hadn’t been hypervigilant paranoia.

“I’ll tell Trey. He’ll make the proper adjustments.” I pulled out my keys. “You want to come in while I doublecheck the cameras?”

He tucked his radio back under the slicker. “Not right now. I just got word the tornado touched down near the park, and we’re all on emergency response for the duration. I’ll come back when I can finish the report.” 

The park meant Kennesaw Mountain Battlefield National Park, the three thousand acres of rolling range around Kennesaw Mountain.

“Is anybody hurt?” I said.

“Some tourists got throwed around, but no serious injuries. So if you don’t mind—”

“No, no. I’m good. You go. I’ll call you if I find something.”

He headed back into the alley, hesitated, then turned to face me, his eyes serious. “Tai? You might want to watch out for Ms. Lovejoy.” He craned his neck left and right to see if anyone was listening. “She’s been down at the station a lot. Asking about city codes and violations and penalties.”

“You don’t say.”

“Her and her husband bought that building real cheap. I think they have plans to sell it not-so-cheap once they make this square more...beautified.”

“That doesn’t surprise me one bit.”

“And this is the fourth call-out you’ve had this past month, including that firearm discharge violation on Robert E. Lee’s birthday.”

“That wasn’t me, that was Raymond Junior, and it was black powder and shooting caps, not bullets, as I explained to Brenda when she came stomping over here.”

“I’m just saying. They don’t like nuisances down at the station.” He put his hands on his hips, all official like. “Keep things as calm as you can, okay?”

I surveyed my shop’s back door, the scattered gravel, the alley that was apparently Perp Central.

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

***
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Inside, the darkened shop felt as ominous as a Hitchcock movie. I flipped the switch, and the fluorescent overheads flared and hummed, revealing the boxes and display cases in all their ramshackle glory. I felt a possessive warmth. This place was mine. I’d cleaned the dead flies from windowsills. Squeegeed the windows. Planted marigolds, even if they always died.

Mine.

I tossed the keys on the counter, the toe of my boot scuffing the photograph propped there—Uncle Dexter and Aunt Dotty on opening day, their arms about each other’s waists. In the photo, Dotty’s pixie-cut hair was dark and thick, and Dexter already had the barrel chest and luxuriant mustache of his latter days.

I’d taken down his enormous Confederate Battle Flag with a lump of guilt in my throat, folding it hastily and tucking it away in Dotty’s cedar chest. It meant nothing to me, that flag. I often wondered what it had meant to him.

I also worried that I might not want to know.
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