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			Don’t miss the thrilling prequel to New York Times bestselling author Kat Martin’s brand-new series, Maximum Security!

			Private investigator Jonah Wolfe knows trouble when he sees it. So when April Vale storms into his office at Maximum Security, all his warning signs flash red. April’s been accused of murder, except she has no memory of how she woke up in her coworker’s bed—drenched in his blood, as he was shot with her gun. As the campaign manager for the mayor, April’s job and life are on the line if she doesn’t figure out who’s trying to frame her. But the clock is ticking, and the pair must find the murderer...before April winds up dead.

			“Kat Martin is a fast gun when it comes to storytelling, and I love her books.”

			—#1 New York Times bestselling author Linda Lael Miller
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Dallas, Texas

			THE SOUND OF voices cut through the pounding in her head, dragging her from a deep, dark void into the light of day.

			As the door swung open and uniformed policemen streamed into the bedroom, April Vale looked down at her naked body and saw a sea of blood soaking the mattress beside her. A naked man lay next to her, a bullet hole in the center of his chest.

			A scream tore from her throat as she recognized David Dean, Mayor Rydell’s campaign manager. Then strong arms hauled her upright and a wave of dizziness hit her, making her stomach roll. One of the officers draped a blanket around her bare shoulders, covering her nudity, and then hustled her over to a chair by the window.

			Fighting a fresh wave of nausea, April sat down on the chair, gripping the blanket, her body shaking head to foot.

			“What...what’s happening?” She didn’t realize her hands were being cuffed together in front of her until she heard metal clanking and cold bands of steel wrapped around her wrists.

			“What’s your name?” The room swarmed with policemen. The one in front of her was stocky and balding, in his early forties. A pair of EMTs rushed into the room and began working over the bloody man on the bed, but his eyes were open and staring at nothing and she knew he was already dead.

			April swallowed the bile rising in her throat and fought to clear her head, but when she tried to remember where she was or how she got there, all she came up with was a splitting headache.

			“I don’t understand what’s happening,” she said, trying to keep the blanket around her.

			“This will all go smoother if you cooperate,” the stocky policeman said. “Tell us your name.”

			“I’m... I’m April. April Vale.” She glanced over at David. The hole in his chest seemed even bigger and bloodier than before.

			“Can you tell us the name of the victim?”

			Victim. A thick lump rose in her throat, threatening to choke her. “That...that’s David Dean. We work for Mayor Rydell.”

			A young officer with black hair slicked straight back from his forehead walked up. “Looks like we’ve got the murder weapon, Sarge. It was right there on the floor next to the lady’s purse.”

			April frowned, her mind foggy again. “Wait...wait a minute. What’s going on? I don’t understand.” Her fingers tightened on the blanket. “I don’t know how I got here. I don’t remember what happened.”

			A gray-haired man in a navy-blue suit brought the gun over in a plastic bag. She recognized the little .380 handgun she carried for protection.

			“I’m Detective Sullivan. Does this belong to you, Ms. Vale?”

			She took a deep breath. “I think it’s mine. I have one like that. I have a legal permit to carry.”

			The EMTs began checking her over, her blood pressure, her vision, whether or not she had a concussion.

			“We need to get her to the hospital,” one of them said, “have her checked out, get a blood sample.”

			“Hospital? I don’t want to go to the hospital.”

			A female police officer walked up just then. “We’ve cuffed your hands in front of you so you can hold onto the blanket. If you cooperate, we’ll leave them that way. If not, we’ll have to cuff them behind your back.”

			She closed her eyes. This couldn’t be happening. “You think I shot him? I don’t even know how I got here.”

			The woman’s expression never changed. “You need to go to the hospital. We need to make sure you’re okay. If you were drugged, it’ll show up in your tox screen.”

			Tox screen. Drugs. Her pistol and a dead man.

			That’s when it began to sink in how much trouble she was in. That’s when April’s brain finally started working and she began to figure out what she needed to do—before things got a whole lot worse.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			AT THE SOUND of the glass front door swinging open, Jonah Wolfe looked up to see a tall, leggy redhead walk into the office.

			“I hope she’s looking for me.” Jason Maddox, one of the country’s top bail enforcement agents and one of Jonah’s best friends, had an eye for beautiful women. This one definitely met Jase’s exacting standards.

			But being a former undercover police officer, Jonah noticed more than her stunning face and figure. Her hands were shaking as she approached the receptionist desk and her face was pale. He wondered what kind of trouble the lady was in.

			“May I help you?” The receptionist, Mindy Stewart, removed the half reading glasses perched on the end of a pert nose and smiled. She was petite and cute, and smart enough not to date any of the confirmed bachelors who worked at Maximum Security.

			“My name is April Vale. I’m looking for Jonah Wolfe.”

			When Maddox groaned his disappointment, Jonah’s focus sharpened on the redhead.

			“Do you have an appointment, Ms. Vale?” Mindy asked politely.

			“I’m sorry, I’m afraid I don’t, but it’s extremely urgent. If Mr. Wolfe is in, please... I really need to speak to him.”

			The redhead glanced his way as Jonah rose from behind his desk and started walking toward the front of the office.

			A waiting area with a dark red tufted leather sofa and matching chairs, oak coffee and end tables, gave the place a Western feel that perfectly suited the misfit Texans who worked there.

			The men and women, all independent contractors, were an assortment of private investigators, bail enforcement agents and personal security specialists. Only the best of the best were good enough to work for Chase Garrett at the Max.

			“I’m Wolfe,” he said when he reached her. “What can I do for you?” His gaze ran over her, taking in her spectacular curves. He couldn’t help hoping she needed him for something far more intriguing than his skills as a private detective.

			He might have smiled, would have if TROUBLE wasn’t stamped in the middle of the pretty lady’s forehead.

			“My name is April Vale. Thank you for seeing me.”

			“No need to thank me, Ms. Vale. I haven’t done anything yet.”

			“I’m hoping you will.” She had the face of an angel and legs that went on forever. But she was a redhead and all that fiery hair just ramped up the warning signs flashing in her big blue eyes.

			She glanced around the office. Nine oak desks set in lines of three filled the open area they called the Bull Pen. Antique farming tools hung on the walls, along with framed photos taken at the ranch Chase owned with his two brothers, Reese and Brandon, out in the Texas Hill Country.

			“Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” April asked.

			“Conference room. Follow me.” As he led her down the hall, she caught an appreciative glance from Jax Ryker and Dante Romero, the only other guys currently in the office, but she didn’t seem to notice.

			“This way.” Jonah held open the door into a glass-enclosed chamber with a long oak table seating twenty, and April walked inside.

			He closed the door, pulled out a brown leather chair near the end of the table, waited for her to take a seat, then sat down at the end of the table next to her, giving himself a little more leg room.

			April smoothed the navy-blue pencil skirt she was wearing with a pair of sky-high heels and a short-sleeve peach blouse dotted with tiny blue sailboats. She looked good. Classy but not completely untouchable.

			“As I said, I appreciate your seeing me.”

			Jonah leaned back in his chair. “How did you get my name?”

			“A friend recommended you. Madeleine Townsend. She said the two of you went out a couple of times but just didn’t click. She said you introduced her to her husband, Ross.”

			“Ross is a friend.” He was also a private investigator. “I’m glad they got together. Now, April, tell me why you’re here.”

			She took a deep breath, drawing his attention to the full breasts he’d been doing his best to ignore. Since he never mixed business with pleasure, he shoved the buzz of attraction he was feeling to the back corner of his brain.

			“I work for Mayor Rydell,” April said. “As you probably know, he’s up for reelection. I’m his marketing manager. Or I was. Currently I’m... I was just released from police custody a short time ago, Mr. Wolfe. That’s why I’m here.”

			Jonah straightened in his chair. “You were under arrest?”

			“Officially, I haven’t been charged yet. But the charge could be murder.”

			Jesus. He hadn’t seen that one coming. Now she really had his attention. “Who have you been accused of killing, Ms. Vale?”

			For a moment, her eyes glistened with tears. One spilled onto her cheek but she quickly wiped it away.

			“The police say I killed a man named David Dean. He was Mayor Rydell’s campaign manager. If I did, I don’t remember. I was found unconscious in the master bedroom of David’s condo. David was in the bed next to me. He was...he was dead.”

			Silence fell as he digested the information. “How did he die?”

			“He was shot in the chest.”

			“Have they found the murder weapon?”

			She nodded, softly curling dark red hair sliding around her shoulders. “The gun belongs to me. I carry a Smith and Wesson .380 handgun in my purse for self-defense. There have been a couple of muggings in the neighborhood around the office, so I’ve been taking it with me to work. I have a legal carry permit.”

			This was Texas. Half the women in the state were licensed to carry.

			“So you had the gun with you last night.”

			“Yes. The police found it in the bedroom. My purse was open, lying on the floor next to the bed. The gun was lying beside it.”

			Jonah released a slow breath. “I presume you have a good attorney.”

			Her bottom lip trembled. It was plump and perfectly curved. Desire slipped through him and his blood heated, pooled low in his groin. He liked women in general, but this one appealed to him more than most. He wished he’d met her under different circumstances.

			“Ross recommended a lawyer named Nathan Temple,” she said. “He was at the station while the police questioned me.”

			“Temple’s good. One of the best.”

			She swallowed and her spine went a little straighter. “I don’t think I killed David, Mr. Wolfe. We weren’t dating. I’m not the type of woman who enjoys one-night stands. I need to know what happened last night. How I ended up in David’s bedroom, in his bed. I need to know who killed David Dean. And I pray to God it wasn’t me.”

			 

			WOLFE EXCUSED HIMSELF to get them some coffee, and April used the time to collect herself. The man was not what she had expected. Not at all.

			Her best friend, a woman with discerning tastes, had gone out with him a couple of times so she figured he’d be attractive. She hadn’t imagined he would be at least six feet two inches of handsome-as-sin, black-haired, lean-muscled male. With his perfectly symmetrical features, slashing black eyebrows and brooding dark eyes, Jonah Wolfe was beyond good-looking.

			Though in a way she was surprised she’d noticed.

			With the election bearing down on them, she had no interest in men, hadn’t dated in nearly a year. More importantly, her thoughts were consumed by the murder of a man she worked with and the terror of what might happen to her.

			Murder was a dangerous business. She needed help, and Jonah Wolfe appeared to be exactly the kind of help she needed. Wolfe’s wide shoulders stretched the seams of the button-down shirt he was wearing. The short sleeves revealed impressive biceps and corded forearms. His shrewd brown eyes assessed her every move and seemed to miss nothing.

			The private investigators who worked for Chase Garrett were reputed to be the best in Dallas. Wolfe wouldn’t be there if he weren’t extremely good.

			He returned to the conference room with a yellow pad tucked under one arm and two foam cups filled to the brim with freshly brewed coffee. He set a cup down on the table in front of her, black, as she had requested, and returned to his seat, stretching his long legs out in front of him.

			“Ross told me the amount of your fee,” she said, toying with the rim of the cup. “I know you don’t work cheap, Mr. Wolfe, but I can afford to pay you.”

			“Good to know. If we’re going to be working together, let’s stick with first names, all right, April?”

			“All right.”

			“Start at the beginning. Give me a quick run-through of your day, into the evening as far as you can remember.”

			She took a fortifying drink of coffee, then set the cup down on the oak conference table. “It started off as usual. I got up, got dressed and went into the mayor’s campaign office. I had a meeting scheduled with members of my staff to work on poster designs. Mark is up for reelection in November so we have plenty of work to do.”

			“I’ll need a list of everyone in the office. Separate the ones on your personal staff.”

			“All right.”

			“What happened after the meeting?”

			“I took the designs down to the printer to get things started.”

			“And afterward?”

			“I went back to the office. We had a working lunch and kept going. We didn’t finish till about six p.m.”

			“So you left around six?”

			“Some people left, some of us stayed. It’s not unusual for me to work till seven or eight.”

			“What about Dean? Was he there?”

			She nodded. It made her chest feel tight to think those were David’s last hours. “We both stayed. There were five others besides David and me.”

			He pulled a pen out of the pocket of his jeans. “I need the names.”

			She rattled off the two volunteers: Timothy Mahoney and Susan Buchanan, and three staff members: Collin Rutherford, Brad Schweitzer and Peggy Watt. Wolfe clicked the pen and wrote down the names without asking her to repeat them. She had a feeling he could recount everything she had told him from memory.

			“We all walked out at the same time. Since it was Friday night, we decided to stop at the Derby and have a beer. It’s just a few doors down from the office. It’s got kind of a British atmosphere. Dark wood and racehorse pictures on the walls. If we’re going somewhere after work, that’s usually the place we go.”

			“You and Dean went there together?”

			“And Susan and Timothy, Collin, Brad and Peggy. Collin sprang for pizza.”

			“What happened after that?”

			“David drank too much. He’s been known to overindulge on occasion. He needed a ride home and I was the only one with a vehicle parked close by. The others all left. David stopped by the restroom on his way out. My car was in the lot behind the office so he and I went out the back door and walked directly there.”

			“So you and Dean left the bar together. The police will be looking at camera surveillance in the area. They’ve probably already found that out.”

			“I told them that. It wasn’t a secret.” She took a sip of coffee, her hand trembling when she picked up the cup. She took a moment to compose herself. Wolfe didn’t rush her, for which she was grateful.

			“Okay, so the two of you were out in the parking lot.”

			“That’s right. I remember feeling a little dizzy as I reached my car. I was thinking maybe I shouldn’t be driving either. I considered sharing a cab, but David’s condo was only a few blocks away. I knew I hadn’t had that much beer, and I’d eaten plenty of pizza, so there was no way I could be drunk.”

			“Go on.”

			She touched her forehead, straining to recall more of what had happened. She’d had a headache all morning. The harder she tried to remember, the more her head throbbed.

			“I got in my car and David got into the passenger seat. He was really drunk—or at least that’s the way he seemed. I remember reaching for my seat belt, but I was beginning to feel sluggish and I had trouble clicking the belt into place.”

			She looked up at Wolfe. “I don’t remember starting the car. In fact, trying to fasten my seat belt is the last thing I recall before the police burst into David’s bedroom this morning.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			JONAH TOOK A drink of his coffee, lukewarm now. He studied his newest client over the rim of the cup. “Who called the police?”

			“David’s housekeeper found us and called nine-one-one. We were both...umm...naked.”

			He was careful not to let his mind wander where that image led. He’d always been a sucker for redheads. Those big blue eyes combined with that pretty face really did a job on him. Just his luck she could be a killer.

			“The police hauled me out of bed,” she said. “The sheets were...were covered with blood.” She swallowed and took a shaky breath. “I remember screaming when I saw David. There was a bullet hole in the middle of his chest. I thought I must be dreaming. I couldn’t make myself believe it was real.”

			“What happened then?”

			“One of the officers brought a blanket in from the hall closet and wrapped it around me. They asked me some questions and took me to the hospital to be checked out. From there they took me to the police station. I probably should have asked for an attorney back at the house, but my mind was still fuzzy. I told them what I just told you, but that was all I knew.”

			“All right, that’ll do for now. We’ll need to talk again soon, but I’ve got some preliminary work I need to do first. Anything else you want to tell me?”

			Her eyes slid closed for a moment. “God, I wish there were more I could remember.”

			Jonah stood up from his chair. “Like I said, I’ll have more questions. In the meantime, where can I find you?”

			April rose beside him. “I’m going back home. I just...need to be home.”

			“Give me your address and phone number.”

			“Of course.” She pulled a business card out of her purse, turned it over and wrote her personal information on the back.

			She handed him the card. “Thank you for helping me, Mr....Jonah.”

			“We’ll figure this out, April.” One way or another. He didn’t tell her that if she was guilty, he’d figure that out, too. So far the story didn’t make any sense. If she shot David Dean, why was she still in the house, lying in bed next to him?

			Turning, April walked out of the conference room. Jonah watched her long legs in those five-inch heels and the sexy sway of her hips, and an image of her naked in bed popped into his head.

			If Dean was a straight red-blooded male, there was no question he’d want her.

			Jonah wondered how much of what she’d just told him was the truth, how much she’d left out. How much more she would eventually recall.

			How much the police knew about the incident that April didn’t.

			On the surface, drugs or alcohol had to be part of the equation. Someone could have roofied the beer she was drinking at the Derby. It would explain the lengthy blackout. The cops would have tested her. He needed to know the results, and he needed to know if Dean had been drugged, as well.

			For a number of reasons, he wanted to believe she was telling the truth—at least as far as she remembered. Foremost being she was a friend of Maddie and Ross, who were two of his closest friends.

			Jonah sighed as he returned to his desk. If he wanted to find out what had happened, he had plenty to do. As a PI, he knew his way around the Internet. In the age of information, you could find anything if you looked hard enough.

			Add to that, Maximum Security had its own secret weapon. Chase’s computer guru, Tabitha Love—her real name—was twenty-seven years old, near genius IQ and about half crazy. She’d never gone to college, never had a steady job and never wanted one. She wasn’t your average employee, but if you needed information, Tabby was the one who could find it.

			Jonah didn’t need Tabby’s skills to get the basics on April Vale. It was amazing what a simple Google search could tell you. Taking a seat at his desk, he typed in her name, pulled up several articles about her.

			April Marie Vale was twenty-nine years old, born and raised in Dallas. No siblings. Mother and father divorced, father deceased, mother living in California. April had put herself through college, graduated from the University of Texas with a bachelor’s degree. Never been married.

			Jonah went into Facebook, found her page and a photo of her smiling face, a few freckles on the bridge of her nose. There were photos of her as a kid, and pictures of her as the young woman she had grown into. He had always been attracted to redheads. April’s gorgeous curls had him craving her even more.

			There were pictures of April with Maddie Townsend and one with Maddie and Ross and their new baby. Pictures of her with other friends in Dallas. There were photos of her with Mayor Mark Rydell and a string of local politicians.

			He searched Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest, all the social media sites, picked up bits and pieces here and there.

			Once he had the basics on April, he did a thorough search of the murder victim. David Dean was a single man, thirty-nine years old, from an upper-class Dallas family, attractive in the photo on his profile. Sterling reputation, no ex-wives, no current girlfriends. Earned a larger than average campaign manager’s salary working for Rydell.

			No photos of Dean with April Vale. No former relationship with her that he could find. Which didn’t mean she hadn’t gone home with him to have sex that night. They were two adults. If April wanted to screw the guy, there was no law against it.

			Killing the guy was an altogether different matter.

			He spent the rest of the day digging up information. By this time tomorrow, he intended to know everything there was to know about April Vale and David Dean.

			He tried to make sense of her story but so far the puzzle pieces didn’t fit. The cops had to have a working theory. If they knew something April didn’t, he needed to know what it was.

			Late in the afternoon, he called Detective Heath Ford, a friend on the Dallas PD. Jonah had been an undercover cop before he went private. He and Heath had a history and it was a good one, but Heath wasn’t in. Jonah left a message knowing Heath would call him back.

			In the meantime he went to work trying to find a motive for April to kill David Dean.

			Unfortunately, as he worked from his apartment that night, Jonah found one.

			 

			SITTING AT THE kitchen table sipping a cup of Cozy Chamomile tea she hoped would help her sleep, April jerked upright at the pounding on her door.

			A memory arose of the police rushing into David’s bedroom, of the man lying dead beside her. Her pulse raced, began to thunder. She pulled her white terry-cloth robe a little tighter and cinched the belt.

			Hurrying across the deep gray carpet in the living room, she peered through the peephole and relaxed at the sight of Jonah Wolfe in worn jeans, a black T-shirt and a pair of black motorcycle boots standing on her porch.

			Her fear receded and she opened the door, but the grim look on his face had a fresh jolt of worry pouring through her.

			“What is it?”

			Wolfe stepped into the house, forcing her backward a couple of paces. He closed the door a little too firmly behind him. “Why didn’t you mention you and Dean were seriously at odds at work?”

			His anger shot up her nerves. She fought not to answer with the same kind of heat. “We disagreed on occasion, mostly about the way we thought the campaign should be run, but it certainly wasn’t anything that would make me want to kill him.”

			“No? That’s not what the tabloids say.” Though she was five foot eight, Jonah towered above her. Few men intimidated her these days but Wolfe was one of them.

			“According to what I read, Dean wanted to fire you and you were furious about it. The papers said you’d do anything to keep that from happening. The implication was you’d trade sex to keep your job—or already had.”

			Fury swept away caution. “That’s complete and utter bull! I never slept with David. And I sure as hell wouldn’t do it to keep my job.” She opened her mouth to say more, but paused. “I mean...unless something happened last night that I can’t recall.”

			Her hand was shaking. She clenched it into a fist to make it stop. “I don’t think I slept with David last night. I wasn’t attracted to him and I would never sleep with a man I didn’t want.”

			Some of the tension drained out of those wide shoulders. In the overhead track lighting in her modern apartment, Jonah’s wavy raven-black hair gleamed. She might not have been attracted to David Dean, but just looking at the man in front of her sent her blood pressure up a notch.

			“You want something to drink?” April asked. “I entertain people here, hold meetings on occasion. I’ve got just about anything you could want.”

			“I don’t drink on the job.”

			“Neither do I.” She glanced at the clock at the end of the breakfast bar in the kitchen. “It’s almost eleven p.m. Surely you’re off work by now.”

			He relaxed even more and the corner of his mouth edged up. The late evening shadow along his jaw and his long hair made him look dangerous, and even more attractive. “Got any scotch?”

			“Of course. It’s in the bar.” He followed her into the living room, over to the wet bar built into the wall. She could feel him behind her, at least six-two, all lean muscle nicely packed together.

			“I like your place,” he said as she took down the bottle of Dewar’s and two cut-crystal glasses.

			“Thank you. Neat?”

			“Please.”

			She filled one of the glasses and handed it over, poured some into a glass for herself. “I was drinking chamomile tea, hoping it would help me sleep, but maybe this is a better idea.”

			Those intriguing chocolate-brown eyes ran over her. As sure as she was standing in her living room he was thinking of a far better way to help her sleep.

			As heat slipped through her body, April didn’t doubt it would work. She hadn’t been to bed with a man in a year. She had simply been too busy, or perhaps she just hadn’t met a man she was attracted to.

			If she weren’t trying to prove herself innocent of murder, maybe she would pursue her attraction to Jonah Wolfe.

			On the other hand, a man like Jonah probably ran through women at the speed of light. She’d had trouble like that before. She didn’t need it again, no matter how attractive the package.

			She led him across the living room and they sat down on the sofa and chairs, dove-gray with black cording, and bright red accent pillows.

			Done in a modern décor, contemporary artwork hung on the walls of her Oaklawn town house, nothing expensive, mostly reproductions of paintings done by famous artists. Miros and Picassos, a Chagall, some lithographs and serigraphs she had picked up at boutique galleries over the years.

			Jonah sipped his drink. “You’ve had some time to think,” he said. “Any idea why you were passed out naked in Dean’s bed?”

			She swallowed as her mind returned to the murder. “Since I can’t remember what happened and assuming I’m not the one who killed him—someone must have drugged me. They must have driven both of us to David’s house, probably in my car, and staged the murder scene. Whoever did it must have taken my gun out of my purse and shot him.”

			“The police will be canvassing the neighborhood, trying to find someone who heard something.”

			“I hope they do.”

			“Who would have known the gun was in your purse?” Those dark eyes searched her face, looking for any indication she was lying. In a way she was glad he wasn’t just taking her word. She wanted the truth and she was beginning to trust that Jonah Wolfe would find it.

			“The gun wasn’t a secret,” she said. “In fact, I let it be known I regularly carried a weapon for protection. I figured the more people who knew, the safer I was.”

			“I can see the logic.”

			She glanced away, took a sip of scotch, felt the alcohol slide relaxingly through her limbs. “Didn’t exactly work out the way I thought it would.”

			Jonah sipped his drink. “I talked to a friend of mine this afternoon, a detective with the Dallas PD. They found your fingerprints on the gun. They expect ballistics to confirm it was the murder weapon.”

			“I was expecting that. If someone were trying to set me up, they would have made sure my fingerprints were on the pistol that killed him.”

			“That’s what you think? Someone set you up?”

			She sighed. “To tell you the truth, I have no idea what to think. I’m hoping you’re going to help me figure it out.”

			His dark gaze never wavered. “The CSIs found something interesting at the crime scene.”

			He was watching, gauging her reaction. Worry made her pulse speed up. “What...what was it?”

			“There were two glasses on the bar in Dean’s apartment. One had his prints on it, the other had yours. The one with your prints tested positive for Rohypnol. That’s a date-rape drug. They’re waiting for the tox screen of your blood to come back, but they’re pretty sure it’s going to show traces of Rohypnol.”

			“So I was right—I was drugged. What about David?”

			“No sign of it in his glass. Looks like Dean was just drunk. His blood alcohol was two and a half times the legal limit.”

			She frowned. “Wait a minute. The police think I was drugged at David’s house instead of at the bar? That can’t be right. I don’t remember anything after I got into my car. I had to have been drugged at the Derby.”

			“The cops have a working theory. They think you and Dean left the bar together. You drove Dean to his condo, which is only a few blocks away. The two of you went inside together. Maybe you were helping him into the house because he was so drunk.”

			“And?”

			“And he offered you a nightcap and you accepted. They think Dean roofied you. Once you were drugged, he managed to get you into the bedroom. You must have had your purse with you. He got you undressed, but you hadn’t completely passed out. You managed to get your gun out of your purse and you shot him. Then you passed out on the bed.”

			A memory of David’s lifeless body rose in her mind and nausea rolled in her stomach. Her hand started shaking. She set the glass down on the glass-topped coffee table.

			“If that’s what happened, that would mean David was trying to rape me. Wouldn’t...wouldn’t killing him be self-defense?”

			“It could be. You haven’t been officially charged with anything. Your attorney might be able to make a case for self-defense and get the police to close the investigation.”

			She rested her head on the back of the sofa and stared up at the ceiling. Had David drugged her to get her in bed? She tried to wrap her head around the notion. He had never really shown that kind of interest in her. In fact, as Jonah had said, they didn’t really get along.

			She started shaking her head, sat up and looked him in the eye. “I don’t believe it. I think someone murdered him. I have no idea why, but whoever did it must have had it planned ahead of time. They were waiting for the right opportunity and they found it that night. They killed David and now they’re trying to make it look like I’m the one who murdered him—but it wasn’t me.”

			Jonah finished the last of his scotch. “Might be easier if you just accepted the theory and let Temple handle it. The sooner the case is dropped, the less chance something might turn up that could incriminate you.”

			“Are you kidding me? No way am I taking the blame for a murder I didn’t commit.”

			“You’re that sure you didn’t do it? You were drugged. You admit you don’t remember what happened.”

			“David was raving drunk. He could barely get in the car, let alone manage to drug me and try to rape me. And I don’t believe for a minute I’d have had a friendly little drink with him in his condo. We didn’t even like each other. If I accept that version of the story, the real killer is going to get away with murder.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			IT WAS A HOT, mid-August day in Dallas. Heat radiated up off the sidewalk and the pavement was soft beneath the wheels of the cars on the street.

			Jonah hadn’t slept well last night. He’d lain awake thinking of April Vale and her stubborn insistence that she was innocent of the murder of David Dean.

			Still tired when he got up the next morning, he drank enough coffee to give him a badly needed jolt of energy, then started making phone calls, beginning with a call to Heath Ford for an update on the investigation.

			“Anything new you can tell me?” Jonah asked.

			“Nothing you’re going to want to hear, I’m afraid. To start with, there was no sign of forced entry.”

			“Which means no one broke into Dean’s apartment and shot him. No surprise there.”

			“Ballistics confirmed the bullet that killed Dean matched the S&W .380 found at the crime scene. The gun is registered to April Vale. Her fingerprints were on it.”

			“I figured. Anything on the cameras in the parking lot?”

			“Unfortunately, no cameras out there.”

			“Cell phone calls?”

			“Nothing after Dean left the Derby. Earlier he talked to some of the people in his office, nothing that seemed out of the ordinary.”

			“What about the tox screen?”

			“Came back this morning. Confirmed Rohypnol in April’s blood. Nothing in Dean’s blood but alcohol, which we already knew.”

			“So she was drugged, just like she said. You think the department would support a self-defense claim?”

			“The way it looks they probably would. There’s not much doubt about what happened. Dean drugged her, tried to rape her, and she shot him. The guy took on the wrong woman and got what he deserved.”

			If the cops accepted what the facts supported so far, the matter could be easily resolved and April would be off the hook.

			“Thanks, Heath. Keep me posted.”

			“As much as I can.”

			Jonah ended the call and phoned Nate Temple. He had worked with Temple before and respected him. Nate said he had spoken to the police then phoned April and reported the status of the investigation so far. He had explained the working theory that she’d acted in self-defense.

			Jonah was only mildly surprised to find out April had refused to accept the explanation and take the easy out.

			“She’s convinced David Dean was murdered,” Temple said, “and not by her. She wants you to keep working the investigation.”

			“No problem.” Jonah found himself admiring the lady. She could save herself a lot of money and a helluva lot of trouble if she just went along with the flow.

			According to Temple, after what had happened, the mayor had insisted April take a few days off. Which was good. Jonah needed more information, and April was one of his best resources.

			He set up a meeting Monday morning in a little café called Burgers and More, which was close to his office on Blackburn Street and not too far from April’s town house on Bowser. He figured she would relax, be more at ease in a more casual environment.

			Seated at a booth in the back, he spotted her through the window, hurrying along the sidewalk toward the front door. She was dressed in a pair of skinny jeans that showed off her long legs and a world-class ass. All that fiery hair made him itch to grab a fistful and hold on while he devoured those plump red lips.

			Fortunately, he was a professional. He reminded himself to act like one.

			He was waiting for her up front when she walked into the café. High heels pushed her up to eye level with him.

			“I’ve got a booth for us in the back,” he said.

			“Great.” She turned and walked in front of him toward the rear of the café, giving him a chance to admire her lovely behind. They reached the empty red vinyl booth and she slid in across from him.

			“You want coffee or something else?” he asked. “Maybe something to eat?”

			“Coffee’s great.”

			He motioned to Molly, a longtime waitress, silver-haired and slightly stoop-shouldered but as hardworking as a twenty-year-old. He’d been coming to the café for years. The employees all knew him and he knew them.

			“Two coffees, Molly. Black.”

			“Right away, Jonah.” She hustled off, then hurried back with two heavy china mugs. Setting them down on the table, she filled them to the brim, turned and rushed off to another table.

			“How you holding up?” Jonah asked, lifting his mug and taking a drink. It was scalding hot, just the way he liked.

			She raked a hand through her heavy dark red hair, shoving it away from her face. “I’m not sure. Every time I close my eyes I see David lying there in all that blood.”

			“It’ll get better in time.”

			“I suppose so. You’ve dealt with that kind of thing a lot, I imagine. Maddie told me you were a cop before you became a private detective.”

			“That’s right. Undercover work mostly.”

			“Why’d you quit?”

			He usually dodged the question. For reasons he didn’t quite get, he found himself answering instead. “I got my partner killed.”

			“Oh, Jonah, I’m sorry. What happened?”

			He didn’t like to think about it, wished he could erase the whole episode from his mind. It didn’t work that way and it never would.

			“She was young, still green. We were working a drug bust. I shouldn’t have let her go in with me, but she was gung-ho, eager to bust some chops, and having been there when I was a rookie, I gave in. I let her come along and Jenny took a bullet. Shot just missed her vest. She died on the way to the hospital.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			He took a drink of the thick black coffee. “I was exonerated, but it didn’t matter. If I hadn’t let her go, she’d still be alive today.” He released a slow breath. “After that, I needed a break so I took a leave of absence. Three months later, instead of going back, I started working for myself. No more green kids to worry about.”

			“No, just your clients.”

			Unfortunately, that was true. Some he worried about more than others. “Yeah,” he admitted. “Except for my clients.”

			April sipped her coffee. “Why did you ask me to come today?”

			Jonah leaned against the back of the booth. “I talked to Temple about the investigation. He says you turned down a chance to make this end, which would have been the easy way out.”

			“That’s right. I’m not going to plead guilty to something I didn’t do—even if it was supposedly in self-defense. Would you?”

			“Probably not. So what we need to find out is, besides you, who wanted David Dean dead?”

			She bristled. “I didn’t want David dead. He could be a royal pain in the ass, but I didn’t want him dead.”

			His mouth edged up. April was a beautiful woman, particularly when she unleashed that redheaded temper. “I’ll buy that. So who did?”

			She sighed. “I don’t know. I’ve tried to think of anyone he might have had as an enemy, but so far I’ve come up with zilch. David was dedicated to the mayor. He didn’t date much. Gave to local charities. I can’t think of anyone who’d want to kill him.”

			“You make him sound like a paragon.”

			“He was a jerk. If he didn’t get his way, he got pissy. He could go days barely speaking.”

			“Until you agreed to do what he wanted?”

			“Sometimes I agreed, but not always. Which is why he’d pressed Mark to fire me. As far as I know, Mark had no intention of letting me go and David had accepted that.”

			“I talked to the campaign volunteers who were with you that night at the Derby, Susan Buchanan and Timothy Mahoney. They confirmed that Dean drank too much and that you offered to drive him the few blocks back to his condo.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Susan said you seemed okay when you left. That supports the theory that Dean drugged you at his house.”

			“I started feeling dizzy when I got to my car. I don’t even remember driving him home. In fact, I don’t believe I did.”

			“According to your attorney, they released your car this morning. The only prints they found were yours and Dean’s.”

			“I don’t think I could have driven that car out of the parking lot, let alone all the way to David’s condo.”

			“There aren’t any cameras in the lot so there’s no way to know for sure.”

			She slumped back in her seat. “I was hoping the cameras would show what happened.”

			“You’re convinced you were drugged at the Derby?”

			“Yes.”

			“You think it was someone at your table? I haven’t talked to Watt, Schweitzer or Rutherford yet.”

			She sighed. “I don’t know. Sometimes we order a pitcher of beer, but we were all drinking microbrews that night. The drinks came in mugs. It could have been the bartender. It could have been someone walking past the table. It could have been anyone.”

			Jonah finished his coffee. “Would you be interested in paying a little visit to the Derby tonight? I’d like to get a read on the staff, see if anyone behaves differently around you.”

			“That’s a great idea. Maybe whoever did it will act guilty or nervous or something. What time?”

			“Let’s make it the same time you were there that night.”

			“Seven o’clock. I’ll meet you there.”

			He’d planned to pick her up, but she didn’t know him that well and after what had happened with Dean, he didn’t blame her for being cautious. “All right.”

			They talked a while longer, going back over things she had said. Jonah watched for inconsistencies but didn’t find any. He needed to find out why Dean was killed. He had talked to the volunteers who had been there that night, but they were just kids helping with the mayor’s campaign, doing what they saw as their civic duty. He was pretty sure they had no part in Dean’s murder.

			That left Watt, Rutherford and Schweitzer. Jonah needed more information about them and he knew where to get it.

			He didn’t realize April was conducting her own investigation until things went south that night.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			AS APRIL DROVE away from the little café, she thought about Jonah Wolfe. There was more to Jonah than she had first thought, more than a hot male body and a darkly beautiful face. More than compelling masculinity and amazing sex appeal.

			Jonah felt things deeply. She read the pain of losing his partner in every line of his face. Though the police department had cleared him, Jonah still blamed himself. She thought maybe he always would.

			April liked that he cared so much. Deep down, Jonah would always be a cop, and he would always believe in justice. April thought that if anyone could help her find the man who murdered David, it was Jonah Wolfe.

			Thinking of David and the murder, April made a quick change of plans, deciding to drop by her office before she went back to her town house. No matter what anyone thought, she hadn’t killed David Dean. She had nothing to feel guilty about and she was determined to find the real killer.

			The campaign office was humming with activity when she walked in. Volunteers manned the phones, trying to stir up votes. There was a strategy meeting going on in one corner. Dallas was a huge metropolitan city. The mayor was a powerful figure and the job of getting him reelected was all-consuming.

			As April crossed the office, Peggy Watt broke away from the group and walked toward her. In her late thirties, always on a diet to keep her figure, Peggy was a wealthy widow too young to retire. Instead, she believed in Mayor Rydell and she worked tirelessly organizing his busy schedule.

			Peggy reached out and caught her hand. “Good Lord, April, are you okay?”

			“As good as can be expected, I guess.”

			“I feel terrible about what happened. We all thought it was a good idea for you to drive David home. None of us could have imagined him doing something like that.”

			“I don’t remember what happened, Peg. I know I was drugged, but I’m not sure David is the one who drugged me.”

			Peggy’s blond eyebrows arched up. “What do you mean? It was on TV. They said he gave you some kind of a date-rape drug.”

			“I think it happened before I got there. I think someone drugged me at the Derby.”

			Peggy’s hand came up to her heart. “Surely that isn’t possible.”

			“As I said, I don’t remember. I’m trying to figure it out.”

			From just a few feet away, Collin Rutherford walked over to join them. As finance director, Collin’s job was to meet the financial goals of the campaign and keep the candidate on track with fund-raising. At thirty-nine, he was a handsome man with light brown hair and plenty of charm, which helped in his position.

			“I’m sorry, April. If I’d had any idea David was that kind of guy—”

			“The police are still investigating, Collin. They don’t know for sure what happened. I’d appreciate if you didn’t jump to conclusions until we know more.”

			“But I thought—”

			“I can’t remember what happened. I’m not willing to indict David without more proof.”

			He glanced over her head and drew in a deep breath. He worked hard and was dedicated to winning the mayor’s reelection. Like everyone else, he had done a good job of spinning what had happened so that the mayor wasn’t at fault.

			“Whatever you think, April.” He glanced around. “I need to get moving. I’ve got a lot to do before the fund-raiser. Are you still going?”

			The fund-raiser was a major event. It was part of her job to be there in support of the candidate. “Of course.”

			“Great. Mark needs all the help we can give him.” Collin waved to someone across the room and walked away.

			“Listen, I’ve got to get going, too,” Peggy said. “If you need anything, just let me know.” She hurried away and April started walking. She didn’t get far before Brad Schweitzer spotted her, excused himself from the woman he was talking to and intercepted her.

			“April. I meant to call you.” Brad was black-haired, good-looking and smart. He was married, with two grown kids, but he and his wife were estranged. “How are you holding up?”

			“I’m okay, Brad.”

			“I can’t believe David’s dead.”

			The conversation was a repeat of what the other two had said. Brad was shocked and appalled. April was still uncertain.

			“If you remember anything about that night you think would help...” she said.

			“Don’t worry. I’ll be sure to let the police know.” Brad went back to work and April continued toward the mayor’s satellite office.

			On Mondays, the mayor stopped by after lunch to strategize about the campaign and since his personal assistant, Marge Lamb, sat at the desk out front, April knew he was there.

			Marge, a heavyset woman with a cap of silver hair and a winning smile, was the person who ran interference between the mayor and his legion of supporters.

			“April, I’m so terribly sorry. Is there anything I can do?”

			“Thank you, Marge. I’m doing fine, considering, but I appreciate your concern.” She looked at the closed office door. “I see the mayor’s in. I really need to speak to him.”

			“His schedule’s packed, but I’m sure he’ll find a moment for you.” Instead of using the intercom, Marge rose from her chair, knocked briefly on the door and went into the mayor’s office.

			She was smiling when she came back out. “You can go right on in.”

			“Thanks, Marge.” The mayor was sitting behind his desk, an attractive man, fit and trim, with threads of silver in his thick brown hair.

			The moment she entered the room, he came out from behind his desk and walked toward her. “April.” Reaching out, he caught hold of her hands and leaned in for a brief kiss on the cheek before he let go.

			“I didn’t expect to see you for a while,” Mark said. “I’m so sorry about what happened. I had no idea David was capable of something like that.”

			“I appreciate your concern, Mark. I realize this isn’t a good time for a thing like that to happen...not with the election just a few months away.”

			“I’ll survive. We’ll replace David and move on. When it comes time to vote, I don’t think people will hold something my campaign manager did against me.”

			“The thing is no one really knows what happened. The police think David drugged me. They think he must have been trying to rape me and I killed him in self-defense.”

			“Isn’t that what happened?”

			“I don’t remember what happened. But I’m not completely convinced it happened the way the police think it did.”

			His eyes glinted as he frowned. “You need to consider this carefully, April. The sooner you put this behind you, the better off you’ll be. This can’t be good for your career any more than it’s good for mine.”

			“I’m going to find out the truth, Mark. If David was murdered and I was set up to take the blame, the real killer is going to get away with it.”

			“I don’t know.” Mark shook his head. “This seems like something you should let the police handle.” He walked over to the window and paused to stare out at the people walking past on the sidewalk.

			Mark turned to face her. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, April, but I need this to be over. I’d appreciate it if you would help me make that happen.”

			It wasn’t an outrageous request. The man was running for reelection. Still, her instincts went on alert. “You want me to say I killed David?”

			“From what I’ve seen on the news, there’s every chance you did.”

			“I don’t think that’s what happened. What if I can’t just go along with the story people want to believe?”

			His mouth thinned, disapproval clear on his face. “Then you might find yourself looking for a job. I wouldn’t want that to happen. I have a great deal of respect for you. But I have a lot of people depending on me. This sort of thing could jeopardize the outcome of the election. It could jeopardize their futures as well as mine.”

			She clenched her back teeth together to keep from arguing. Mark was her employer. She would be working for him after he was reelected. She liked her job. Perhaps she could find a way to keep it.

			She pasted on a smile. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll give it some time, think things over. I’ll see you at the fund-raiser.”

			“All right. In the meantime, why don’t you take a few more days off. After what you’ve been through, you deserve a little time to yourself.”

			Maybe she did. Or maybe Mark just didn’t want her nosing around the office, looking for clues as to who might have wanted David dead.

			“Thanks, Mark. Have a good day.”

			April left the office and headed for home, her mind going over the conversation she’d just had. No way was she letting Mark Rydell threaten her. Why had he? Was he really just worried about his campaign? Or was his motive more sinister? Was there a chance he was involved in David’s murder?

			As soon as she got home, she was going to get on the computer and do some digging. See if she could find a connection between David Dean and Mark Rydell that went beyond mayor and campaign manager.

			When she saw Jonah tonight, she would tell him about the encounter, see what he had to say.

			As she walked into the living room of her town house, she felt a thrill of anticipation at the thought of seeing him at the Derby.

			Jonah was smart and, from what she could tell, extremely capable. Beyond that, he was the sexiest man she had met in years.

			Until now, her taste had never run toward a guy who looked more like a biker than a businessman, but she couldn’t deny the attraction. When Jonah walked into a room and looked at her with those dark, brooding eyes, she could almost feel the heat sparking between them.

			She wasn’t a fool. She knew when a man was interested. Unfortunately, a guy who looked like Wolfe attracted legions of women. She had no interest in a man who probably slept with a different woman every night. If she gave in to the attraction she felt for him, she could be letting herself in for trouble.

			Fortunately, Jonah was a professional. Until the case was resolved, nothing was going to happen. She was off-limits—at least for the time being.

			April sighed as she sat down at her computer to start her research. She had work to do, but the anticipation remained. She was meeting Jonah tonight at the Derby. She couldn’t act on the attraction she felt for him, but there was no reason she couldn’t enjoy herself.

			 

			AFTER HE LEFT the café, Jonah returned to the Max for a while. He spent an hour digging around on his computer but came up with nothing new.

			It was time to bring in the big guns so he phoned ahead, then climbed into his black Range Rover and headed for Tabitha Love’s old brick house in Richardson not far from the university.

			As he walked up the cement path to the porch, the door swung wide and a tall young woman stood in the opening. She had very short black hair, shaved on the sides and moussed on top, a little silver hoop in one of her sleek black eyebrows and a row of hoops down the side of each ear.

			She also had a tongue stud and a nose ring. She looked like a woman who should have an unusual name like Tabitha Love.

			“Wolfe! Come on in.”

			As he walked past her into the living room, he bent and brushed a light kiss on her cheek. “How’s it going, Tab?” She was pretty but far from his type. Lucky for him, she had no interest in him, either.

			Tabby had a geeky boyfriend named Lester Lewis she was crazy about, plus she wasn’t that fond of cops—even the ex-variety.

			Still, they were friends.

			She led him through a living room cobbled together in a sort of dark wood shabby chic, with bookshelves and end tables she had purchased from a thrift store. Brown shag carpet covered the floor.

			“When you called to say you were coming out, you mentioned this had something to do with the murder of the mayor’s campaign manager,” she said, leading him down the hall into a bedroom converted to an office that was wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling computers and high-tech equipment.

			This was Tabby’s world and she thrived in it.

			“His name was David Dean.” As succinctly as possible, he filled her in on the case, her eyebrows going up at the rape/self-defense theory of Dean’s murder and April’s certainty the story wasn’t true.

			“I’ve got three names. I need to find out if any of those names are connected to David Dean other than as campaign staffers who worked for him.” He rattled off Peggy Watt, Brad Schweitzer and Collin Rutherford’s names. “You may need to go deep, Tab.”

			“No worries, I can handle it. It may take a while, but if there’s smoke, I’ll find the fire.”

			“I know you will. Thanks, kiddo. I’ll let myself out.” Which he hadn’t needed to say since Tab’s attention was already focused on the computer screen.

			Jonah closed her front door, climbed into the Rover and drove back to the office.

			Maybe his trip to the Derby that night would turn up something or at least eliminate possibilities. In the meantime, he hoped Tabby would uncover the one thing he couldn’t seem to find—a motive for David Dean’s murder.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			THE DERBY WAS quiet when April walked in a little before seven that evening. With all the smooth dark wood, the long, ornate bar and forest-green accents, the place felt slightly old-fashioned. The racehorse pictures on the walls were a favorite of everyone, and the staff was always friendly.

			April recognized the bartender, Ian Van Horne, as she approached. Ian was a good-looking, sandy-haired guy close to her age. He’d asked her out a couple of times, but she was always too busy. The truth was she could never work up any interest.

			Ian spotted her and waved. Since she didn’t see Jonah, she headed for the bar and climbed up on one of the green vinyl stools, the skirt of her sleeveless black sheath dress riding up as she settled herself. She pulled the skirt back down as Ian walked over.

			He wiped off the bar in front of her. “I heard what happened the other night. Man, that sucks.”

			“Yeah, it does.”

			“You ask me, the bastard deserved a bullet in the chest. Or maybe you should have aimed lower—shot him in the nuts instead.”

			Her mind flashed back to the bedroom, the sheet soaked in bright red blood, and suddenly she felt dizzy. She swayed a little on the bar stool, caught the shadow of a man beside her, felt Jonah’s hand at her waist, steadying her.

			“It’s all right. Just take it easy.” He looked over at Ian. “Cut the crap. She doesn’t need that tonight.”

			Ian took one look at Wolfe’s dark expression and took a step back. “Sorry.” He turned to April. “I wasn’t thinking, April. I’m sorry.”

			She released a shaky breath. “It’s okay. Something like that doesn’t happen every day.”

			“What are you drinking?” Ian asked. “It’s on the house for both of you.”

			“Thanks, I’ll have a glass of Chardonnay.”

			“What about you?” he asked Jonah. “House is buying.”

			“Johnnie Walker on the rocks.”

			“Coming right up.”

			The place was starting to fill, as it usually did this time of night. They moved to a table in the back and Lou, a friendly blonde waitress, came over with Jonah’s drink.

			“I heard about the other night,” Lou said to April. “I’m real sorry, hun.”

			“Me, too.”

			She set the drink on the square oak table. “You know, I always thought that Dean guy was a pretty straight shooter. I wouldn’t have pegged him for one of those scumbags who has to drug a woman to get her in bed.”

			“The police aren’t exactly sure what happened.”

			Lou glanced at Wolfe, who had definitely snagged her attention. He was wearing black jeans, a navy T-shirt and a lightweight black leather jacket. A shadow of beard darkened his jaw. The man was a walking ad for sex, which Lou didn’t miss.

			The woman might be older than Jonah, but she wasn’t dead yet.

			“You ever have a problem here with women being drugged?” Jonah asked her.

			“Nothin’ like that’s ever happened here before,” Lou said. “The owner’s real strict. Anybody caught with drugs is out of a job.”

			“Good to know.”

			Lou left to wait on another customer, leaving Jonah to enjoy his drink.

			“Were Lou and the bartender both here the night Dean was killed?” Jonah asked.

			“They were both here. They work the early shift so they’re usually here when we come in after work.”

			“Any other employees here that night?”

			“There was another cocktail waitress working. Her name’s Vicky. But now that I think about it, Lou was the one who waited on us that night.”

			Jonah leaned back in his chair, stretching those long legs out in front of him, his eyes roaming over the customers scattered around the room, missing nothing.

			April shifted in her seat. “Something happened today that I wanted to mention.”

			His gaze sliced to hers, dark and disturbing, making her heart beat faster. Just looking at him made her think of sex. Was she really that needy? Or was it Jonah Wolfe?

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“I stopped at the office and talked to my boss. He thinks I should accept the blame for the murder, just say it was self-defense and make it all go away. He insinuated I’d lose my job if I didn’t. I understand that would be best for his political ambitions, but...”

			“But...?”

			“But I’m not sure he didn’t have a different motive, something more than just winning the election.”

			“You think Rydell could have been involved in Dean’s murder?”

			“When I got home, I did a little digging. So far I haven’t found anything that would connect the two of them outside of work.” She crossed her legs and the skirt of her black sheath rode up again, attracting Jonah’s attention.

			For an instant before he shuttered the look, a hot gleam flashed in his eyes. April’s stomach contracted and desire unfolded like butterfly wings in her stomach.

			She couldn’t remember the last time a man had attracted her so strongly. Maybe no man ever had.

			Jonah took a drink of his scotch. “You’re in over your head, April. Murder’s a dangerous game. You’d be wise to let me do the digging. You never know where something like this could lead.”

			“I need to know what happened. I can’t get on with my life until I find out the truth.”

			“Then we’d better get going.” Jonah shoved back his chair and stood up, reached a hand down to help her to her feet. A tingle moved up her arm. “I’ll walk you to your car,” he said, and began guiding her toward the door.

			Walking beside him as they made their way through the bar, April felt feminine in a way that rarely happened. She reminded herself how dangerous it was to let her attraction grow and pulled her hand away.

			The air outside was warm and humid, only a sliver of moon overhead. Not wanting to retrace her steps the night of the murder, she had parked her car in front.

			“So what do you think?” she asked as they paused for a moment on the sidewalk. “Did you learn anything useful in there?”

			“Maybe. I think we may have narrowed down the list of who might have drugged you. I don’t think it was one of the Derby employees.”

			“You don’t?”

			“I didn’t see any indication. The owner runs a clean operation and none of the staff showed any signs of nerves when they talked to you. That leaves the five people from your office who were sitting at your table. Which one encouraged you to take Dean home?”

			She tried to think back. Her memories were clear until the moment she had climbed into her car. “I don’t know. Everyone seemed to think it was a good idea. I don’t remember who suggested it first.”

			Jonah’s cell phone rang as they crossed the sidewalk to the curb where her vehicle was parked, a three-year-old BMW 320 sedan. Good for work yet small enough to feel sporty.

			He stopped to take the call but April kept walking, making her way behind the car, pausing just past the rear fender to dig out her keys.

			She didn’t see the dark sedan speeding toward her until headlights appeared at the edge of her vision. She screamed the instant before Jonah slammed into her from behind, sending both of them flying toward the opposite side of the street, knocking her out of the path of the oncoming vehicle.

			At the last second, Jonah must have turned midair, using his body as a shield, taking her weight on top of him as they landed, skidding across the rough black asphalt, her dress riding up, the bodice tearing, the front gaping open.

			The car shot past, its engine revving, tires squealing as it disappeared into the darkness. April fought to battle down her fear and catch her breath. Her mind was spinning, her heart racing. It took a moment to realize she was still lying on top of Jonah, probably crushing him, his arms wrapped tightly around her.

			Thank God he was wearing his leather jacket, she thought in some far corner of her mind. “My God, Jonah, you saved my life.”

			 

			FOR AN INSTANT, Jonah tightened his hold, grateful he’d been able to reach April in time. Grateful she wasn’t dead.

			Cars coming down the lane slowed to a stop. Headlights illuminated the two of them lying on the pavement. April was shaking as she lifted herself away from him and Jonah followed, coming to his feet. Ignoring the scrapes on his hands, the dirt and cuts in his leather jacket and the rip in his jeans, he led her back to safety on the curb in front of the Derby.

			He could hear voices inside but apparently no one had heard the commotion out in the street. April’s high heels were gone, the bodice of her sexy black dress ripped and hanging open, exposing the tops of her pretty breasts above a lacy black bra.

			Without the shoes, she was inches shorter than he was. Her eyes were big and blue and filled with the remnants of fear.

			“Jonah...” she said softly.

			At the plea in her voice, the last of his control vanished and he pulled her into his arms. “It’s all right, honey. You’re safe. Everything’s okay.”

			She was shaking all over. A shudder rippled through her body as she buried her face in the curve of his neck and just hung on. He thought she would start crying but only a sob escaped. Then her shoulders straightened, she pulled in a shaky breath and eased away.

			April looked up at him. “The car didn’t stop.”

			“No.”

			“Were they...were they trying to kill me?”

			“It looks that way. Come on. I’ll take you home.” Where he planned to spend the night. She was his client. She was right. He felt responsible for her. He wasn’t going to let her end up like David Dean.

			“Should we call the police?”

			He would—if he had a plate number or a decent description of the hit-and-run vehicle beyond a dirty white four-door sedan—one of thousands in the city. Unfortunately, he’d only had seconds, barely enough time to keep April from getting killed.

			“We don’t have a plate number or anything else. We’ll call Detective Ford when we get you home and settled. Let him know what’s going on.”

			She didn’t object when he led her to his black Land Rover and helped her climb in, let him fasten her seat belt across what he now knew to be soft, very feminine breasts. She was shaken up and he didn’t blame her.

			He drove out of the parking lot and headed for her town house on Bowser, where he had been before.

			“What about my car?” she finally asked, as if the thought had just occurred.

			“We’ll pick it up tomorrow.” He drove along in silence, giving her time for the adrenaline to wear off. An occasional tremor still slipped through her.

			“Who do you think it was?”

			“I’d say whoever killed Dean or someone the killer hired.”

			April fell quiet, digesting the situation in which she suddenly found herself. They had almost reached her town house when she asked the question that had been on his mind since the incident.

			“How did they know where to find me?”

			Jonah flicked her a sideways glance. “Did you tell anyone where you were going tonight?”

			“No.”

			“Then they were probably watching your house. You drove to the Derby from home, right?”

			“That’s right.” Her eyes widened as the implication sank in and she sat up straighter in the seat. “What if they come after me at home, Jonah? What if they try to kill me again?”

			A shot of fury rolled through him, a warning his job had become far too personal. It was followed by a rush of dark anticipation.

			“If they come after you they’re going to be very sorry.” He pulled open his scratched and battered black leather jacket, showing her the Glock 19 in his shoulder holster. “Because I’ll be there waiting to say hello.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			APRIL BROUGHT PILLOWS and sheets out to the living room to make up the sofa. Jonah was spending the night. He was there to keep her safe and she wasn’t about to argue. She still saw David Dean’s lifeless, bloody body every time she closed her eyes.

			Or the car careening toward her at breakneck speed.

			She told herself it was probably standard operating procedure for a private detective to provide protection for one of his clients if they were in danger. It was nothing more than that, she was sure, though she found herself hoping it was.

			Considering the bad luck she’d had with men, she knew her attraction for Jonah was dangerous, but it didn’t stop her from hoping he was there because he was beginning to care for her, at least a little.

			The thought dredged a memory of her last serious relationship. She had fallen hard for Roger Kosky, a professional baseball player. She had stupidly believed Roger loved her, believed him when he’d said his legion of female fans meant nothing.

			Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

			When she’d found out he was cheating just days after he’d bought her an engagement ring, she felt like a fool. She had vowed then and there to choose the men she dated a lot more carefully.

			Which was probably the reason she rarely dated at all and hadn’t had sex in over a year.

			Now there was Jonah. Exactly the kind of man she should run away from screaming. Instead, she fantasized about what he would be like in bed.

			Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

			For the moment, she needed Jonah’s protection. She trusted him to keep her safe and tonight he had proven her instincts were right. She thought of the scene in front of the Derby and shivered, thinking how close she had come to death.

			If Jonah hadn’t been there...

			Forcing the thought away, April spread open the sheet, bent over the sofa and started tucking it in. A few feet away, she could hear Jonah’s deep voice on his cell phone, talking to his friend, Detective Ford.

			“I’d appreciate it, Heath. There’s no way to prove it was more than a drunk driver, but in my book, it looks like April was right about Dean. Whoever killed him wanted her to cop to the murder, say it was self-defense. When she wouldn’t do it, they got worried. Maybe they figured if she had some kind of accident, all of it would go away.”

			He nodded at whatever the police detective said. “This afternoon she went to see Mayor Rydell. Clearly he didn’t want her digging around.”

			She couldn’t hear what was being said on the other end of the line, but Jonah finally ended the call and walked toward her.

			“There’s no way to prove it was more than a careless drunk who didn’t want to wind up in jail, but the police are putting an extra patrol in your neighborhood.”

			“That’s good.”

			Jonah took the sheet from her hand. “Why don’t you go to bed? You’ve had one helluva night.”

			She nodded, but didn’t move. She kept thinking that Jonah had risked his life to save her. That she would be dead if it hadn’t been for him. She thought how safe she had felt when Jonah had his arms around her.

			“Thank you for what you did,” she said softly.

			“You’re my client. It’s part of my job.”

			She looked up at him, into those dark, intriguing eyes. “Is that all it is? Your job?”

			His jaw subtly tightened. Reaching out, he gently touched her cheek. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.” He was staring at her mouth. He looked like he wanted to devour her.

			Against every instinct for emotional survival, it was exactly what she wanted him to do.

			He must have read her thoughts because he started shaking his head. “We can’t do this, April. Not tonight. I need to keep you safe.”

			Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She felt like a fool. Again. “You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m sorry. I’m just...after what happened, I’m not...not myself.” She started to turn away, but Jonah caught her shoulders. His eyes locked with hers and she couldn’t look away.

			“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “You’re more than a job to me. I tried not to let it get personal, but it is. When this is over...” He drew her against him, his hand sliding into her hair, tipping her head back to hold her in place while his mouth came down over hers.

			Everything inside her went still. Jonah deepened the kiss and heat surged through her, floated out through her limbs. April clutched his shoulders. Bands of muscle tightened in response, and dampness settled in her core. April moaned and Jonah growled low in his throat.

			The kiss went on and on, wet and hot and so intense her knees nearly buckled beneath her. His chest felt like steel where the hard muscles rubbed against the peaks of her breasts through her lacy black bra. She could feel his erection against her belly.

			It was Jonah who broke the kiss—long before she wanted him to.

			“I want you, April,” he said gruffly. “When this is over, we’ll start where we left off, explore this thing between us.” His hand came up to her cheek. He brushed a last soft kiss on her lips. “In the meantime, you need to get some sleep.”

			Gently, he pushed her toward the hall. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

			Her lips tingled. She forced herself to back away. She knew better than to get involved with a dangerous man like Jonah Wolfe. Knew the consequences, the heartache. And yet part of her was willing to risk the danger, eager to fan the fire that burned in his eyes.

			“Good night.” Turning, April headed down the hall to her bedroom. Though her body still tingled with arousal, she was exhausted. And still frightened. Someone had tried to kill her.

			Still, as she pulled on a short nylon nightgown and slid beneath the covers, she wasn’t thinking of speeding cars and her close brush with death. She was thinking of the hottest kiss she had ever tasted.

			She was thinking of Jonah Wolfe.

			 

			JONAH HEARD THE knock at the front door the next morning. He walked over and checked the peephole, saw Chase Garrett, his boss and one of his closest friends, standing outside on the porch. Jonah opened the door.

			“I got your message,” Chase said as he stepped into the condo. “I’d already heard about the hit-and-run.”

			“Word travels fast.”

			“Maddox always has an ear to the pavement. What can I do to help?” Chase was as tall as Jonah, at thirty-five, three years older, with dark blond hair and whiskey-brown eyes. A short-cropped beard ran along his jaw. Chase was good-looking—and rich as Croesus. And he didn’t give a damn about either of those things.

			All Chase had ever cared about was law enforcement, first as a cop, then a detective, now as the owner of the top private security firm in Dallas.

			“I could use a little feedback. Thought maybe we could brainstorm, figure out where this might be headed.” He hadn’t wanted to leave April alone or he would have just gone down to the office. “You want some coffee? I just made a pot.”

			“Sounds good.”

			Jonah led Chase into April’s sparkling white kitchen and poured each of them a mug of the French roast he had found in the cupboard and brewed. They filled their mugs and carried them over to the high, round white Formica-topped table and each sat down on a stool.

			“Your client still asleep?” Chased asked.

			Client. Sometime during the seconds between life and death, April had become more to him than just a client. Maybe that was the reason he had kissed her. Or maybe he just couldn’t resist temptation any longer. Whatever the reason, he meant to keep her safe.

			“She’s asleep. She didn’t get much rest last night. I heard her moving around pretty late.”

			Chase sipped his coffee. “Nothing new on the hit-and-run?”

			“No, and I don’t think there will be. No plate number, not even a decent vehicle description.”

			“No way to prove what happened had anything to do with the murder.”

			“No.”

			“But you’re convinced it’s connected. What’s the motivation?”

			“Whoever killed Dean wanted April to roll over, just let things play out. Dean would be dead and the case would be closed.”

			“But April wouldn’t go along with it.”

			“That’s right. I have a hunch they figured if she was out of the picture, the whole thing would just go away.”

			“If they’d managed to make it look like an accident, they might have just been right. With April gone, there’s no one to keep stirring the pot.”

			“She never believed she killed David Dean and last night makes me pretty sure she’s right.”

			Feminine footfalls sounded, padding down the hall in their direction. “Good morning,” April said, walking into the kitchen in jeans and a Dallas Cowboys’ T-shirt, all that luscious red hair curling around her shoulders. “I didn’t realize you had company.”

			Jonah flashed back to the taste he’d had of her last night, the way her curves fit him so perfectly, and fought to control the tightening in his jeans.

			“April, this is Chase Garrett. He’s the owner of Maximum Security and also a friend. Chase, meet April Vale.”

			“Pleasure,” Chase said.

			“Nice to meet you, Chase.”

			“You want some coffee?” Jonah asked.

			“Love some,” April said.

			Jonah rose and poured her a cup and they joined Chase at the table.

			“You’ve got a problem,” Chase said, sipping from his mug.

			Jonah grunted. “Which one?”

			“Unless you force these guys out in the open, they could just lie in wait until they’re ready to create another ‘accident.’”

			“That’s what I’ve been thinking,” April said. “They want to be rid of me, but if they just shoot me, the cops will immediately link my murder to David’s and start digging deeper—exactly what the killers don’t want.”

			“Depends on how much is at stake,” Jonah said. “If the problem is big enough, they’ll do whatever it takes to protect themselves.”

			April sipped her coffee. “Aside from killing me, there’s another way they could get my cooperation.”

			“What’s that?” Jonah asked.

			“If they want me to take the blame for killing David, they could pay me.”

			Chase looked impressed. “Blackmail? Interesting idea.”

			“We can be pretty sure one of the people I was with at the Derby drugged me. Jonah doesn’t think it was either of the campaign volunteers or the employees at the bar. That leaves the mayor’s staff. I could talk to them, hint that I can be bought and see who takes the bait.”

			“Wait a minute.” Jonah set his cup down on the table. “You aren’t thinking of setting some kind of trap?”

			Chase shifted on his stool. “Until whoever killed Dean is caught, she’s a target, Jonah. You have to face that.”

			Jonah shook his head. “If she tries to blackmail these people, instead of agreeing to pay her, they might just kill her.”

			“They’ve already tried to kill her,” Chase reminded him.

			“We have to do something,” April argued. “I can’t keep looking over my shoulder, checking my drinks for drugs or waiting for another car to run me down.”

			“You need to be patient,” Jonah said. “Sooner or later something will break and I’ll get a lead. I just need a little more time.”

			April gently touched his arm. “I’m going to a fund-raiser Thursday night. Being there is part of my job. The people who were with me at the Derby will also be there. I’ll talk to them, let them know I’ve had time to think things over. I’ll tell them I’m ready to cooperate, accept the story that David tried to rape me and I killed him in self-defense—if enough money is involved.”

			“No,” Jonah said flatly. “It’s too dangerous.”

			“It’s not a bad idea,” Chase argued. “I supported Rydell in the last election. I’ve got an invitation on my desk. I wasn’t planning to go, but plans change.”

			Jonah shook his head. “I don’t like it. Not even a little.”

			“If both of you are there, I’ll be safe,” April said. “I spread the word I can be bought and we see who offers to pay me.”

			Jonah thought of his dead partner, Jenny Stevens. She’d thought she would be safe with him, too.

			“We’ve got to do something, Jonah,” April said. “This could work.”

			He clenched his jaw. He didn’t like it. But they needed to take the fight to whoever was involved in this before something else happened. Something that might prove fatal.

			He blew out a long breath, raked back his hair. “Fine, but you and I go together and you stay close to me every second.”

			“So you’d be my date?”

			The ex-cop and the college girl. It seemed such a stretch something grim shifted inside him. “I know I’m not what you’re used to, but—”

			April flashed him a brilliant white smile. “I’d love for you to be my date.”

			Jonah blinked, tried to wrap his head around it. He shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. No way could that smile be anything but sincere. He wished he wasn’t so relieved.

			He returned his attention to Chase. “Looks like I’m taking April into the wolf’s den—so to speak. Long as I can count on you for backup.”

			“Not a problem.”

			“You fit in with that crowd. No one will spot you as personal protection.”

			Dealing with wealthy clients was Chase’s specialty. He was comfortable moving in upper-class circles. And it paid big money. His connections were part of the reason he was so successful.

			“I’ll call Reggie Porter,” Chase said. “Ask him to drive you. He doubles as a bodyguard.”

			“Reggie’s good. I’ve worked with him before.”

			Jonah felt April’s gaze on his face. “You don’t think they’d actually try to kill me at the fund-raiser?”

			“They’re more likely to agree to pay you,” he conceded, since the idea was, in fact, a good one. “Killing you would only make the cops more suspicious about what happened to Dean. But blackmail is dangerous. And anytime you’re setting a trap for a killer, things can go wrong.”

			“Which,” Chase said, “considering what’s happened so far, is way more than a remote possibility.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			APRIL DRESSED WITH care for the mayor’s black-tie fund-raiser. Choosing a long, off-the-shoulder chiffon gown in blush tones, she stood in front of the mirror admiring the way the fabric flowed over her curves, showing off her figure while still looking elegant and sophisticated.

			As she walked, a split in the skirt allowed a glimpse of her legs. Strappy silver high heels peeped from beneath the hem.

			If she managed to forget the task ahead of her, she was excited to be going. The posters she’d helped design would be plastered all over the ballroom. Her staff had been responsible for the decorations—with only a few frantic phone calls to her.

			As the time for Jonah’s arrival drew near, her nerves crept up. He hadn’t spent any more nights in her town house. He was working the case, trying to dig up information, but he’d insisted a security guard be parked in front of the house round the clock.

			Since she knew how to handle a pistol, he’d brought her a Colt .38 revolver for protection. April didn’t tell him David’s bloody murder was enough to last a lifetime—there was no way she was pulling the trigger.

			At least not unless she had absolutely no choice.

			Instead of a knock, the doorbell rang, setting the formal mood. April checked the peephole, saw Jonah on the porch and pulled the door open.

			Oh, dear God.

			Black leather suited him, but the man looked entirely edible in a gleaming black tuxedo. Her mouth went dry. Her attraction to this man was way over the top.

			“You look gorgeous,” he said, sweeping her with those long-lashed, hot dark eyes. “You ready for this?”

			“I’m ready. And you look pretty gorgeous yourself.”

			His mouth edged up and his eyes smoldered.

			She took a deep breath. “Let me get my purse.”

			Grabbing the silver clutch that matched her shoes, she walked in front of him out to a black stretch limo waiting in front.

			The driver, a big muscular African-American with impressively-sized biceps, opened the door. “This is Reggie,” Jonah said. “He’s a friend and a colleague. Reggie, meet April.”

			The introduction surprised her since she wasn’t used to chauffeurs being introduced as friends. She liked it.

			April smiled. “Nice to meet you, Reggie.”

			“You, too, April.” He grinned. “Don’t you worry about a thing. I’m gonna take real good care of you.”

			April believed him. She slid across the red leather seat and Jonah followed her in.

			Reggie drove sanely to the Westin Dallas Downtown, and the limo pulled up at the entrance. Reggie walked around and opened the car door. Jonah slid out and helped April out, and she walked into the building on his arm.

			Jonah paused a moment to speak to hotel security. He showed his ID and the weapon in his shoulder holster, and they continued on, heading down the hall into the ballroom.

			The place looked spectacular, sophisticated yet welcoming. Organized and supervised by April and her staff, a small army of volunteers had done the decorations. Wispy lengths of white chiffon draped from the ceilings. Tiny lights glittered overhead and along the walls, and bouquets of white chrysanthemums marched down the center of the linen-draped tables.

			Along the hall leading into the ballroom, campaign posters in the red, blue, white and gold colors of the Dallas City flag read, Keep Dallas Moving. Reelect Mayor Mark Rydell.

			The event was already in full swing when they got there. Chase, who had arrived ahead of them, spotted them and started striding in their direction.

			“You look stunning,” Chase said, leaning in to brush a light kiss on her cheek.

			“Thank you.”

			In a white dinner jacket, with his thick dark blond hair, the short-cropped beard along the edge of his jaw, and broad-shouldered, solid build, the man was an eyeful. But it was Jonah’s hard masculinity and brooding dark looks that appealed to her.

			She caught him watching her, his sexy mouth faintly curved, and desire washed through her. She thought of the heated kiss they had shared and wondered if they would be as good together as she imagined in her fantasies.

			“I want you to introduce me around,” Jonah said. “I want to get a read on the people you work with, especially the ones who were with you at the Derby.”

			“The cocktail hour is the best time for that to happen. We’ll wander. Then I’ll go back and talk to Peggy, Brad and Collin later. Mark, too, if I get the chance.”

			A muscle tightened in Jonah’s cheek. He wasn’t happy with this whole blackmail idea but that was just too bad.

			They made the rounds, April introducing him as a friend of a friend, namely to Maddie and Ross Townsend, but said nothing about him being a private investigator. Jonah conversed more easily than she would have guessed. He was especially interested in Peggy, Brad and Collin.

			With time slipping away, she needed to execute her plan. “I have to go,” she said, picking up a glass of champagne off a passing waiter’s tray.

			“I’ll be close by if you need me,” Jonah said. “So will Chase. You may not see us, but we’ll be able to see you.”

			“Good to know.” April wandered off in search of her quarry. She had already worked out what she planned to say, at least the general drift, and gone over it with Jonah.

			She spotted Collin near the bar. He had just finished talking to an older woman April recognized as a big contributor to Mark’s campaign. April walked up and stopped right in front of him.

			“I know you’re busy,” she said. “Have you got a minute?”

			“Of course.” Collin looked good in a tuxedo. He was an attractive man who wore clothes well and he knew it.

			“I’ve been doing some thinking,” she said. “Mark wants me to go along with the theory the police have come up with and maybe he’s right. David’s dead. There’s no need for this to drag out any longer.”

			Collin’s interest sharpened. “If you’re serious, I think you’re making a very wise decision. I’m sure Mark will be glad to hear it.”

			“There’s only one thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I feel like I should be compensated. I’m doing this to help Mark get reelected. I deserve something for my trouble. You’re the finance director. You can make it happen.”

			Collin’s features shifted and turned to granite. “You want money?”

			She shrugged as if it were no big deal. “It only seems fair.”

			“I can talk to Mark, see what he says.”

			“Maybe you don’t need to go to that much trouble.” She took a sip of champagne. “I bet you could make the decision yourself.”

			Collin glanced off into the distance. She could almost see the wheels turning in his head. “Maybe we can work something out.”

			“All right. If you’re interested, I’ll expect a call no later than noon tomorrow.”

			“Fine, I’ll be in touch.” Collin emptied his glass of champagne and blended into the crowd. April made her way back to Jonah. She could feel his eyes on her though he seemed to be conversing with an older couple.

			Jonah ended the conversation and broke away. “How did it go?”

			“Too easy. Collin seems to think it would be worth paying me off to help Mark get reelected.”

			“Interesting. From what the polls are showing, it doesn’t appear the murder of the mayor’s campaign manager for attempted rape has caused him that much political trouble.”

			“I don’t think it has. Which is why I can’t believe Collin is actually considering the idea. He’s supposed to let me know tomorrow.”

			They moved through the crowd together, April continuing to introduce Jonah, who had a surprising knack for handling people. Not far away, Chase mingled. He was a charming man and women clearly loved him, but no matter where he was, she could always feel him watching her. As if he had eyes in the back of his head.

			“Peggy is over there. I’m going to see what she has to say. I won’t be long.”

			Jonah nodded. He was drinking a scotch rocks. So far the volume in the glass had barely gone down. He was staying alert just in case.

			She made her way up to Peggy Watt. “Got a minute?”

			“Sure.” The little blonde glanced around. “Everything seems to be running smoothly.”

			“Yes. Mark’s campaign is definitely moving in the right direction—which got me to thinking. Maybe I should go along with the results of the police investigation. It would certainly be a benefit to Mark.”

			“Yes, it would.”

			“If I do, it seems to me he should compensate me for the trauma I’ve suffered. After all, David was his campaign manager.”

			Peggy looked intrigued. “You’re saying money would convince you to let the matter go?”

			“That’s right. I’d have to know by noon tomorrow.”

			Peggy sipped her drink. “Maybe there’s a way it could work.”

			Interesting. April spotted Jonah in the crowd. “I’d better go before my date gets bored.”

			Peggy’s pale eyebrows arched up. “I don’t think you have to worry about that. I saw him when you walked in.” She winked. “Yummy.” Peggy took off, and April returned to Jonah.

			“This isn’t going to work.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because Collin and Peggy both think blackmailing Mark into paying me is a good idea. I have a hunch if I ask Mark, he won’t hesitate to find the money to keep me quiet, either.”

			“What about Brad Schweitzer?”

			“He’s over there. Cocktail hour is almost over. I’ll go talk to him.”

			She headed in that direction, felt a little better when Brad became indignant at her suggestion.

			“I can’t believe you’d be willing to lie about something like that. You don’t even remember what happened. You realize that’s blackmail.”

			“I don’t see it that way.”

			“If David was murdered, his real killer needs to be brought to justice.”

			She gave him a smile. “I think you’re right, Brad.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes, I do. Moment of weakness. Have a good night.”

			As she headed toward Jonah, Brad’s assessing gaze followed her. She wondered what he was thinking.

			“How’d it go?” Jonah asked.

			“He wasn’t happy with me. He isn’t sure David drugged me and he wants the real murderer found.”

			“So we’re left with Collin and Peggy.”

			“I can talk to Mark but I don’t think he’ll balk at whatever figure I come up with.” She sighed. “I can’t believe people can be so low. Don’t they care about getting justice for David?”

			“Not enough, apparently. Since they don’t seem to care, maybe you shouldn’t either.”

			“Unfortunately, my conscience doesn’t work that way.” She glanced around. They were calling everyone in to dinner.

			As she took Jonah’s arm, she couldn’t help noticing the glances he was receiving from the women. She told herself it was a warning she needed to heed. Instead she walked beside him to their table, her heart beating a little faster than it usually did.

			As the campaign speeches started, she caught a glimpse of Chase sitting next to a beautiful blonde not far away. Collin sat next to Peggy, and April wondered if they were discussing her proposal.

			They were both attractive people. She wondered if they could be having an affair. If they were, they kept it under wraps. She noticed Collin excusing himself and heading out of the ballroom toward the men’s room, but he wasn’t gone long.

			The speeches droned on. Or maybe it was just that she had heard them so many times. Her eyelids felt heavy by the time Jonah helped her up from her chair an hour later.

			“Thank God it’s over,” she said, stifling a yawn.

			“Come on. I’ll tell Chase we’re leaving.”

			They were going home. As a condition of setting the trap, Jonah would be going with her.

			It occurred to April that the most dangerous thing that was likely to happen to her was Jonah spending the night in her living room.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			JONAH TEXTED CHASE and Reggie, letting them know he and April were on their way out of the ballroom. The limo was waiting when they arrived out front, Reggie holding open the rear door.

			“No problems?” the big man asked.

			“Not so far.” Jonah settled April inside the plush interior and Reggie slid in behind the wheel. He cranked the engine, put the car in gear and pulled into the street.

			He was rolling through an intersection three blocks away when an old black SUV shot out of nowhere, roaring up beside them. Bullets smashed into the passenger window on April’s side of the car. Glass flew and April screamed.

			“Get down!” Jonah shoved her down on the floor, jerked out his weapon and started firing out through the broken window. “Hang on!” he shouted as Reggie punched down on the gas and raced ahead of the SUV, jerking the vehicle from side to side to throw off the shooter’s aim.

			Two more bullets smashed through the rear window, shards of glass flying. Jonah returned fire, shooting out the front windshield of the black SUV bearing down on them.

			April made a sound in her throat, but she was smart enough to stay out of the line of fire. Halfway down the block, Reggie cranked the wheel, sending the limo into a sidespin. He straightened the wheel, steering out of the slide, and the car barreled into an alley.

			The black SUV made the turn, but lost precious time. The limo rolled through the alley like a cannonball and out the other side, took a sharp turn and shot down the street.

			A silver Mercedes 550S coupe raced up beside them, Chase behind the wheel. He cut in behind the limo, putting the Mercedes in front of the SUV. Chase leaned out and fired off a couple of rounds, shooting out one of the SUV’s tires.

			The pursuing car hit the brakes, swerved then hit the gas, racing forward once more, but the vehicle was losing ground. Reggie drove through a parking garage and came out the entrance on the opposite side.

			Jonah lost sight of Chase and the black SUV, but Reggie kept making defensive moves, blowing through a red light, then a yellow, making one turn after another. Finally, the SUV was gone.

			April eased back up into the seat. She was trembling. Jonah ignored the urge to pull her against him, let her know she was safe.

			“What...what about Chase?” she asked. “Do you think he’s all right?”

			Jonah holstered his Glock. “He only has himself to worry about. He’ll be fine.” Proof of that came in a text message a few seconds later.

			OK here. Bad guys got away.

			Jonah texted back. Going off the grid. Talk tomorrow.

			10-4

			What he had in mind was safer than returning to April’s apartment where would-be assassins might be waiting.

			“You need to take the battery out of your phone. We don’t know what level of sophistication we’re dealing with. We don’t want them tracking you.”

			She pulled her phone out of her purse with a shaky hand and took out the battery. Jonah did the same.

			He spoke to Reggie. “Head for my house.” He rattled off the address. “I need to get my car.”

			“On my way.”

			April leaned back against the seat. In the soft interior lighting inside the limo, her face looked pale. “Well... I guess you could say our trap worked,” she said.

			“Yeah, I guess you could say that.” But the last thing he wanted was for April to be in more danger.

			“At least we know how far whoever is involved is willing to go to keep their secret.”

			Jonah sliced her a glance. “That’s right. They’ve stopped playing games. You threatened them. You know the whole rape/self-defense story was a ruse and that makes you dangerous. They figure they’re better off taking you out and dealing with the consequences later.”

			“There were two people in the SUV. Who were they? Where do you find someone you can hire to kill someone?”

			“These guys aren’t pros. If they were, you’d be dead. They’re scumbags willing to do just about anything for money. They’re not that hard to find if you know where to look.”

			Her eyes found his, big and blue and worried. “What are we going to do?”

			“We’re going to figure a way to keep you alive while we find out exactly why David Dean was killed, exactly who was behind the murder, and get the evidence we need to prove it.”

			 

			JONAH LIVED IN a decent apartment on Belmont Street. As a PI, he made good money, but living alone, he didn’t need fancy.

			He checked the area to make sure the place wasn’t being watched, then went inside to strip off his tux and grab his go bag while April waited in the limo with Reggie.

			Just to be safe, he checked the Land Rover for any sort of explosives, retrieved it from the single-car garage that came with the apartment, drove around and pulled up next to the limo.

			“Thanks for the help,” he said to Reggie as he assisted April into the Rover. “You really came through out there.”

			“Not a problem. You got my number. Let me know if you need me.”

			“Will do.” Jonah surveyed the area again, saw no sign of anyone, but still took precautions to make sure he wasn’t being tailed.

			“I have to go by my house,” April said as he drove out of the neighborhood. “I need something to wear besides a long formal gown.”

			“Not a good idea. There’s a Walmart near where we’re headed. I’ll get you something there.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“I keep a safe house, share it with a couple of guys from my office. One of us runs into trouble, he’s got a safe place to go.”

			He made his way up onto I-30 and headed east out of town. In Rockwall, he pulled into a Super Walmart, found a space in the lot and turned off the engine.

			Since the gun he’d loaned April was still at her house, he raised his pant leg, pulled his ankle gun—a lightweight .38 snub-nose revolver—and handed it over. “I’ll be right back.”

			“You think I’ll need this?”

			“No. Nobody followed us.” His mouth edged up. “The gun’s just to make you feel better.”

			April relaxed, smiled slightly. She rattled off her clothes sizes but he didn’t really need them for the generic jeans and T-shirts he meant to buy her. Her shoe size would be a help.

			He took off at a lope across the parking lot, dashed through the women’s department, grabbed what he needed, found her a pair of sneakers, and returned to the car with an armload of merchandise. He handed April the bag as he slid into the driver’s seat.

			“I’d rather you kept this.” She handed him back the pistol, which he returned to his ankle holster.

			He didn’t have to be a shrink to know what was going on. April hadn’t killed Dean, but she felt responsible. Finding yourself in bed with a dead guy had a way of messing with your head.

			“Jeans and T-shirts,” he said as she started prowling through the plastic bag. He drove back onto the highway. “There’s also a pair of sneakers.”

			April began pulling clothes out of the bag. She cast him a sideways glance. “How much of a gentleman are you?”

			Just thinking about the sexy redhead stripping off her clothes sent a shot of lust straight through him.

			His gaze slid to hers. “Depends on my motivation. I’d prefer you in nothing at all, but I’m trying to keep you alive. Which means I can’t afford to drive distracted, and you, lady, are a major distraction.”

			Her cheeks warmed and a soft sound slipped from her throat. She turned away and he heard her zipper buzzing down. She peeled out of the evening dress and slipped the yellow T-shirt on over her head.

			Jonah caught a glimpse of smooth bare skin and realized how little she must have had on under the gown. No bra for sure. Probably just a pair of thong panties.

			His mouth went dry. “We can go back to the store tomorrow if you need something else.”

			“I’ll be fine.”

			Fine she most definitely was.

			He drove another three miles, heading into a rural area, pulling down a single-lane road, then a long dirt driveway, up to a small, white wood-framed farmhouse.

			“Home sweet home.” Shoving the car into Park, he turned off the engine. “Let me check the place out before we go in. I’ll be right back.”

			He exited the Rover, pulled his Glock, climbed the front steps to a screened-in porch and went inside. When he came back out, April joined him at the bottom of the stairs and they went into the house.

			The place was simple but clean, a bedroom and bath, a living room furnished with a basic brown tweed sofa and chair, and an eat-in kitchen. There was a fireplace with an insert for heat but he’d never used it. He hadn’t been there in the winter and this time of year it was way too hot.

			He turned on the air-conditioning, the single modern convenience, and cold air began to circulate through the rooms.

			“You must be exhausted,” he said. “There’s a queen-size bed in the bedroom. I’ll sleep out here on the sofa.”

			She looked at him with those big blue eyes and his blood heated. April walked over to where he stood, leaned up and gave him a soft kiss on the lips. “Thank you for being there tonight.”

			“Just doing my—”

			She pressed a finger over his mouth to stop the words. “Don’t say it. Let me believe it was more than that.” She started to walk away, but Jonah caught her arm.

			“It is more than that, April.” Then he broke his cardinal rule—never get involved with a client—hauled her into his arms, slid his hands into her heavy red hair and very thoroughly kissed her.

			It’s only a kiss, April told herself. They both knew it couldn’t go any further. She was a client. He was her hired detective. Men were out to kill her and Jonah was there to find and stop them.

			But as his mouth moved hotly over hers, as she felt the rush of heat and the streak of longing, she opened to him, inviting him in. Hard bands of muscle pressed into her unfettered breasts and hot need burned through her. Liquid heat slid into the place between her legs and her nipples peaked beneath the T-shirt.

			Jonah’s big hands cupped the back of her head, holding her in place as he ravaged her mouth, and she molded her body full-length against his. She could feel his erection, thick and hard, feel his hunger.

			“We can’t do this,” he whispered between scorching kisses, but he didn’t stop, just kept kissing her, first one way and then another.

			“We’re safe here,” she pointed out. “No one knows about this place.”

			Jonah kissed the side of her neck. “No,” he softly conceded. “No one knows.” For a moment she was sure he would stop. Instead, he pulled the T-shirt off over her head and his dark gaze roamed over her, the hunger in his eyes making her tremble.

			“Beautiful,” he said, cupping a plump breast, scraping his fingertip across her stiff nipple. Lowering his head, he took the fullness into his mouth and her knees went weak.

			“Jonah...”

			Hot, wet kisses trailed over her throat and shoulders. “I want you so damn much.” He took her mouth again, tasting and sampling, his tongue sliding over hers, making her burn.

			“Tell me to stop,” he said. “Remind me who you are and why this can’t happen.”

			She slid her fingers into the silky black hair curling at the nape of his neck and leaned into him. “I don’t want you to stop. We don’t know what might happen tomorrow. We both want this. We deserve tonight.”

			He groaned low in his throat. April dragged his black T-shirt off over his head and took a moment to admire his hard, perfectly sculpted body, the muscles across his chest and the ladder of muscle down his stomach.

			She pressed her mouth against a flat copper nipple and Jonah hissed in a breath. When April leaned up and kissed him, Jonah allowed her a moment of control before he took over, deepening the kiss, turning it hotter and even more fierce.

			Scooping her into his arms, he carried her down the hall into the bedroom and set her on her feet beside the bed. It didn’t take long before both of them were naked, Jonah’s heavy weight pressing her down on the mattress.

			He kissed her, long and deep. “You sure about this?”

			Was she sure? Not at all. She wondered if she should stop before it was too late for her heart. But she wanted this, couldn’t remember ever wanting a man the way she wanted Jonah. She wasn’t sure she would ever feel this way again.

			“Very sure,” she said.

			Jonah started kissing her and this time he didn’t stop. She was moaning his name, arching beneath him, when he tore open a condom and sheathed himself, kissed her again and drove himself deep inside. Pleasure, sweet and sharp, burned through her and she couldn’t stop a moan.

			Jonah kissed the side of her neck. “I won’t let anyone hurt you,” he said softly.

			Her throat tightened and her eyes stung. “I know.” She trusted Jonah to keep her safe. He was sure to break her heart, but she had a feeling it was already too late to avoid it.

			Seating himself even more deeply, he started to move, slowly at first, drawing out the moment, the incredible sensations, then faster, deeper, harder, exactly the way she wanted him to. She wrapped herself around him and felt the wildness pouring through her, felt the building heat. She had never been so hot, so needy.

			She dug her fingers into his powerful shoulders and cried his name as she reached her peak, biting her bottom lip as pleasure washed through her and her body trembled with bliss. Seconds later, Jonah’s muscles went rigid as he reached his own release, his fierce need and driving passion sending her over once more.

			They lay quiet for a while, letting their heartbeats slow. Jonah kissed her softly one last time, eased away and disappeared into the bathroom to take care of the condom.

			She was growing drowsy when he returned, his hard body stretching out on the mattress beside her. Leaning over, he kissed her and April opened to him, deepening the kiss, turning it hotter, wilder, arousing him fully again.

			“I knew once wouldn’t be enough,” he whispered, nibbling an earlobe, then taking her mouth once more.

			April’s sleepiness was gone.

			Once with Jonah Wolfe wasn’t enough for her, either.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			THE HOURS SLIPPED past and with them came the cold light of day. Jonah had never been good at morning-afters. He preferred to leave after sex rather than wake up in bed with a woman he barely knew. It was the reason he almost never took a woman home with him.

			And yet, when April walked into the tiny kitchen wearing nothing but the T-shirt she’d had on the night before, all he felt was a shot of lust that made him instantly hard, and a fierce urge to protect her.

			She cast a glance his way, probably feeling the kind of nerves he usually felt, poured herself a cup of coffee, wandered over and sat down across from him.

			“Hi,” she said.

			His mouth edged up. “That the best you can do?” Leaning across the table, he kissed her. “Good morning.”

			April relaxed and her lips curved into a smile. “I wasn’t sure about...things.”

			“This wasn’t a one-night stand for me, April. I hope it wasn’t for you.”

			Her smile slowly faded. “Last night was wonderful, Jonah, beyond wonderful, but...”

			One black eyebrow went up. “But...?”

			“I don’t have good luck with relationships. I always seem to pick the wrong men.”

			He leaned back in his chair, stretched his legs out in front of him. “Maybe your luck has finally changed.”

			“I don’t know...maybe.”

			“You don’t trust me? Or men in general?”

			“I see the way women look at you. I’ve been in that situation before.”

			“I see the way men look at you, April. And I think, if someone cared about me enough, other men wouldn’t matter.”

			“And you’d be right. I’ve never cheated on a man in my life. I never would.”

			Since he had no idea where their relationship—or lack of one—was headed, and April clearly wasn’t ready to think about it either, he let the subject drop. He got up and refilled his mug, brought the pot over and refilled her cup.

			“Last night was truly spectacular,” she said. “But someone still wants to kill me. What are we going to do?”

			He sat back down and took a drink of coffee. “The trap we set went sideways, but we can be pretty sure one of the people who you talked to last night called in the hit. Probably Rutherford or Watt. Which means one or both of them were involved in Dean’s murder.”

			“How do we prove it?”

			“We find out why he was killed. That should tell us what makes them desperate enough to want you dead. Once we know that, we’ll be able to find the evidence we need to stop them.”

			“Where do we start?”

			“I talked to a friend the day we met at the café, someone who works for Chase. Her name’s Tabitha Love.”

			“Tabitha Love? Seriously?”

			His mouth edged into a smile. “I called Tabby earlier this morning. Looks like she’s got something for me.”

			“Did she say what it was?”

			“I’ll find out when I get there.” He set his mug down on the table. “There’s a catch to this, April. The kind of stuff Tabby digs up falls into a gray area. She doesn’t tell us how she gets her info and we don’t ask. Can you live with that?”

			April’s pretty mouth thinned. “These people are trying to kill me, Jonah. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect myself.”

			He relaxed back in his chair. The lady had grit. He had seen it from the start and admired her for it. “I was hoping you’d say something like that. Since I don’t want to leave you here, you’re coming with me.”

			April flashed him a smile, apparently glad to be taking some sort of action. She rose from the table. “I need to finish getting dressed.”

			Jonah’s gaze went to her soft breasts beneath the cotton T-shirt and the long, shapely legs showing beneath the hem. An image flashed in his head of sliding up her T-shirt, bending her over the table and easing the lust he’d felt since she walked into the kitchen.

			“If I had my way,” he said, “I’d haul you straight back to bed, but unfortunately, we’re expected.”

			A pink blush crept into her face, but there was interest in those big blue eyes.

			Jonah forced himself to think of murder, which always cooled his ardor. “As soon as you’re dressed, we’ll go.”

			April drained her mug and headed for the bedroom. She came out a few minutes later in her Walmart jeans and sneakers, holding the little silver clutch she’d had with her at the fund-raiser last night.

			It didn’t take long to reach Tabby’s house. Jonah parked in front and the two of them walked up the concrete path to the door.

			Jonah rang the bell and waited. It took a couple more tries before the door finally swung wide and Tabby stood in the opening.

			“Hey, Wolfe. Good to see you.” Her straight black hair and the Maltese cross hanging around her slender neck gleamed in the sunlight. “Come on in.”

			They walked into the living room. “Tabby, this is April Vale. April, meet Tabby Love.”

			April smiled. “Hi, Tabby.”

			“Hi, April. Nice to meet you. Jonah told me about the murder. The news said it was self-defense.”

			“That’s what the police are saying. But David didn’t try to rape me and I didn’t kill him.”

			Jonah began filling Tabby in on recent events, including the blackmail trap they had laid at the fund-raiser last night.

			“Unfortunately, it worked a little too well. A couple of thugs in a black SUV shot up the limo as we were leaving the hotel. Reggie Porter was driving or one of us might have ended up dead.”

			“You think someone called them from the party?”

			“That would be a good guess.”

			“Well then, you’ll be happy to know I found your motive—the reason David Dean was killed. Come on, I’ll show you.” Tabby led them down the hall into her crowded bedroom/office and sat down in front of a row of computers and high-tech monitors. A dozen lights of various colors and sizes blinked around the room.

			Tabby worked the keyboard and a series of columns popped up on one of the screens.

			“What are we looking at?” Jonah asked.

			“Bank account transactions.”

			Jonah wasn’t surprised. “Follow the money. Always a good place to start.” He’d wanted Tabby to keep an open mind, take a look from every possible angle, but it usually came down to money, sex or revenge.

			Tabitha tipped her head toward the monitor. “That’s a Cayman Island offshore account. It’s in the name of Action Advertising.” She tapped the screen with a dark red fingernail. “The deposits came from an account at the Alamo Bank in Houston.”

			“I’m trying to connect the dots,” April said, frowning. “Is Action Advertising somehow involved in the mayor’s campaign?”

			“Oh, yeah,” Tabby said. “It’s involved, all right.”

			“I’m the mayor’s marketing manager. I work with a lot of advertising firms, but I’ve never heard of Action. Of course they could be doing work for the social media people or something.”

			Tabby looked up from her chair in front of the keyboard, the silver studs in her nose and eyebrows glowing in the light of the computer screen. “You’ve never heard of Action, because it doesn’t actually exist. The account is owned by Collin Rutherford.”

			Jonah could almost see April’s mind working. “Collin’s in charge of fund-raising,” she said, putting the pieces together. “A huge amount of money passes through the account into the campaign treasury. If he’s writing checks to himself—”

			“How much money are we talking about?” Jonah asked.

			“To date, four hundred forty thousand dollars.”

			“That bastard!” April’s eyes blazed and her cheeks turned red.

			“How much is the mayor’s reelection budget?” Jonah asked.

			“Six million dollars. Mark’s raised almost five million so far.”

			“Of which, good ol’ Collin has siphoned off nearly half a mil.”

			“David must have somehow found out what Collin was doing,” April said. “Collin murdered him to keep him quiet, and set me up to take the blame.”

			“Damn near worked, too,” Jonah said. “Would have if it weren’t for your stubborn sense of justice.” The admiration he felt for her kept growing. He had never met a woman like April Vale. Probably never would again. As a man who went out of his way to avoid entanglements, it was a disturbing thought.

			“Collin was at the Derby the night you were drugged,” Jonah said. “According to you, he left early. Probably waited for you out in the parking lot. The problem is, the setup required two people.”

			April nodded. “One to drive my car with David and me passed out inside. One to help him unload us, stage the murder, and drive him away from the crime scene.”

			“Collin’s a good-looking man and Peggy’s a widow,” Jonah said. “Peggy was also at the Derby the night of the murder. Rutherford and Watt both believe paying you blackmail money to get you to take the blame is a good idea. I’d put my money on Peggy Watt as the second player.”

			“Me, too,” April said.

			Jonah looked over at the bone-thin girl with the short black buzz cut. There was a new tattoo—a rose with thorns—on the top of her arm. “Good work, Tab.”

			“Thanks.” She walked them back out to the living room.

			“You know where to send the bill.”

			Tabitha smiled. “Always a pleasure doing business with you, Wolfe.” She opened the front door. “Nice meeting you, April. Good luck.”

			“Thanks.”

			Jonah walked April out to the Rover. They climbed inside and strapped themselves into their seats.

			April shot him a look. “That was amazing, but I’m guessing it isn’t information we can actually take to the police.”

			“‘Fraid not.” He started the engine.

			“So how do we prove it?”

			Jonah could almost smell the scent of his soon-to-be cornered prey. “I think it’s time we talked to Mayor Rydell.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			APRIL PUT THE battery back in her cell phone and called Marge Lamb, the mayor’s personal assistant. The mayor of Dallas was an extremely busy man, usually hard at work in his downtown City Hall office.

			Luck was on their side. Today he was working on his election strategy at his campaign headquarters. April told Marge it was urgent she speak to him, and asked her to set up a meeting.

			“He’s got appointments all afternoon, love, but if it’s really that important, I’ll find a way to fit you in. How soon can you be here?”

			“I’m en route. I can be there in twenty minutes.”

			“All right. You might have to wait a bit, but I’ll make it happen.”

			With Jonah behind the wheel, they arrived a little early. It was work as usual when April walked into the office, a swarm of activity that would go on until the election was over.

			As she crossed the room in front of Jonah, she glanced around in search of Peggy Watt but didn’t see her. Interesting that Collin Rutherford didn’t seem to be there, either.

			In her loose jeans, T-shirt and sneakers instead of her usual suit and heels, she caught several speculative glances from fellow employees. Jonah caught the eye of half the women working the phones, but April pretended not to notice.

			She headed straight for the mayor’s office at the rear of the building. Marge sat at her desk out front, snacking on a cream cheese bagel.

			“Marge, this is Jonah Wolfe. As I said on the phone, we have some very important information we need to discuss with the mayor.”

			“I talked to him. I told him you said it was urgent and he told me to send you in as soon as you arrived.”

			“Thanks, Marge. You’re the best.”

			Jonah opened the door and April walked into the room in front of him. Mark stood up as Jonah closed the door.

			“You’re Wolfe,” the mayor said, surprising her. “I remember meeting you. You’re a private investigator. We met through Chase Garrett. He recommended you to a friend of mine.”

			“That’s right.”

			Mark walked over and extended a hand, and the men shook. “Why don’t you two have a seat and tell me what this is about.”

			April sat down on a chair next to Jonah on the opposite side of the mayor’s big oak desk.

			“I might as well get right to the point,” Jonah said. “We’ve come across reliable information that one of your employees is embezzling—siphoning campaign finances into his personal account.”

			Mark’s features tightened. He never liked to hear bad news. “That’s ridiculous. My people are all extremely loyal. I don’t believe it.”

			“We think David found out what was going on,” April explained. “He was murdered to keep him from going to you or the police.”

			The mayor leaned back in his chair. “I find that hard to believe. Are you sure?”

			“As sure as we can be without looking deeper,” Jonah said. “To do that we’ll need your help.”

			“Who are you suggesting took the money?” Mark asked.

			“Collin Rutherford.”

			The color drained from the mayor’s face.

			Rydell braced his hands on the table. “Let me get this straight. You’re saying Collin Rutherford murdered David Dean.”

			“Him or someone he hired,” Jonah said. “It looks like there was at least one other person involved.”

			“These are wild accusations, Mr. Wolfe. Do you have any proof?”

			“Not that I can provide at this time. But you have the means of getting all the proof you need. All you have to do is audit Rutherford’s fund-raising account. Look for expenditures to a company called Action Advertising.”

			“Action Advertising. I don’t think I’ve heard of it.”

			“Because it doesn’t exist,” April said.

			For several moments, the mayor just sat there. “Exactly how certain of this are you?”

			“I’m a private investigator,” Jonah said. “My sources are confidential and extremely reliable. In this case, I believe what we’ve uncovered is the truth.”

			Mark exhaled a deep breath. Clearly he was beginning to believe there might be some truth to the story. “How much money is involved?”

			April shifted forward in her chair. “It’s nearly half a million dollars, Mark.”

			The color rushed back into the mayor’s face, staining his cheeks an angry red. “Half a million dollars! Good lord! You may be sure I’ll get to the bottom of this—and soon.”

			“In the meantime,” Jonah said, “I’d like you to invite Collin Rutherford into your office. I’d like to hear what he has to say when he’s confronted.”

			 

			THE MAYOR’S BODYGUARDS stood just outside the office door. Inside the room, Jonah’s Glock rested in the shoulder holster beneath his lightweight leather jacket. April sat next to him on the sofa against the wall. Wishing she would wait outside, Jonah swore a silent curse. There was always a chance of trouble when you confronted a killer. That said, leaving her out of this wasn’t going to happen. Not after what Rutherford had put her through. She wanted to be there when the shit came down and Jonah didn’t blame her.

			The mayor was seated at his desk when Rutherford walked unsuspectingly into the office. Nattily dressed in a linen sport coat and slacks, he jerked to a halt just inside the door, his gaze swinging from Rydell to Jonah and April.

			“What’s going on, Mark?”

			“Close the door, Collin.”

			He did so slowly, as if he needed every second to prepare for what might lay ahead. Jonah knew people. From the moment he had met Collin Rutherford at the fund-raiser, he had known Collin would be the weak link if he was involved in the murder scheme.

			“The man next to April is Jonah Wolfe. He’s a private detective.”

			“We’ve met,” Collin said. “What’s this about, Mark?”

			Jonah lounged against the back of the sofa. “It’s about the money you stole from the mayor’s campaign fund, Collin. It’s about killing David Dean to cover it up.”

			Rutherford blanched. “I don’t...don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Jonah rose from the sofa. “I’m pretty sure you do. Does the name Action Advertising mean anything to you?”

			When Rutherford didn’t answer, April stood up, too. “How about the Alamo Bank in Houston?”

			Rutherford swallowed and started shaking, his eyes darting back and forth between Jonah, April and the mayor—the instant before he bolted.

			He was out the door and racing through the office at breakneck speed, shoving people out of the way, knocking over chairs, stumbling, righting himself, determined to reach the glass front door and escape.

			Jonah tackled him just before he got there, the two of them crashing into a table, sending campaign brochures flying. Jonah swung a punch that sent Rutherford careening backward, sprawling on the floor.

			Grabbing the front of Rutherford’s shirt, Jonah hauled him to his feet and hit him again, snapping his head back, a blossom of blood appearing at the corner of his mouth. He groaned as he teetered back and forth, still standing. The fight had gone out of him, and his brief struggle was over.

			The mayor’s two bodyguards ran up and dragged Collin’s hands behind his back, slid on a plastic cable tie and cinched it tight, slamming him down on a chair.

			“Cops are on the way,” one of them said.

			“You’d be smart to cooperate,” Jonah said. “It’ll go easier on you. That includes giving the police the names of the other people involved in David Dean’s murder.”

			Collin whimpered and started crying, fat tears rolling down his cheeks.

			April ran up beside him, took in Jonah’s skinned knuckles and the pulse thrumming in the side of his neck. “Are you okay?”

			Jonah drew her against him, an arm around her waist. “I’m good. We’re almost there, baby.”

			She looked up at him but didn’t pull away. “You think he’ll tell them the truth about what happened?”

			“Rydell is going to call for an audit and it’s going to prove Rutherford embezzled funds. He knows that. He also knows the longer he waits to come clean, the worse it’s going to be. Rutherford’s going to roll over on whoever helped him and he’s going to do it soon.”

			The police arrived within minutes. The call had come from the mayor of Dallas, after all. Rutherford was settled in the back of a patrol car and hauled off to the police station with twenty people in the office watching.

			Jonah wondered how long it would take him to incriminate Peggy Watt.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			YOU HAD TO be smart to be a good private detective. That didn’t mean you were always right. It took less than twenty-four hours for Collin Rutherford to confess to embezzling money from Mayor Rydell’s reelection campaign fund.

			The surprise came when he copped to the murder, but refused to give the name of whoever helped him. If there actually was one.

			“I did it,” Rutherford said. “No one else was involved. I made sure I didn’t leave any DNA or fingerprints in the car or anywhere else. I muffled the shot with a pillow then walked back to Jacobsen Street. I tossed the pillow into a dumpster and hailed a cab to take me home. No one else was involved but me.”

			“What about the men who tried to kill Ms. Vale?” one of the detectives asked. “Two attempts were made on her life. We need their names.”

			“I found them in a bar in Old East Dallas.” It was one of the meanest areas in town. “I paid them cash. I don’t know their names.”

			No amount of questioning was able to shake him.

			Hell, maybe he was telling the truth.

			The good news was, the threat to April’s life was over. With the embezzlement and murder out in the open, there was no reason to kill her. At best, it had been a last-ditch, desperate effort to keep her from pushing the investigation, and it had failed.

			April was back in her town house and Jonah was back in his apartment. He missed her. He hadn’t expected his feelings could grow so strong so fast. He wanted to see her. The bad news was, she hadn’t returned any of his phone calls.

			You win some, you lose some, he’d learned.

			Recently, he’d learned he really hated losing April Vale.

			 

			APRIL REPLAYED JONAH’S latest phone message for the third time that night. “I want to see you, April. I don’t want us to be over. If you don’t call me back, I’m coming to your house. One way or another, we’re going to talk.”

			The message ended and April felt the same hollow ache in the pit of her stomach she’d felt the first time he had phoned. She had convinced herself to play it safe, stay away from Jonah.

			But she didn’t want to. Being with him felt right. He made her hungry for life, hungry to experience the feelings he stirred, see where the future might lead. He made her start thinking it might be worth taking a risk on another man.

			She had just picked up her cell phone to return his call—at least listen to what he had to say—when an odd sound came from the kitchen.

			April frowned. Had she locked the back door? She usually did, but not always. Her little .380 was evidence in a homicide, so it was still in police custody. She had returned Jonah’s pistol. When the sound came again, she wished she’d kept it.

			She still held her phone in her hand. She brought up 911 in her contacts and carried the phone into the kitchen, her finger on the Call button just in case. She’d only taken a couple of steps into the room when a man’s thick arm locked around her neck, sending fear sliding through her and freezing her in place. He knocked the phone from her hand and it landed with a clatter on the floor.

			She managed to drag in a lungful of air, but it was hard to breathe. She tried to pry the man’s arm loose, tried to scream, but only a muffled cry escaped. She couldn’t see him behind her, but when he spoke, she recognized the voice.

			“Do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused?”

			Confusion slipped through her, followed by a shot of anger. Brad Schweitzer. What the hell?

			She tugged on the arm that held her immobile and it loosened enough for her to catch her breath. “What do you think you’re doing? Let go of me, Brad.”

			He released his hold and spun her around to face him. Her heart jerked at the sight of the big semiautomatic pistol he pointed at the center of her chest. April fought not to cringe at the look of hatred on Brad’s handsome face.

			“You managed to put Collin in jail for murder,” he said. “But all he did was steal a little money. He never would have had the guts to kill David.”

			Her pulse was throbbing, her heart thumping wildly. “You did it? You were the one who killed him?”

			“That’s right. Collin means everything to me. He’s the only person who ever gave a damn about me. And you destroyed him. You destroyed both of us.”

			Her mind was spinning, trying to connect the dots and at the same time figure out a way to get control of the gun.

			“So you and Collin...you’re together? Not Collin and Peggy?”

			He grunted. “People are so easy to dupe. ‘If David was murdered, his real killer needs to be brought to justice,’” he mimicked, repeating the words he had said at the fund-raiser. “What a load of drivel. Collin always had a weakness for the finer things. I didn’t know he was stealing until it was too late. When David found out, I knew it was him or Collin. I chose Collin.”

			She stared at the gun and tried to stay calm. “Why did you come here, Brad? Collin confessed to the murder. He told the police he did it alone. You were safe.”

			“Thanks to you, he’ll be in jail for years and I’ll be alone. I want you to pay for what you’ve done.” He lifted the pistol, pointed it at her head. It was now or never.

			When a noise outside drew Brad’s attention for an instant, April sprang forward, knocking his hand into the air, the pistol discharging with a roar, the bullet smashing through the window above the kitchen sink. The blast echoed in her ears as she and Brad crashed to the floor.

			April gripped his wrist with both hands and fought for control of the weapon, but he was bigger and stronger and she could feel him gaining the edge. She gritted her teeth and held on with all of her strength, but he was winning, forcing the gun around, pushing the barrel toward her heart. She had seconds to live.

			She clamped down on her fear and continued to fight, heard the back door crashing open and saw Jonah rushing into the kitchen. He grabbed Brad by the back of the neck and jerked him off of her, kicked the weapon out of his hand with a big black motorcycle boot, and smashed a fist into Brad’s handsome face.

			Brad went down hard, blood spurting from his nose and mouth. He managed to roll to his feet, lowered his head and charged, his shoulder hitting Jonah in the stomach, carrying him backward into the refrigerator. Jonah jerked him up and threw a punch that sent Brad flying. He slid down the wall, slumped on the kitchen floor, and his eyes rolled back in his head. Unconscious, he didn’t get up.

			April’s heart hammered as Jonah knelt beside him. Turning him onto his stomach, Jonah cuffed Brad’s hands behind his back with a plastic cable tie Jonah took out of his jeans pocket. Brad groaned but didn’t move.

			Rising, Jonah strode the distance between them and pulled her into his arms. “You okay?”

			She clutched his shoulders and managed to nod.

			“You scared me to death,” he said, burying his face in her hair. “I heard the gunshot. As I ran around back, I saw him through the window.” A shudder ran through his tall frame. “I was afraid I’d be too late.”

			April clung to him, fighting to hold back tears.

			His hold subtly tightened. “It’s okay, baby. Everything’s going to be all right.” Pulling out his cell, he dialed 911 and gave the dispatcher the address of the town house.

			April couldn’t stop trembling. She felt like crying, but swallowed her tears instead. She looked up at Jonah. “It was Brad, not Collin. Collin is a thief but not a killer. Brad murdered David to protect him.”

			Jonah nodded but didn’t let go. Police sirens wailed in the distance. Jonah kissed her softly on the lips. “I’ve missed you, baby. I can’t tell you how much.”

			“I’ve missed you, too, Jonah. So much.”

			He caught her chin and tipped it up, forcing her to look into his face. “I’ve never cheated on a woman I was involved with. I wouldn’t cheat on you, April. Give me a chance to prove it.”

			She looked at him and a tear rolled down her cheek. “I want to be with you, Jonah. I’m miserable without you.”

			“Yeah, baby. Me, too.” Jonah wiped away a drop of wetness with the edge of his thumb, then he leaned down and very softly kissed her.

			With Jonah’s solid frame around her, protecting her, everything inside her seemed to settle and fall into place. They were right together. She should have seen it before.

			Instead of being afraid she was making the wrong decision, April had never felt so safe.
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			Until Midnight

			by Kat Martin

			CHAPTER ONE

			Dallas, Texas

			SHE KNEW WHO he was. The only man at the gala in a black tuxedo and shiny black alligator cowboy boots. Chase Garrett. The man she intended to hire to help her find her missing brother.

			Harper Winston had known Chase since the day her father had thrown an obnoxiously extravagant party in honor of her sixteenth birthday.

			Chase had attended with her older brother, Michael. She had spotted Chase in a swimsuit standing next to the pool, tall, with a lean, hard-muscled body, whiskey-brown eyes and thick, dark blond hair. In the sun it had gleamed like pirate’s gold.

			Aside from the close-trimmed beard along a jaw that had hardened with maturity, Chase hadn’t changed. He still had the perfectly symmetrical features of a movie star combined with a toughness that appealed to a legion of women.

			Now that she was thirty, Chase thirty-five, Harper still found him ridiculously attractive, though he’d never given her more than a passing glance.

			He didn’t notice her tonight, though she wore an elegant strapless black gown that hugged her slender curves and set off the pale blond hair she wore long and slightly turned under, framing her face. She glanced over to where he stood next to a stunning brunette, a successful lawyer in Dallas, the typical sort of woman Chase dated. Self-made career women, professors, bankers, stockbrokers. Not someone like her, the daughter of a wealthy Texas businessman, a woman who had attended Sarah Lawrence along with a bevy of other rich socialites from around the country.

			It didn’t matter that she was nothing like they were. That she hadn’t the least interest in society. Her interests lay in the business world, in Elemental Chic, the company she had started, a line of affordable, stylish and well-made casual clothing and accessories.

			She wasn’t cut out for teaching or social work, she had discovered during a year of volunteer work in South America, an adventure she had undertaken mostly because her father disapproved.

			Harvard Business School was where she was meant to be, she had grudgingly conceded. As her father had insisted and was eager to pay for—business being one of the few interests she and Knox Winston, a self-made multimillionaire, had in common.

			Unlike her father, Chase Garrett came from old money, which he disdained, though he and his two brothers had inherited a not-so-small fortune from Bass Garrett, Chase’s dad.

			Harper lifted a champagne flute off a passing waiter’s tray and took a sip. Chase might not notice her tonight, but he was the reason she was there. She hadn’t seen him in years, but when she had read in the newspaper that he would be attending the gala, she’d seized the opportunity. She wanted to see the man he had become, the man she would be facing tomorrow.

			It didn’t matter what he thought of her as a woman. She needed his professional assistance. Her brother was in trouble. She knew it deep in her soul. Mikey had disappeared, and Chase was among the few people she trusted to help her find him.

			Chase owned Maximum Security, a firm that specialized in private investigation, bail enforcement, personal protection, business and residential security. She had done her homework, knew he had offices in Phoenix and San Diego as well as here in Dallas. Chase was wildly successful, his reputation impeccable.

			No matter his opinion of her, he had once been a close friend of her brother’s, a man Michael trusted completely. She needed Chase’s help, and she was determined to convince him.

			She wouldn’t give up until she did.

			 

			STANDING NEXT TO CHASE, Marla Chambers, his date for the evening, took a drink of her martini. “You don’t look like you’re having a very good time,” she said. “Should I be insulted?”

			His mouth edged up. “Sorry. I was thinking about a case. I can’t seem to get it off my mind.”

			“The missing teenage girl?”

			He’d mentioned her earlier. He nodded. “Tammy Bennett. Her parents think she’s been kidnapped. They’ve managed to convince the police, who are in the middle of an all-out search. I think she’s a runaway.”

			“Are you working for the parents?”

			“No. I just happened to hear something on the street today. I’d like to check it out.”

			She eyed him with speculation. “And you’re wishing you were doing that now instead of being here with me.”

			He hated to admit she was right. His gaze ran over the attractive redheaded lawyer he had been seeing for the past couple of weeks. He enjoyed Marla’s company. Enjoyed her in bed. But it wasn’t serious for either of them, and he kept thinking of the missing fourteen-year-old, a story that had been all over the news.

			“She’s just a kid. If my source is right, she’s in very big trouble, and I might be able to find her.”

			“I don’t suppose you could let the police handle it.”

			“I could. I need to check it out first, make sure the tip is real.”

			Marla shook her head, went up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “Then you’d better go.”

			“What about you? You don’t look like you’re ready to leave.”

			“I’m a big girl. I’ll stay awhile longer, catch a cab when it’s time to go home.”

			Chase set his scotch down on one of the linen-draped tables. “Thanks, Marla. I appreciate this.”

			“Call me tomorrow. Let me know what happens.”

			“If I’m right, you’ll see it on the news.” Chase left Marla chatting with a friend and headed for the door. As he made his way through the throng of elegantly dressed men and women, an attractive blonde caught his eye. Slender figure, porcelain skin, big blue eyes. She looked familiar.

			As the puzzle pieces slid together, he recognized her, Harper Winston, the younger sister of his best friend in college. As a teenager, Harper had been pretty. Looking at her tonight, seeing her for the first time in years, he realized she had grown into a beautiful woman.

			Unfortunately, she was a Winston. Her father, Knox Winston, was one of his least favorite people. Ruthless in business, his crooked dealings had made him a very wealthy man. But worse than his shady business enterprises was the mental abuse he’d heaped on his son that had put Michael on a downward spiral into drugs. And effectively destroyed his friendship with Chase.

			Chase had steered clear of the Winstons ever since. He remembered hearing Harper had moved to Houston some years back. After that, he’d lost track of her and Michael, and he intended to keep it that way.

			Though he had to admit as he took in Harper’s sleek curves and shiny silver-blond hair, he wouldn’t mind taking her to bed.

			Even if the lady was of a similar mind, renewing his connection with the Winstons was the last thing he wanted. Besides, as he thought back on it, Harper had a reputation for being as cool and remote as she looked.

			On his way out the door, he passed her. For an instant, her gorgeous blue eyes slid over him, and Chase felt a jolt of heat he hadn’t expected. He wouldn’t pursue it. Sleeping with Harper Winston, no matter how good it might be, just wasn’t worth it.

			His thoughts returned to the task ahead, and Chase headed for the valet stand, a harsh October wind whipping against him on the way. He needed to get home and change. He couldn’t go to the Double Eagle dressed in a tuxedo—the bar was in Old East Dallas, one of the meanest sections of the city.

			Earlier that day as a favor to Jason Maddox, a PI in his office who was looking for a bail skip, he had contacted one of his sources. During the conversation, his informant had mentioned the missing girl. Bennie had figured the tip was worth money, and if it turned into anything, Chase would gladly pay him.

			It didn’t take long to reach the high-rise building on Pearl Street where he lived. He parked his silver Mercedes in the garage next to the brown Dodge Ram pickup he used for work.

			Taking the elevator up to the seventeenth floor, he stepped into the entry and crossed the high-ceiling living room. An oversize sofa in a nubby cream fabric, dark brown throw pillows and lots of dark wood gave the condo a masculine tone that suited him. Stylized contemporary western art hung on the walls.

			With thirty-five hundred square feet of space, a spectacular view of the city, and a big terrace that opened off the living and master bedrooms, the condo was expensive and worth every dime.

			Changing out of the tux, he pulled on a pair of worn jeans, a frayed blue denim shirt and a pair of scuffed cowboy boots. He retrieved the little .380 he carried when he wanted a weapon he could easily conceal, clipped the holster onto his belt behind his back and pulled his shirttail down over it.

			It didn’t take long to reach the bar. The Dodge was ten years old, a few dents here and there, the paint a little faded, which helped it blend in. But the tires were new, and under the hood, the rebuilt engine ran like a scalded dog. He parked it on the street half a block from the bar and hoped the truck wouldn’t get jacked.

			Looking at the trash on the sidewalk, broken beer bottles, used hypodermic needles, and drunks asleep in the gutter, part of him hoped his information was wrong and the girl wasn’t there.

			The other half hoped like hell she was.

			If he got lucky, maybe he could get her out of there.
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