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CHAPTER ONE

	It’s Thanksgiving Eve, and for many, that’s a good time to put up a tree. To me, it’s a good time to stuff my face with chocolate, Cheetos, and strawberries while watching TV, preferably naked with Kane. That’s the plan. And it’s a good one. But first, comfy leggings, a warm sweater, an airport and a chopper out of the city and to the Hamptons. Because, in an odd twist of events, just one week after I stabbed Roger Griffin, my former profiling mentor turned serial killer, to death, we’re having Thanksgiving with my police chief brother. Logically, you’d think that’s because Kane and Andrew getting rid of Roger’s body together was a bonding experience, right? 

	Wrong.

	They did whatever they did with the body and then they went back to hating each other, especially after Andrew saw the big rock Kane had put on my finger—that’s still on my finger, where it will stay. “Are you crazy?” he’d demanded and then scowled. “Never mind. You just stabbed a man twenty times. Yes. You are fucking crazy.”

	“Fucking?” I’d challenged. “Now you’re cursing like a sailor, Andrew. Shame on you.”

	He’d glared at me and then Kane before charging away to fight crime, but two days later, he’d still taken my call, and agreed to join us for Thanksgiving dinner. And Kane agreed to such an invitation for one reason and that reason is not me. He’s worried Andrew is flipping the fuck out over the dead body. He wants to assess him. Still, I say it’s the bonding thing. It’s going to happen. I feel it in my Lilah fucking Love bones. At least, in some alternate universe.

	Kane, looking just as much the hot Latin king of the oil world that he is in jeans and a sweater as he does his custom suits, catches my hand and we head toward our departure gate. An hour from now, we’ll be out of the city and in the Hamptons and that much closer to Thanksgiving Eve paradise. We make it all of two steps toward the doors leading outside and to our chopper, when my cellphone rings. I snake it from my favorite Chanel trench coat and grimace at the number. “It’s Director Murphy,” I say and decline the call. “I’m not taking it. I’m on vacation.” 

	“Good decision,” Kane approves, but already my cell is ringing again. 

	“Damn it.” I grimace, and my gaze lifts to the television above the waiting area.

	I catch Kane’s arm and drag him to a halt. “Kane,” I say, my voice strained. 

	He glances down at me and then follows the lift of my chin, where a ghost of a man that should be dead is now on the TV. Pocher, our sworn enemy, a powerful man in the Society, or what some call the Deep State, is being interviewed by a newscaster. Pocher, who Kane’s man killed under the guise of the Umbrella Man killings. 

	“Tell me that’s a rerun,” I say, my throat thick with ten flavors of anger just seeing that man’s face. “It has to be a rerun,” I add. “He’s dead. He’s been dead for seven weeks.”

	Kane's expression tightens and he motions to a member of the staff to turn up the volume, already guiding me toward the screen. My cell is ringing again and I’m still ignoring it. 

	“The world is shocked right now,” the newscaster is saying. “We all thought you were dead.”

	“My brother is dead,” Pocher says. “He was staying at my house at the time of the attack. Everyone simply assumed it was me who was murdered.”

	“Then why not just tell us that?” the newscaster asks. “Why let us believe you were dead?”

	“An abundance of caution,” he states. “The person who killed my brother was assumed by authorities to have been the serial killer called the Umbrella Man.”

	“He’s dead,” the newscaster points out. “Any residual danger has been removed for weeks.”

	“While that is true, someone in my position is an easy target. My private security team has assured me I’m safe, thus why I’ve now resurfaced.” 

	Pocher ordered the assassination of my mother. She’s dead. He’s alive “That bastard just won’t go away. He won’t die.” I glance at Kane. “That man made a deal with the devil. Maybe he is the devil.”

	“The devil we know, Lilah,” he says. “I can handle Pocher.” 

	I don’t like that answer. It implies a line between me and him, my badge between me and him, which has always been his way of dealing with things, all of which was to end when I put this ring on my finger. “Of course. You can handle him. King Kane.”

	“Lilah—”

	“Do not tell me I wear a badge, Kane, which makes this yours to handle, because I swear to you that if you do, I will lose my shit. Honesty no matter what the cost,” I add, repeating our vow to each other. 

	He grabs my jacket and pulls me to him. “Careful what you demand, beautiful. You might not like the results.”

	“You promised me.”

	“I know that.”

	“Do you?” I challenge but I don’t give him time to reply. “No more secrets, Kane.”

	His eyes darken, a tic in his jaw. 

	My cellphone rings. “That will be Murphy again,” I say. “Obviously we now know why he was calling me. I have to take it.” 

	His expression tightens and he releases me, and he does so a little too easily. He doesn’t like this conversation. He never does. 

	I’m angry with him and like the perfect adult I am, I give him my back glance at caller ID and confirm my caller before I answer with, “Director Murphy. How did we not know this?”

	“A man with money and power can make a lot of things happen. Speaking of, does Kane know?”

	The question almost certainly confirms what Kane has been telling me all along. Murphy, a high-ranking member of the FBI, supports my relationship with Kane, someone the FBI has long tried to prove is a criminal as was his father, with motive. He sees Kane’s power and influence as a weapon to use against the Society. “Kane doesn’t work for your task force, Director,” I say offering nothing more.

	“Of course not,” Murphy says dryly. “And as for what comes next. Death was too good for that man. We’ll make him pay for his sins.”

	“Is that your grown-up Christmas list or do you have a plan?” 

	“A question for after the holiday. Happy Thanksgiving, Special Agent Love.” And with that, the asshole hangs up.

	I rotate to face Kane, who hasn’t moved, the very stubbornness of his position in denial of any withdrawal on his part. He never gave up on me. Ever. And when he put this ring on my finger and I said yes to marrying him, I made a decision to do the same with him. I’m still pissed at him but to hell with fighting. I step into him. “The sooner we leave, the sooner we can be alone where we can fight this out properly, and I can win just as properly.” 

	 His eyes darken with approval and his arm slides around me as we head to the chopper. 

	Soon we’ll be in the Hamptons, and no doubt, so will Pocher.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Kane settles into the chopper seat next to me and I don’t miss the flex of his jaw, the tension in his shoulders, that has nothing to do with our tense words. It’s about pain that he would voice, the result of the wounds created by the two blades shoved into his shoulders by Roger, meant to paralyze his arms, still only a week old. He yanks his seatbelt across his chest and I catch it and insert it for him. I might still be fuming a bit over our conversations, but I will protect him. I would kill for him. And we both know it. I used to think the problem for us was his ability to kill for me. Now I lean toward my ability to kill in general being a problem. The fact that it often doesn’t feel like a problem is an even bigger problem. 

	That part of me, the killer I’ve believed I could be since that night on the beach years ago, is becoming colder and more comfortable, freer. That’s exactly why I lean in and press my lips to Kane’s. I need to feel something. I need to be human right now. He cups my head and kisses me the way only Kane can kiss me, and thank God, emotion stirs inside me, all the emotions a girl should feel when a man like Kane Mendez kisses her. He pulls back and stares down at me, knowledge in his eyes. He knows me. He knows what I’m battling but he hasn’t forced me to talk. I’m back to him knowing me. I need conversation like I need a hole in my head right now. 

	And when the kiss is over, and he’s firmly reminded me that yes, I am still human, I do still have emotions, he settles back in his seat. And so do I. I lower my head to the cushion when another time I’d pull out the cold case files that are part of my job. Murphy told me to pick my case, but what he meant was to look for cases that connect to the Society. I’m just not sure that really gets us anywhere, and I’m not exactly a spin-my-wheels-for-nothing kind of agent. 

	But my mind is on murder. Oh yes, it so fucking is.

	The swoosh of the chopper blades and the hum of the engine lifting us off the ground transports me back to the moment when I’d launched myself at Roger and started stabbing him. Over and over, I stabbed him. And then he was dead. He is dead, there is no coming back from that, and the blood is still warm on my hands. He’d stabbed Kane. He’d bragged about killing all those innocent victims. He’d bragged about killing my mother at the direction of the Society, which means Pocher. And he’d assured me I was a killer like him. I’d happily proven him right. 

	My mind goes to my father, and his reaction to me being raped. “At least they didn’t kill you.” He knows the Society killed Mom, I know he knows, that statement tells me he knows, and still, still, he’s with them, using them for power and political office. I think of her beauty, her kindness, her goodness, that was too good for him, and me. I’m like him and he’ll know that soon when I make him pay for his part in all of this. 

	I’m not sure how much time passes before Kane squeezes my leg and I jolt awake, instantly aware of his warning me of the imminent landing. It’s not long before we’re on the ground, deboarding, and heading inside the airport together. There was a time when I’d have been concerned about the gossip we stir, but that time isn’t now. I still can’t say that Kane and I are good for each other, but I simply don’t care anymore. We fit together. I always knew this, of course, from the moment I met him, but that was the problem. I saw my addiction to a man as notorious as Kane Mendez as a judgement on my character. Back when I wasn’t willing to take responsibility for who, and what, I am.

	Once our bags are in hand, we step outside, an early fluttering of snowflakes in the air and dusting our shoulders, but our pace is steady, relaxed. In control. I like this about Kane. He’s always in control. Control is good and it’s not long before we're inside the sporty black Mercedes he favors here on the island. He cranks the engine to a low, smooth hum and I’m remarkably happy to be here. It is the home to both of my crimes. My mind flashes back to the night I killed Roger. To me standing naked in the shower with Kane as he washed the blood off of me, my new diamond on my hand. We didn’t speak then, either. But when he pulls us onto the road, it’s hard not to be back on that boat where he proposed, and I killed Roger. “I don’t feel guilty.” 

	There’s a slight shift to the air, but Kane’s reply is nothing short of nonchalant. “And that bothers you,” he assumes. God, he knows me. 

	“I am an FBI agent. I should feel something different. I shouldn’t feel—”

	He glances over at me. “I’m not the person you pause with, Lilah. You know that. Finish the sentence.”

	“I felt guilt after killing that man on the beach. He raped me and I still felt guilt. I don’t this time, Kane. I feel happy he’s dead. That doesn’t feel normal.” 

	He halts the car at our front gate and punches in a security code, glancing over at me to ask, “Normal by whose definition?”

	“My training. My textbooks,” I reply as he pulls us into the garage.

	“All right,” he says, killing the engine and turning to face me. “Then per some books, you’re not normal. First of all, I doubt seriously anyone who wrote those fucking books faced a serial killer who also killed their mother. And if you were normal, beautiful, I wouldn’t be in love with you. And before you tell me how dysfunctional that is, how dysfunctional we are, you are not one of them. I know that’s what you think. That you’re one of the killers you hunt, but you are not one of them.”

	“They’re drawn to me. Roger was drawn to me.” 

	“And therefore, you were able to kill him when someone else would have ended up dead. Do not let that bastard fuck with your head. He was drawn to you because you were a threat. He needed to control you and he failed.” 

	“Because it takes a killer to catch a killer?” I challenge.

	“You’re not a killer, Lilah. You do what’s necessary. You’re willing to kill when necessary. Two different things.”

	My cellphone rings and certain it must be Murphy again, I grab it to find my brother calling. “Andrew,” I say. “He must have heard about Pocher.”

	Kane’s lips flatten but he says nothing. He exits the car and I do the same, answering the call with, “You heard.”

	“I heard. Are you here?”

	“We just got to the house. Why?”

	“I have a dead body on my hands. I need you.”

	“What dead body?” I ask and Kane is instantly in view at the end of the car, watching me. I guess when you buried a body the last time you were here, the words dead body get your attention. “And why do you need me? You have like seventy people on staff,” I add.

	“A bride, Lilah. A woman in a wedding dress. I’m sure you can see why that makes me think of you.”

	My spine stiffens. “Text me the address,” I say and disconnect, and Kane appears by my side.

	“A dead bride, one week after you proposed, and the day we return to the island. The day Pocher reappears. There are no coincidences. This is not a coincidence.”

	“No,” he says, handing me the keys. “It is not.”

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	It’s so cold that if I were a guy, I’d be a girl right now, and anyone who doesn’t understand that statement is probably a woman no matter how cold it is outside. The seaside town of East Hampton just loves to spit up weather changes where there should be salt water and sunshine. One minute it seems I was on a boat, getting engaged to my crime lord boyfriend that swears he’s not a crime lord, and stabbing to death my old mentor turned serial killer. The next, or so it seems, I’m here, freezing my ass off, climbing the mile-long staircase to one of the hundreds of overstated mansions clustered around the island, preparing to read the scene of a dead bride. 

	At the top of the steps, I reach the second layer of crime scene tape and the cop standing there—a tall, thin dude, who would only scare a chihuahua—no scratch that, chihuahuas are annoyingly loud and fearless. Let me start again. A tall thin dude, who would scare no one, greets me with, “Lilah fucking Love. What are you doing here?”
I don’t know him. If I’ve ever met him, I don’t remember him. I don’t try to remember him, not after that stupid question. “I heard they have those chocolate cupcakes with that perfect creamy icing on top,” I say all sweet, something I do well, despite what others might claim. I scowl. “What the fuck do you think I’m doing here? I’m a profiler. There’s a dead bride. Unless you’re standing guard at the wrong wedding?”

	Now he scowls. “You’re such a bitch, Lilah.”

	“I’m appalled that you just said that. I will have you know that I am a perfect fucking angel and just for that, you don’t get a cupcake.” I start to move away from him and hesitate. “Where are all the guests?”

	“There’s no wedding or cupcakes,” he snaps. “There’s a woman wearing a wedding dress.”

	 “Because she already got married, she’s about to be married, or she likes to play Barbie at home, and takes it too far?”

	He scowls and it’s the most remarkable thing about him aside from his uniform. The uniform used to be enough for me to respect and remember a person. Then I found out people like me used to wear the same one, too. 

	“I have no idea,” he says. “I just hold the yellow line.”

	I don’t comment. There’s nothing else to say. I duck under the tape and head up the stairs of the fancy Hamptons mansion, called here by my brother, the police chief. He’s been trying to bond with me since burying a body for me, but it hasn’t worked. Somehow that doesn’t surprise me or most likely him. I’d call Andrew, and our late mother, the cherry blossoms of the family, while me and Dad are figs. A lot of people don’t know that wasps feed off figs and then get stuck inside and die. 

	Once I reach the front door and flash my badge at another uniform, I don’t even consider shedding my trench coat. I’m not staying. I pull on gloves and booties I’ve brought with me in my field bag at my hip and deal with yet another uniform. Rather painlessly for once, I’m past the tape. Once inside the towering foyer with a fancy chandelier above me, Andrew is charging toward me. 

	My brother is tall, with blond hair, and good looking enough to make his pukey tan-colored uniform look good and that’s saying a lot. Tonight though, he’s in jeans and a T-shirt that hugs lots of muscles. I guess I hadn’t noticed that big bro’s been working out. Samantha, the bimbo who fucked Kane when we were broken up and then who fucked Andrew, moved away. I wonder who the new girl is. It’s my sisterly duty to find out. 

	“She scowls,” Andrew greets, stopping in front of me. “And here I thought a murder would make Thanksgiving Eve.” 

	“It might. Did someone get it right and kill Pocher properly this time?” 

	“Not only is he alive,” he comments dryly, “I got a call on the way over here. He’s putting on a fundraiser mid-December for Dad for the Governor runoff in January. Dad wants us to attend.”

	Of course, Andrew and I still haven’t talked about the elephant in the room: Pocher, a man close to our father, ordering Mom’s death. For now, I snort and change the subject. “Right. Whatever. I’m not even having Thanksgiving with him. I’m not attending a fundraiser. Back to the murder. What do I need to know?”

	“Aside from the wedding dress and the timing of the murder, the victim was scheduled for a big New Year’s Eve wedding here on the island. She’s fresh. Time of death in the past two hours.”

	“Who called it in?”

	“Anonymous caller, muffled, male voice.” 

	“And?”

	“And what?” he counters.

	“That’s it? That’s all you have for me?”

	“I’ve been tied up on another case. I called in the medical examiner and CSI. Now we have you.” 

	“So really this could be a simple murder, probably predictable and jealousy-driven. This sounds boring.”

	“Only you would call murder boring, Lilah,” he grumbles, holding up a hand. “And I told you why you’re here. And don’t make a rebuttal. There are no coincidences. Isn’t that what you always say?”

	I decide to do what I never do for anyone. I comfort him, but then he’s my brother, who just got rid of a body for me. “Pocher thinks the serial killer killed his brother,” I say, and then change to a distraction strategy. “Go have a whiskey or a woman or something. Who replaced that bitch Samantha?” 

	His eyes cut right and down. “Oh fuck. I thought the wicked witch moved away? She’s back, isn’t she? Or did she even leave at all?” 

	“Really, Lilah?” Andrew snaps. “We’re going at it here and now, at a crime scene?” 

	“That’s a yes to her being back or never really leaving,” I say. “Well, this is good news about dinner tomorrow. Now you and Kane can bond over fucking the same woman, and burying the same body.” 

	He scrubs his jaw and glares at me, big hands settling on his hips. “I need to deal with a couple of influential neighbors freaking out at this very moment. Officer North is lead on this case. He’s new and probably competent. Talk to him.”

	“Probably?”

	“Five days on the job, in from the city.”

	“Home of the dirty, dirty boys,” I say, thinking of all the ways we’ve seen Pocher, and the Society, influence the NYPD. “Good hire, Andrew. And if this case is such a big deal, why send a five-day rookie to work the scene?” 

	“He’s not a rookie. He’s got experience, Lilah, and he’s also used to the likes of you.”

	“Which means what?”

	“A fucking nightmare.”

	“And proud of it,” I comment.

	He scowls. “Look at the crime scene.” 

	“I’ll look,” I say. “Then I’ll hand it over to the rookie and go home to watch a movie and eat Cheetos with Kane.”

	His brow furrows. “It’s really hard to imagine Kane eating Cheetos.”

	“It’s all about where you place the Cheetos.”

	“Oh hell, Lilah. Too much information. I can’t take it.” He steps around me and toward the door, but I’m not done with him. 

	“If you marry her, make her wear a mask at the wedding so I can pretend she’s not the bitch we both know she is!” 

	He doesn’t even shoot me the finger. He just exits the house and leaves. It’s shocking he even said the word fuck. He’s so predictable. He’s so good, too good. How does he ever solve a crime? I don’t have that problem. No one would call me good. Ever. Not even Kane Mendez. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	 My brother is rude enough to leave me hunting for a dead body by myself when most would say for the Love family, such a thing should be a family affair. But I handle it. I flag down one of the CSI guys, who points me through a squared archway. The fact that CSI is here, in from Hauppauge, a trip that with communication and travel would take at least two hours, and I was in the air only forty-five minutes ago, may or may not tell me that my brother hesitated before he called me. I’m not sure that tells me much about his motives, but I will find out. He can bet his ass I’ll climb inside that pretty little head of his and rip everything I need right out. Keeping him in line is my sisterly duty.

	Setting aside Andrew for now, I enter what looks like a basic high-end den. The décor theme seems to be ridiculously expensive leather furnishings that look just like the less expensive alternative brand that in this town would be shunned around these parts. 

	The Hamptons is all about judgement. 

	This room is about judgment. 

	What it’s not is the keeper of the body. Voices lift from just beyond yet another archway and I begin following them. What hits me in that moment is my complete absence of anticipation. Not that long ago, the moments before I’d set foot in the presence of a dead body, adrenaline would surge with the certainty that death would soon consume me. That feeling is gone and I don’t even remember when that happened. For a moment, I’m back on that beach from years ago now, drugged and insane with emotion, stabbing my attacker as Kane tried to question him. 

	I changed that night. I tried to run from it, but I never had the chance. Maybe because I didn’t actually change at all. I simply lost the ability to fully contain what was already inside me. But that is for later. For now, I enter a large kitchen and hit the motherload. 

	Right there between the kitchen table and a granite island lies the deceased, a thirty-something woman in a wedding dress: brunette, obviously tall, even in a fetal position, with blood staining her mouth, neck, and the front of her dress. 

	I flash my badge at the two people standing over her: a tall, dark-haired man I age to about thirty-six, in a Officer’s uniform and a pretty, also thirty-something, blonde female.

	“Special Agent Lilah Love,” I say, and I don’t always say the special. It just feels too special, but what the hell. “I’m here at Police Chief Love’s request,” I add. 

	“The big time Special Agent Love, profiler and sister to the police chief,” the man says. “Yes. We expected you.”

	I glance at his name tag that reads North. So far I don’t hate him. “What do we know?” I ask, but I’m far more eager to let that woman on the floor talk to me than these two.

	He motions for me to join him back in the den. In other words, I was too optimistic about not hating him. We’re about to play politics and egos. I really fucking hate politics and egos. 

	“Let’s not,” I say. “I have plans that don’t include staying long. I’m here as a favor. Tell me about the victim.” 

	His lips press together and he motions to the other room again. I sigh and just do it. I play the game, the one where he makes sure I know he has the bigger cock, even though I don’t have a cock at all. I back into the den and he’s right there, towering a good foot over me. “I’m wondering what you know that I don’t know,” he says. “Why are you in on this one?”

	The wedding dress, I think. Or my brother doesn’t trust him. Actually, I’m not sure my brother even trusts me. “Did my brother warn you that I get along with dead people better than most officers?” I ask. 

	“He did, actually.”

	“Then we can agree it’s in our best interests that I interact with the woman on the floor, not you. That said, let's get what we have to out of the way. What do we know about the victim?” 

	His lips tighten but he answers. “Emma Wells,” he says. “Thirty-eight-year-old interior designer. She and her husband, Gibson Wells, bought this house right after you moved to L.A. He’d become the ‘it’ accountant for the rich and famous. They’d been here six months, and he’d really just hit big in his career when he died of a heart attack at only forty-five.”

	Young, I think, but more common than most want to believe. “How long ago was that?” I ask, because yes, I could guess based on when I left and returned, but you never guess or assume in police work. Too often expected timelines don’t connect.

	“A year ago.”

	“She moved on fast,” I comment. “Who’s she marrying?” 

	“Morgan Rockport,” he replies. “His dad is Barry Rockport. He was a big banking executive before he passed a few years ago.” Morgan isn’t familiar, but Barry stirs a memory I can’t quite catch. For now, I focus on the more important Rockport. “What else do we know about Morgan?” I ask.

	“Morgan apparently went to some prep school and then Harvard. And now he’s an attorney for the rich and famous. Yes, there is a theme here, but as you know, perhaps irrelevant, as it’s a common one in East Hampton.”

	I still don’t know how I know Morgan Rockport, but I move on. For now. “Where is Rockport now?” 

	“San Francisco on business. We haven’t been able to reach him. Agent Love—”

	“Why’d you leave a city of opportunity to come to a small town?”

	“I left the city of corruption to work with your brother,” he says and adds, “He’s a good man.”

	“And the son of the future governor?” I challenge. 

	There’s a flash of something in his eyes I can’t quite identify and he says, “If he wins.”

	“Do you know my father?”

	His lips press together. He does that a lot. It’s like a poker tell. Something I won’t like is coming. Something he doesn’t want to tell me. Or maybe he needs some Chapstick. “I was on his security detail for six months.”

	It’s definitely a poker tell. 

	“Of course you were,” I say, and that look is back in his eyes, the one I can’t quite identify.

	“Officer North,” someone says from behind me. “We need you.”

	He lifts a hand over my shoulder. “I’ll be right there,” he calls out, but his attention is on me. “I respect your father and your brother. I’m not sure what to make of you.”

	“Don’t you?” I challenge. 

	He studies me long and hard and then mumbles, “I’ll be back,” and steps around me. 

	I rotate and stare after him and decide I still don’t actually hate him, which surprises me. That’s rare. But something is off with him. 

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	I don’t love obvious moves, but my next move is pretty darn obvious. I walk back into the kitchen. 

	The pretty blonde woman is squatting next to the body, intently studying the victim’s neck. She doesn’t look up. She doesn’t notice me, which works just fine. My attention is on the woman sprawled on the floor, who can no longer speak, but she can tell us a story. The would-be bride, I don’t know which as of yet. Notably though is the fact that’s she’s in an extravagant dress, with sheer lace and little roses, with not a stroke of makeup on. There’s a bottle of water open, on its side, drained out, just like the woman we can assume held that bottle. Or it could have been someone else. 

	“Agent Love.” The blonde woman has noticed me and pops to her feet. “You’re back. I’m Danica Day, the new deputy medical examiner from Suffolk county.”

	“And your name is Danica Day,” I say flatly.

	“Yes.” Her spine stiffens defensively. “It is.” 

	“Let me guess, it’s a stage name and you want to be an actress.”

	“Actually,” she bristles, “I come from a long line of medical professionals. My mother and father are surgeons. My sister is an OBGYN.”

	“But you came here to be an actress.”

	“I didn’t. I modeled, but—” 

	“But now you see dead people, right?” I say dryly. “You’re too pretty to do this job. Go back to modeling.” I kneel next to the body, missing Beth right about now, who would be here if she wasn’t still in Paris, playing footsie with one of Kane’s men. He was protecting her when the Umbrella Man, Roger, targeted her. Now they’re just having fun. And I’m searching for the source of the blood.

	DD, as I decide to call the supermodel medical examiner, kneels across from me and she’s still talking about all the wrong things. “Modeling was a college thing. It paid for my tuition. And you’re pretty too, you know? And from what I hear, I might see dead people, but you see killers, very, very clearly.” 

	My gaze lifts sharply to hers, with what feels like some sort of Society-driven insider information. As if she knows I’ve killed. They know I’ve killed. They sent my first kill to me. The man who raped me and meant to kill me, but Kane got back into town early. He saved me, pulled him off me. No. I saved me. I killed that monster. And then Kane buried the body or whatever he did with it. I open my mouth to ask her if Pocher placed her in my path, but bite back an attack. Sometimes I do like to play it smooth. “Don’t hit on me. I’m not into girls, but more power to you and all.” For me, that’s smooth. 

	She laughs nervously. I’m good at making people nervous. It works for me, especially if I think they’re linked to the Society. Nerves make people ramble. It makes them tell me things they don’t mean to tell me. “Neither am I,” she says, “but Jesus, you really are intense.” 

	I don’t comment. I’m back to looking for the source of the blood, which seems to be some sort of eruption in the woman’s throat. “Poison?” I glance at DD again. “Or an aneurysm in her neck?” 

	“I won’t know until I get her back to the lab, but I’ve never seen anything like this.” She waves a gloved finger above the rupture. “This doesn’t read like poison or an aneurysm doing this. It’s almost as if she had a sharp object explode from the inside out.”

	 My brows dip. “An explosion from the inside?” I glance at the water bottle and back to her. “Like she swallowed needles or something along that line?” 

	“A pin wouldn’t cause this kind of rupture. A razor would be too big to swallow. Like I said, I need to get back to the lab and see what I find.”

	“When will you do the autopsy?”

	“Friday.”

	“I want to be there.” I reach in my bag at my hip and snap up a card that I hand to her. “Text me the time and details.”

	“Of course.” She reaches in her jacket and hands me her card. I snap a photo. “Keep it,” I say, already keying her number in my phone with a contact that reads: DD the Model.

	“Special Agent Love.”

	I glance behind me to find a uniform standing under the archway. “Kane Mendez is asking for you.”

	I don’t react. I’m not shocked. I doubt anyone on this island is shocked that Kane is here or anywhere he wants to be. He all but owns the island and most people attribute that to the cartel that his father, and now his uncle, thankfully still runs. At one point, he went MIA and the cartel was immediately in turmoil and on Kane’s doorstep. Not good, when law enforcement wants to prove Kane runs it, not his uncle. Until recently, that included my brother. I’m pretty sure burying a body with Kane ended that part of our family drama. 

	And yet, Kane respects my badge, sometimes more than I do, which means if this wasn’t urgent, he’d wait for me to come home. He knows something I need to know. 

	“I’ll be right there,” I tell the uniform and a niggle in my mind has me turning back to the body. I study the victim, the woman who can no longer speak to me, but yet, she is. The dress is bothering me. It’s loose, too big, as if it’s not zipped up in the back. I walk around the body and kneel to find it is in fact zipped up.

	North walks back into the room and I glance up at him. “Either that dress is not hers, or it’s not been altered yet,” I say, standing again. “Find out which.” I don’t give him time to reply. I walk past him and head for the exit, fully intending to leave him behind. 

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	North is going south fast.

	My booties and gloves go in the trash by the door, and I jog down the steps, the snow gone for now, but the cold bitingly present. So is North. He catches up with me. He just won’t go away, and says, “Good catch on the wedding dress.”

	“It’s not a good catch unless it is a catch. It might be her dress.” I stop and face him. “Do you know what they say about little bitches?” 

	He blinks. “What? What are you talking about, Special Agent Love?” 

	“Sometimes little bitches dress up like officers and talk in circles because they’re afraid to just get to the point. Say what you want to say.” 

	His jaw flexes. “Why is Kane Mendez at my crime scene?”

	My lips quirked. “Intimidated?”

	“Oh no. I’m not intimidated at all. If that’s what he intends—”

	“You are not even on his radar, North. I’d say try harder and maybe you could be, but that would give you false hope. Find out if it’s her dress.” I dismiss him with a turn of my shoulder and step downward. I start walking. He calls out, “He’s not immune to the law because you wear that rock on your hand. And you’re not immune to the law because of your badge.”

	I don’t reply. That would send the message that his threats are worthy of my concern. They’re not. He’s got an endgame and I’m not yet sure if it’s what it seems: to get me to go away. I pass the end of the stairway and duck under more yellow tape. 

	I find Kane, leaning on the hood of his black Taycan Porsche, seemingly oblivious to the cold. But then Kane is all about armor, the kind the likes of North can’t touch. I hurry toward him and huddle into my trench coat. He motions to the car to offer me shelter and I shake my head. “I need to get back. What do you have? And please tell me you don’t own the property or employ the victim. We’ve been there, done that once before.”

	He reaches in his coat and holds up an envelope. “What is it?”

	“A wedding invitation addressed to you and me.”

	“To you and me? Together?”

	“That’s right.”

	Considering we’ve been engaged all of a week and we’ve kept it low profile, I ask, “When did it come?”

	“Two days ago.” 

	“Do you know the bride or groom?”

	“Know of, yes. I know everyone in East Hampton, but know them? No.”

	“Did you know her ex-husband? Gibson Wells?”

	“Same. I don’t have any connection or personal involvement with him.” 

	“Then why did we get an invitation?”

	“That is the question,” he concurs. 

	“It feels like a message. Or a threat.” 

	“It could be,” he agrees cautiously. “Or not.” 

	“Or not,” I repeat and the not is what sticks with me. “I need to walk the crime scene.” I turn away and he catches my arm. 

	What strikes me in that moment is not the possessiveness of his touch that is so Kane Mendez. It’s my zero resistance to his touch, my willingness to allow him to turn me back to him, and just outside a crime scene. Never in our turbulent relationship have I just been with Kane, really with him. He notices, too, I see it in the narrowing of his eyes, the warmth there, and his soft whisper of, “Lilah.”

	Tension crackles between us, but this isn’t about sex as some might assume. It’s about trust. It’s about enemies, so damn many enemies that make that trust with anyone else impossible. “There’s a new officer named North. He’s in from New York. He suggested you’re here because you’re involved in the murder.”

	“And you said what?”

	“That he’s attention-grabbing and he’d have to try a lot harder to get on your radar.”

	Kane’s eyes narrow slightly. “They will always call me a criminal, Lilah. You knew that wouldn’t change when you put that ring on your finger.”

	“You’re right. I did. So, what’s the point? And before you answer, I wanted to get rid of my badge. I was tired of the bullshit it comes with, but you thought we both needed the restraint it creates.”

	“I said you and your badge keep me on the right side of things, Lilah. You are that badge. You’d bleed blue if I’d ever let that happen.” 

	I’m not so sure of that anymore, but I don’t correct him. I get back to business. “I’m not sure what I think of North,” I say, “but there’s a new medical examiner. Danica Day. She made a comment about me being a killer that hit me wrong.”

	“Like she knew something she wasn’t supposed to know?”

	“Exactly.”

	His hand falls away and as Kane does nothing without purpose, there’s a message there, a prelude to what comes next. “There’s a reason Murphy doesn’t even deny wanting us together. He believes together we’re dangerous to the Society. So does the Society.”

	I think of my father’s political career, backed by the Society, and how easily Kane has proven to be a thorn in their sides. He’s right. Together we can be dangerous to the Society and they know it. “And I fucking love it and so do you,” I say. 

	His lips quirk and I back away. “I have to go,” I say but I offer a reminder on my departure. “Officer North and Danica Day.”

	I don’t have to say more. He gets it. He’ll look into them his way. And I’ll look into them my way. Two sides of one coin. And for now, I have a murder to solve rather than commit, but if this case really is about me and Kane, that might change. 

	And I might be okay with that.

	Maybe normal is overrated.

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	I could focus on me. In a city that is all about ego, me is always the easiest answer. But I’m alive and the victim is dead. Someone chose her to die this night and she’s the star of this show. She’s earned that role the hard way.

	For this reason, when I step just inside the foyer, I tune out the forensic team milling about, forcing myself to slip into my Otherland, that place where there is nothing but me and the case. I glance toward the den that leads to the kitchen. It isn’t a short trip from the upstairs area, which is where a master bedroom would typically be located. Why would a woman in her precious, to be protected, wedding dress, walk downstairs in that dress just to get a bottle of water? 

	Medication. 

	She must have taken some sort of medication. It’s at least one logical answer. And perhaps she was giddy with joy and couldn’t bring herself to take it off. Or it wasn’t her actual wedding dress. Maybe it was a gift, a kinky game, and she was expecting her killer for sex, not death. Or perhaps she put it on downstairs. Perhaps it was just delivered and she just couldn’t wait to try it on.

	I flag down a CSI guy. “Have we found the clothes she was wearing before she put on the dress?”

	“Not down here,” he says. “Maybe upstairs,” he adds. “That’s another team.” 

	In other words, with no clothes downstairs, our victim would have had to walk down the stairs naked and put on the dress downstairs. That means that either someone took her clothes, which isn’t so unlike a case I saw last year, or she left them upstairs. I head upstairs and find the bedroom to the right at the end of the hall. I enter the room where a CSI photographer is shooting photos. I flash my badge. “I need the room.”

	He grimaces, but he doesn’t fight me. He gets lost. I get to work. 

	In the center of a mighty bed with towering bedposts is an open white box with a red ribbon pooled on the white comforter. I walk to the side of the bed and inspect the box more closely. There’s no address to be found, which indicates it wasn’t delivered by standard courier, but that doesn’t rule out a special delivery. There’s no card either. I’d assume the dress was inside the box—it’s the right size—but I never like to be an assuming asshole. Assuming assholes are dumb assholes. I know I’m a bitch, but a bitch who uses my attitude to trip people up, to get them to say and do things they might not otherwise say or do. What I’m not, is a dumb asshole planned or unplanned. Whatever the case, I’m back to the dress that might not have been inside that box, but it got in the house somehow and it’s large enough it should be visible on the security feed. 

	For now, I’m still hunting for the victim’s clothes, and a survey of my surroundings has me walking through a hallway encased in mirrors and stepping inside a bathroom. I find a garden tub, double sinks, and a bathroom stall, all immaculately clean. There are no clothes. I backtrack to the mirrors that are actually closet doors. I slide the one to my right open and—Jesus. The immaculate cleaner saves her mess for here. The floor is carpeted in clothes and there is no way to know if any of them are what the victim was wearing before the dress. I open the second closet and find it much the same. I’m back to needing a look at the security footage.

	I step into the hallway where various members of the investigative team bustle about and flag Jack, a sixty-year-old officer who worked under my father, and now my brother, his entire career. “Lilah,” he greets, all teeth. “What the hell are you doing here?” 

	Jack is one of the few people who call me Lilah, but then, he’s known me since I was in diapers. These are the territories of my roots, and those roots run deep with law enforcement. “Andrew called me in,” I say. “I need to find out if we have camera footage for the house.”

	“I know we do,” he assures me. “I heard them talking about it downstairs.”

	“And?”

	“I don’t know anything else, but I can go find out.”

	“I need to see the last twelve hours ASAP and then get a full review copy.”

	“I’m on it.” He steps right and then pauses to eye me again. “I’m proud of you kids. Who knew you’d grow up to be a law enforcement dynamic duo, but you sure did.” He winks and hurries down the stairs.

	I blink at his departing back. He’s proud of me? I’m confused. I didn’t know he knew much about the adult version of me, and I’m not exactly a person people compliment. I don’t handle it well. It makes me and others uncomfortable. And now, I’m the one who’s uncomfortable, but Jack isn’t, bless that old bastard’s heart. 

	I re-enter the bedroom and remove my mini camera from my bag. Yes, CSI takes photos, but I like to take my own for easier, quicker access. As I begin to shoot, I make observations. The room is tidy, the bed made. She wasn’t hanging out in here. Still, someone else might have and I ensure my images capture every part of the room. 

	I glance in drawers, scanning the notepad I find by the one near the bed, but it holds nothing except a grocery list. And proof that I get along better with dead people. She liked anchovies to the extent they made her list. Setting aside that disgusting habit, I continue to hunt for clues to her death. Eventually, I end up back in the closets and the bathroom. Once that search is complete, I exit the bedroom to the hallway with the intent to search the extra rooms, but pause at the steps as I find North standing at the bottom of the stairs, seemingly waiting on me. 

	I bite, and start walking down the stairs—not literally bite, not yet, but that could happen. I never rule out anything. Apparently eager to talk to me, he meets me on the bottom step. 

	“I spoke to her mother,” he says. “You were right. That’s not Emma Wells’ wedding dress.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	Paranoid people get on my nerves almost as much as stupid people. Some people, even smart people, become paranoid after doing a bad thing, say getting rid of a dead body. Andrew is paranoid right now. He’ll see this as proof that this case is about me and Kane. 

	I, on the other hand, am not ready to read too much into the engagement ring on my finger and the wedding dress on the bride-to-be. Even if it’s not her actual wedding dress. 

	“Then we need to know where the hell it came from. I’ve asked to see the security system feed.”

	“About that,” he says, “her security system is down. The security feed is knocked out.”

	“Of course it is,” I reply dryly. “Where is the mother now?”

	“At her house a few miles down the coastline. She’s going to meet me at the station in an hour. I suppose you want to sit in.”

	“I believe in you, North. You handle it.” I step around him and deeper into the foyer, planting my feet right there, imagining the victim answering the door and accepting the box that ended up on the bed. She would have opened the box and then put on the dress. We think. We really don’t even know what was in that box. And why put on a wedding dress that isn’t yours? 

	I’m back to some sort of kinky game because what the fuck else could it be? 

	Outside of someone forcing her to put the dress on, of course, but that doesn’t fit the walk to the kitchen for a bottle of water. I’m back to her having a visitor. I turn to find North standing just behind me, hands on his hips. “Did we find her phone?”

	“We didn’t. It’s not on the body or anywhere on the lower level. We’re still looking and I’ve started the process to retrieve her phone records.”

	“Her phone and clothes are missing and the security system is off,” I comment, processing out loud for my benefit, not his.

	He replies anyway, adding, “And with the property lines wide and fancy, we have no camera feed from anywhere else. Someone covered their ass.” 

	Maybe, I think, but what I say is, “Do we have her phone number?” 

	“Actually, I do. I just called it in for the phone records. Why?”

	I remove my phone from my field bag. “I thought I’d call her and ask her what happened,” I say, just blinking at him as I do. 

	“Right,” he says dryly. “Obviously that was a stupid question. No better way to find it than to call it.” He grabs his phone and reads the number off to me. 

	I’ve just keyed it into my phone when someone calls his name from somewhere I prefer him to be myself—outside. He grimaces, cursing under his breath, and steps around me. Bye-bye, birdie, I think. Fly far, far away. 

	Not about to wait for his return, I follow my gut and charge up the stairs again. I’m already at the mirrored doors of the closets when I punch in the number. Bingo yet again. Her cellphone starts ringing. I open the door to my left and squat down. Her phone is in the pocket of a dress. Locating it, I remove it and of course it’s locked. I try 1-1-1-1 and fail. I try 1-2-3-4 and fail. I go through a series of numbers and 9-9-9-9 wins.

	The missed call is from someone named Jamie. I try to return the call and get a generic voicemail. I decide not to leave a message. If Jamie calls back, he or she most likely believes Emma to be alive. If not, maybe Jamie knows she’s dead. I switch to Emma’s text messages and begin scrolling through the messages.

	There’s a text from “Baby” that reads: Look Emma, sweetheart. I know you’re upset right now by the extended trip, but wrapping up this deal before the wedding is good for us. I can’t wait to get home. I really can’t wait to make you my wife.

	You left me alone for Thanksgiving, reads Emma’s reply. 

	And I will never do it again, he promised in return. 

	She didn’t reply to him. Instead, she sent a text to someone else labeled as “Jamie” with: One more time for the history books. 

	When? was his or her only reply.

	Now, had been Emma’s response. 

	All prior messages with Jamie are deleted. 

	That’s affair behavior, which could make this cut and dry the way I suggested it was to Andrew—a jealous lover or husband who didn’t act in rage but calculated revenge. Still, something feels off. Jealousy tends to be violent and brutal. There was nothing brutal about this crime scene. This was more like a calculated revenge killing, but then, I don’t actually know how she died to make that a serious assessment. 

	My attention returns to the phone. There’s a break in the messaging, a full hour with no communication with anyone before “Baby” messages Emma again with: I got a flight out tomorrow afternoon. We can have dinner together. 

	I check the call log and “Baby” called her five times before that text, but she didn’t take the calls. Obviously, there was trouble in paradise, and how interesting that the fiancé was gone when she died. I have to wonder if he was already in her will or on her life insurance policy. And something tells me she was busy with Jamie, who never sent another text message. Jamie, who may or may not have been happy about the wedding. I shoot photos of the text messages for myself and key several into my phone before I scan her camera roll. There are photos of her in lingerie that were taken in the mirror tonight. She sent them to no one, at least not by way of her regular text messages. Of course, she could have deleted messages. The short thread with Jamie suggests that she may have made a habit of deleting their exchanges. I flip through her apps and find no other messaging app. I lean back on my haunches and contemplate how this night might have gone, but the wedding dress that wasn’t her actual wedding dress just doesn’t fit.

	I call Jamie from her phone. He doesn’t answer. I call “Baby” from her phone. He doesn’t answer. 

	I bag the phone and then the dress, and just as I stand up, North appears, “I guess there’s a reason why they call you special, Agent. You found the phone and her clothes.”

	“And I don’t even need a donut to prove I’m special like all you officers do.” He scowls and I shove the bags at him. “Read her text messages. She was fighting with the fiancé tonight and someone she named Jamie. I tried to call them both from her phone. Neither answered.”

	 “Jamie,” he repeats and it’s not a question. There’s recognition there in the depths of his flat eyes and tone. 

	My eyes narrow. “Who is Jamie?”

	“No idea,” he lies. 

	“Special Agent Love,” someone says from the door. 

	“Who is Jamie?” I repeat, ignoring the request for my attention.

	“No one,” he repeats.

	“Special Agent Love?” someone says more urgently now.

	“You’re lying,” I say and add, “I need a full name and address for Jamie now, tonight,” before I step out of the hallway to find one of the CSI guys at the bedroom door. “Yes?”

	“There’s something you need to see in the kitchen.”

	“I see you already have control established,” North grumbles. 

	Only I don’t. I haven’t claimed this crime scene and the very fact that CSI is asking for me sets off alarms. I motion the CSI guy onward and follow him down the stairs, to end up in the kitchen where my brother, and Emma, are waiting on me. “Yes, brother love,” I say sarcastically, a tone necessary for proper sisterly queries, but also breathing easier now that I know this is just Andrew flexing his muscle. “What can I do for you?”

	North steps to my side, waiting for the answer with me. Andrew eyes him. “We need a minute.”

	North scowls and looks to argue, but his newbie status, or wimpy backbone, perhaps both, has him backing out of the room. Now certain this call to aid was more serious than a sibling command, I wait about twenty seconds to give space between us and North, and then ask, “What is it?” 

	His expression tightens. “You need to see this.” He’s holding the refrigerator door and somehow I’m certain he’s about to ruin my taste for Cheetos or anything resembling food, for at least tonight. 

	I close the space between me and him, and always the drama boy, he pauses before he opens the door he says, “If you doubted this was about you, doubt no more.” He opens the door and sitting on the top shelf is a jar of blood that has a label on it that reads, “Lilah Love.” Not Agent Love, but Lilah Love. This isn’t just about me. It’s personal. 

	 


CHAPTER NINE

	“Well, isn’t that polite,” I say dryly, picking up the jar to look for any further markings, and glancing at Andrew. “It’s labeled with my name and everything. There’s a reason they call me Special Agent Love. I guess I really am special.”

	“Lilah,” Andrew bites out, his voice low, taut.

	“Andrew,” I reply, setting the jar down and shooting a photo. 

	Of course, the jar of blood is from Pocher. He’s alive. He’s angry. He’s trying to fuck with my head and probably Kane’s as well. And the appropriate response to such a gift would be fear and shock, which he no doubt expected from me. He too easily forgets, or perhaps has yet to learn, that I am not appropriately anything. Ever. It’s not by intention, either. I was just born this way. And so was Kane.

	“Damn it, Lilah,” Andrew snaps. “What is this?”

	“Pig’s blood,” I say, speaking of the blood in the jar when he’s, of course, speaking far more broadly. “Test it and confirm I’m right, but I’d bet my favorite red heels that used to be Mom’s, and I really love those heels.” I turn and start walking.

	“Damn it, Lilah, wait,” he bites out.

	“Damn it, Lilah” seems to be on autoplay, thus it becomes less effective. “Wait.”

	I don’t wait. 

	The answers we need won’t be found in this house. After seeing that blood, I know better. They’re with Pocher, who Kane might not be willing to kill, but I damn sure am, and tonight sounds like the night to me. Find him. Kill him. End this hellish cycle of him killing people once and for all. He’s a serial killer of a whole different breed than Roger and no bars will ever hold him. He’s too powerful. 

	I charge through the house, intent on getting out of here before I’m stopped when North is suddenly in my path. He doesn’t want to be in my path right now. Not when I’d bet those red heels all over again that he’s on Team Pocher.

	“Lilah, damn it,” Andrew calls out roughly again, and it’s right then that North’s attention shifts to my right, where Andrew has appeared. 

	“Chief,” he says, sidestepping, and then he’s in Andrew’s path. He gets brownie points for saving me. Since he’s dirty, that won’t get him far with me, but it gets me the hell out of here.

	By the time I’m back in my coat, and have removed my gloves and booties and stepped back into the cold snow and wind, I’ve calmed down enough to know that killing Pocher, at least right now, is a fantasy. Besides, I’m not an assassin that hunts and kills people. That’s not how I kill, that’s not who I am, no matter how Roger made me doubt myself, I know it’s not, but this man, Pocher, makes me want to make an exception. 

	I exit the house, the cold, crisp air a welcome blast of relief. Already logic finds me. I have Pocher on the brain right now. Nothing about this case reads like a Pocher setup. The pig’s blood was in the news. The Umbrella Man was in the news. Even I was in the news. I need to calm the fuck down and think like Special Agent Love not someone who hates Pocher.

	I’m down the steps of the house, with snow falling like rain, my hood up, when Andrew catches up with me, still pulling on his coat, a brown ugly thing that looks like some kind of new animal breed. “Lilah. Stop walking now or I will forcefully make you.”

	Growling low under my breath, I turn to face him. “Do you really want to find out how well that will go for you, Andrew? I’m guessing I can protect myself better than you can muscle me.”

	He holds up his hands. “You’re a part of this case whether you like it or not. And that wasn’t my doing. It had your name all over it, quite literally.”

	“I can read, Andrew.”

	Snow pelts down on him and he yanks his hood up. “Pig’s blood, Lilah? The Umbrella Man is dead.”

	“Pocher might not have created the Umbrella Man, but he used him, he hired him to do his dirty work. Roger was eager and willing. And Pocher isn’t dead.”

	“Then he knows about Roger, about what happened.”

	“Does he know I killed him and you got rid of the body? Maybe. I don’t know. Let me go now and deal with this, Andrew. We’ll talk at dinner tomorrow.”

	“If he saw me—” 

	 “He’s not going to turn you in,” I say and I know he’s really worried. I know I’ve been hard on him. I worried for my badge after my beach attack, too. “That’s not how this works. If you’re a problem, he claims leverage over you or he kills you.” I lay my hand on his arm. “If he knows, if he believes he has leverage over you, you get to keep breathing. That’s a good thing.”

	Worry, not relief, etches his face. “And what about you, Lilah?”

	“There are reasons he can’t leverage me.”

	“Kane,” he says tightly.

	“Yes. Kane.”

	“And if he starts killing brides until you bow down, then what? Because that feels like leverage and Kane can’t do shit about that.”

	“Don’t go climbing up a cliff and jumping off just yet, Andrew. There’s one dead bride. Two birds. One stone. If this is Pocher—”

	“If?”

	“If this is Pocher, he declared war tonight. On me. Not you.” I change the subject because this one is going no place good. “Who is Jamie?”

	He frowns. “Jamie? I don’t know. Why?”

	“That’s who the victim was texting with tonight. A man, I assume, but it could be a woman.”

	“Right,” he says. “I don’t know who that is, but I’ll find out.”

	“You don’t have to work at it too hard. North already knows. He’ll tell you he doesn’t, but he does. And don’t ask how I know. I read people, just like Mom did.” 

	“Which we can assume got her killed, Lilah. You need to be careful.”

	“For once I won’t argue,” I say, shifting back to why we’re here tonight. “Find Jamie and call me. I told North I need his or her full name and address tonight.” I turn to depart, but hesitate, twisting back to face him long enough to add, “Be careful with North and Danica Day. I don’t trust either one of them.” And then I’m moving down the stairs before he can turn that into some kind of debate I might enjoy another day and time. 

	“You don’t trust anyone,” he calls out, and I cup my hand behind me and shoot him a finger. He knows that’s not true. I trust him. Mostly. And I trust Kane. 

	Once I’m in the Mercedes, I crank the air and shrug out of my wet coat. Something is bothering me beyond the obvious and I just sit there—processing information. Andrew’s suggestion that Pocher is going to start killing off innocent women to get to me is unpalatable. The very idea cuts and the only good part of that sensation is that I’m reminded that I am human, that I do care about the people who’d died and need my help to find justice. That is who I am. That is why I do this job. I was wrong earlier. I’m still human. I’m still me. 

	And I was right when I said nothing about what Pocher does is simple. He’s also not stupid. To kill just to kill would be a path to doom. No. He’d have a reason to kill that woman. Maybe a reason he doesn’t want me to see. I can’t focus on Pocher. I have to focus on solving the crime. I grab my badge and pull the photo of Kane and I out that I keep there. I turn it over and look at the matchbox marks I’ve marked there, every person I’ve saved, or found justice for, to repent for those I’ve killed. No, those I’ve been forced to kill. And I focus on one thing. My goal has to be another mark for Emma. I need, and I will, deliver justice for her murder.

	That’s what comes next.

	And what if—I frown—what if the jar of blood isn’t from Pocher? I’m slightly obsessed with him right now. I did just get the news that he’s alive tonight. So, if this isn’t Pocher, then who? My brows dip and I start to process. The pig’s blood was in the news. I was in the news. Roger tried to take all the credit for the Umbrella Man case, but ultimately, I was mentioned. Maybe, this is another one of his protégés or even another enemy, a new enemy, a new killer with a fixation on me. As Kane said, and I know too well, killers are drawn to me. 

	And me to them. 

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	I hate stupid and I hate slow. 

	And one thing I know about the locals is they move about as fast as butter melting in a blizzard. If I wait for the locals to process the evidence, I’ll be dead before I solve this case. It’s still early in Cali and I grab my phone to call Tic Tac, my tech guy out of the L.A. office. I’m about to push his auto-dial when my last conversation with him replays in my head: 

	“My mother is coming in for Thanksgiving, Lilah,” he’d said. “I’m not strong enough to deal with her and you in the same week. Please, I beg of you, at least give me this four-day weekend off.”

	“Okay,” I’d said, “but only if you send me one of those cinnamon rolls she makes.” 

	“Done,” he’d promised. “I’ll send two.”

	I sigh and move my finger off the call button. I want those cinnamon rolls. And I did promise. I might be a bitch, but a promise is a promise. Besides, I need someone a bit more cunning than his boy scout routine. Therefore, and despite the wrath of Kane, who hates my cousin, I dial Lucas, who swore he’d stick to investment banking and quit the bullshit hacking, but we both knew he was lying. And that I’d at some point be a bad influence despite my efforts to be the opposite.

	He answers on ring number two. “Before you say a word,” he greets, “I’m drinking. Don’t hold anything I say against me.”

	“Is it fruity and girly?” I ask because I tease him about his love for piña coladas. 

	“No,” he says, “she already left.”

	I roll my eyes. “You’re crazy.”

	“Proven by the fact that I still talk to you despite Kane Mendez hating my guts.”

	It’s true. Kane hates him and the reasons are many. First, it’s important to note that technically Lucas isn’t a blood cousin. His father was the step-brother to my father. His father was also in the chopper with my mother when they were killed, which has always been curious to me and Lucas. Second, he’s got those blond, surfer-dude good looks that favor my ex, Rich, who I was with during the break Kane and I took. As for why Kane hates him, all of the above, plus Lucas has hit on me more than once. That’s true, but he’s also a dysfunctional mess who always comes through for me. 

	Which, contrary to the belief my heart is cold, even by me, I can’t leave him alone for the holiday. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” I ask. 

	“More drinking. And I ordered one of those turkey pot pies Micki’s diner makes every holiday. And cake. I got a whole fucking cake for myself. Coconut cream. They made a pie a cake.”

	“Okay, then dinner is at five. Bring that fancy laptop you only use for naughty things. And I’ll need you to go ahead and look up a few things tonight. The rest can wait until tomorrow.”

	“You? Waiting until tomorrow? Since when do you wait for anything?” 

	“Since I can’t speak some things on the phone and if I go to your place, Kane might kill you before we ever eat dinner tomorrow. Oh, and bring the pie that’s been made into a cake.”

	“Hell no. I’m not going to eat dinner with Kane. Every time he looks at me, I’ll know he’s trying to decide where to bury my body.” 

	“Like I said. Four o’clock. Be early and bring an expensive bottle of booze to go with the pie cake. That’ll put him in a good mood. You got a pen handy to take some notes?”

	“Lilah—”

	“Lucas.”

	“No,” he says. 

	“Okay then, I’ll come over there. I’ll just text Kane and tell him I’ll be late.”

	“You always get your way, don’t you?”

	“Only when it’s life and death. And this is. Did you know Emma Wells?”

	“No,” he says. “Should I?”

	“She owns a house here in town. She bought it a few years back.”

	“I don’t stay connected to the town happenings. You know that.”

	“Her husband was Gibson Wells.”

	“Oh right,” he says. “He was an accountant. Big shot, too. I saw him around. I do think I remember her, too. Why?”

	“She’s dead.”

	“Oh, well fuck,” he grumbles. “When and how?”

	“Tonight. And before you ask, I can’t discuss the cause of death.”

	He snorts. “Right. Because we do everything by the books?”

	I move on. “What about her fiancé, Morgan Rockport? Do you know him?”

	“I know Rockport. He’s a big powerhouse attorney. He’s done some business with my firm, but I actually met him at a party. In fact, it was that event fundraiser for your father that Pocher put on. The one where you wore that red dress.”

	I ignore his reference to the red dress. I’m focused on the connection which is not welcome but also not unexpected. “Does he do work for my father or Ted Pocher?”

	“I have no idea. You think your father has something to do with this?”

	“I think there are a lot of people connected in this town,” I say, not about to go down the rabbit hole that is my father with him, at least not now. “I need anything on Emma and the men in her life you can get me.”

	“You need a lot of things,” he says dryly.

	“Yes, Lucas, I do. I also need to know about Danica Day, the new medical examiner. And Officer North, who just transferred from the city to work for Andrew.”

	“You want me to hack the government, Lilah?”

	“Yes. You have my permission. I’ll protect you.”

	“Fuck, Lilah. Who protects you?”

	“Me, and I’m damn good at it.”

	“What do I get out of this?”

	“My love and devotion,” I say sweetly. Yes, I can do sweet. People would be surprised how well and those people include me.

	“Which would be enough,” he says, “but we both know that was never going to happen.”

	“Obviously,” I say, “we aren’t talking about the same kind of love and devotion.”

	“Nope,” he agrees. “What do I get out of this?” 

	“Steak prepared by a master chef for Thanksgiving dinner.”

	“No shit? You got a chef off the TV show?”

	“Hell no,” I quip. “I don’t do TV show bullshit. He’s a real master. And yes, there will be mac ‘n’ cheese made three ways.”

	“I think I’d better leave my inappropriately basic diner-made coconut cake at home.”

	“If you do, you won’t be let in the door.”

	“Well, if Kane has his way I won’t be let in anyway.”

	“True,” I concur. “But he does like all things coconut.” I firm my tone. “Get to work. I need to know everything you can find out tonight.” I’m about to hang up when I hesitate and say, “Look for connections to me, Lucas.”

	“You? What the hell, Lilah? Are you in danger?”

	“No, but you are if you don’t hurry up and get to work.” I hang up. 

	And I lied before I did. I am in danger. I have to go home and tell Kane that Lucas is coming to dinner. 

	 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	On the drive home in the snow, an old Rolling Stones song, “Beast of Burden,” plays on my radio. My mom loved it and her loss has always been my beast of burden. Her murder is my motivation, among others, to hate my father and destroy Pocher. The snow, too, has decided to be its own kind of beast of burden. 

	It pounds down on the windshield in a blinding ferocity that forces me to drive like a grandma who’s grabbed grandpa’s glasses instead of her own, and thus cannot see the road. Patience isn’t one of my virtues, and it’s utilized only when forced upon me. To make matters worse, I’m at the “Ol’ Betsy stoplight” as the locals call her, the one that takes ten years to change.

	My fingers thrum the steering wheel while Kane’s words come back to me: There’s a reason Murphy doesn’t even deny wanting us together. He believes together we’re dangerous to the Society. So does the Society.

	And what, I think, has the Society proven to do when someone is dangerous to them?

	They kill them. 

	But do they taunt them first? Is that what this—tonight—was supposed to be? 

	My cellphone buzzes with a text message and I glance down to find a message from Andrew: Jamie’s number is an unregistered number. It’s a throwaway. 

	I reply with: Of course it is. 

	Ol’ Betsy turns and my mind is forced back to the road. 

	By the time I’m in the garage at the house, Kane is waiting for me at the door. He studies me with intensity, intensely unreadable. He’s assessing, questioning, but not talking. God love him and his understanding of how I operate. 

	I’m in my head.

	I need to stay there right now. 

	He backs up to allow me to enter the back hallway and I’m quick to do just that. Once we’re both inside the warm house, I strip off my wet boots and he takes my coat before I follow him to the kitchen. I settle onto a barstool in front of the marbled island, while he prepares, and then hands me a hot Bailey’s coffee with whipped cream. Yes, the dark, dangerous Kane Mendez put whipped cream on my coffee. And still, we haven’t spoken a word. 

	He joins me, claiming the spot next to me while I sip my coffee, the warm, sweet liquid sliding down my throat and helping me come down about two notches. 

	Ready now, for more than my own mental ping-ponging of thoughts, I grab my phone, thumbing through photos until I find the image of the jar of blood. I set it in front of Kane. 

	“That was left for me in the refrigerator of the crime scene.”

	He glances at it and then me, arching his dark brow. “The victim’s blood?” 

	“Pig’s blood,” I say matter-of-factly. “That’s not confirmed, but it’s going to be pig’s blood. I know it.”

	He doesn’t freak out but then I don’t expect anything but calm, thoughtful contemplation from Kane. He doesn’t even ask why I make that assessment. He simply asks, “Is this Pocher or a Roger protégé?”

	Just that easily he’s already in my headspace. And the question spoken at just the right time grounds me in logic rather than the emotion that had me storming out of Emma’s kitchen ready to kill Pocher. 

	“Logically,” I say, “the dress and the jar could point to either. Of course, my first reaction was Pocher. We just found out he came back. And when I saw that dead woman and then saw the jar of blood, I was ready to kill him.”

	“Andrew influenced that. He already believed it was Pocher when he called you to the scene.”

	“True. And it could be Pocher.”

	“But your gut isn’t reading it that way. I can tell.” 

	I sip my coffee and add, “With the dress, and without the jar of blood, this would have read like a classic jealousy crime. The groom was already neglecting the bride and she had a side dude. And yet, it wasn’t a crime of rage. We’re not even sure how the woman died.”

	“Meaning what?”

	“She seemed to have a rupture from her throat, but there was no obvious cut.”

	“Poison?” he asks. 

	“The new medical examiner doesn’t think so.” My cellphone rings with Lucas’s number where it still lays between me and Kane. His jaw clenches. 

	“I called him to hack for me, and he’s coming to dinner. And before you scowl, he was going to be alone, Kane.” 

	He downs his coffee, every last drop, and stands up, his spine stiff. Fuck. I answer the call on speaker. It’s better that way, with Kane’s ear where my ears are right now. “Lucas,” I say, and I don’t warn him that Kane is in the room. If he’s not smart enough to figure that out, he deserves whatever he gets. “What do you have for me?”

	“I pulled Danica and North’s records. I’m sending them in a secure file by maildrop for you to accept. But there’s nothing exceptional there to see. And before you bitch, I’m digging deeper, but that will take time.” 

	“What about the victim and the men in her life?”

	“Both her dead husband and her fiancé have donated to various Pocher-driven campaigns. That was easy to pull. Her fiancé has actually donated to your father’s campaign. But Lilah, you’d be hard pressed to find anyone in this town who hasn’t pandered to Pocher’s power. And that’s all I have now. I’m drunk. I’m still drinking. No more updates tonight.” 

	“Yes, but—” 

	“No,” he says, “and I’m hanging up.” He disconnects.

	I grimace and I’d call him back, but I decide better. 

	Kane at this point has filled a whiskey glass and is leaning on the counter in front of the sink. I stand up and close the space between us. I step directly in front of him and he downs his drink and sets the glass down. His hands are on the counter behind him. He doesn’t even think about touching me and I know it’s about Lucas. Which is exactly why I want him to know that I’m not thinking about Lucas, but rather those donations that connect Emma’s fiancé to my father. And I’m thinking about his words, his declaration that we’re dangerous to the Society. “What if—”

	He grabs me and pulls me to him. “If you say that woman died because we’re together, and turn this into another reason to take off my ring, I swear to God, Lilah, I’m done.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWELVE

	I can be hard. I can be cold. I can apparently be a killer. But I love Kane Mendez. He’s hard, too. He’s cold as ice. He’s forever in control. But he’s not those things with me. And it’s in this moment, for the first time ever, I realize how much I hurt him when I left him. Just how much I cut him. 

	“I regret every moment we were apart more than you can know. I’m not taking off the ring, Kane.” My hands settle on his chest. “Not ever. I’m not—”

	His mouth closes down on mine, his hand on the back of my head, and just that easily, he reminds me I’m human again, capable of wanting, loving, needing, and forgetting all but the moment. But more so, he reminds me that he’s human. He isn’t always in control. He has emotions, torment I can taste on his tongue, even desperation he’d allow no other human to know he’s capable of feeling. I’ve pushed him away. I’ve hurt him. But I’ve always loved him and he doesn’t yet know that I’m done fighting against this, against us. 

	He just doesn’t know that.

	And that’s a problem.

	Kane picks me up and I don’t fight him. He has this thing about taking me to his bed, now our bed, as if that establishes some sort of ownership of me and us. Not that I could ever be owned, but deep down, I know we own each other. We always have. We always will. And if that’s what he needs, to feel that ownership, I’m not at war with him. I’m at war with Pocher and the Society. But he doesn’t take me upstairs and to the bedroom. He walks to the living room, neutral territory, and I understand his message. The tide has shifted. The demands have changed. Either I’m in this as his equal or I’m not in this at all. And neither is he. 

	He sets me down on the floor in front of the couch, and I don’t give him room to question where I stand. I undress and he doesn’t. He lets me stand there naked, and some might say vulnerable, but that’s not really me, and certainly not with Kane. When others fear him, he’s safe to me. And so, I stand there, comfortable in my own skin. 

	Seconds tick by and we just stare at each other before he drags me to him, his fingers tangling in my hair. “This time it’s all or nothing, Lilah.” He doesn’t give me time to answer. He kisses me again and in a rush of heat, we’re both undressing him. And my God, this man naked is everything. I shove him down onto the couch, and he takes me with him. He’s sitting and dragging me on top of him. Some might say that’s about Kane giving me control, but Kane never really gives away control. Well, maybe that’s not true. With me, he’s willing, he has. He really does. 

	He molds me close and I press even closer, our bodies swaying, and that dark part of us, the intense, wild part of us, is in control now. He tugs my hair. I tug his right back. He bites my lip and I bite his shoulder. There is no holding back between us. I touch him. He touches me. I kiss him. He kisses me. With Kane, I am lost and found. It’s wrong and somehow so very right.

	I tangle my fingers in his hair and say, “Don’t you get it? The only time I can be me is with you.” 

	“But at what cost, Lilah? Isn’t that what you’ve always asked?”

	“You haven’t lied to me, but I lied to you.” 

	He pulls back to look at me, his voice steel. “What does that mean, Lilah?”

	“I was miserable without you. I lied every time I said I didn’t need you.” 

	“Oh fuck, woman,” he murmurs, and then he’s pulling my mouth to his, and the kiss devours me. He devours me. And some secret part of me has always needed these moments with Kane where I don’t have to hold back anything. And I don’t. I don’t hold back. And neither does he. 

	When it’s over, when we’re wild and free, and then exhausted in the best of ways, I collapse on top of him, my head buried in his neck until I can breathe again. Then and only then do I push off his shoulders to stare down at him, a realization coming to me. “We’re good together. We’re lethal together. We are dangerous to the Society. We know it. They know it. And I—” I pause, pieces of tonight, and my investigation, punching at my mind. “And I need—” 

	“You need to be in Purgatory, your so-named thinking room because you just thought of something related to your case.” He laughs, that low, accented laugh of his, and says, “I know, beautiful. And that I can live with for the rest of my life. Go. Be the badass FBI agent I know you are.” 

	I smile and kiss him, pushing off of him and grabbing my clothes before rushing to the hallway bathroom. I need to be dressed. And yes, I need to be in Purgatory thinking right now. 

	I’ve just gotten dressed when Kane, also dressed, steps into the doorway. “What did you figure out?” 

	“When I was driving home, I thought: what does the Society do to those they see as dangerous?”

	“Kill them, or ruin them if they can. But you know, I’m sheltered by the power of the cartel, no matter my role, or lack thereof, and therefore we’re sheltered.”

	“Right. I do. They do, too. And what good does it do for them to try to fuck with my head? I mean, they have to know by now that doesn’t work on me. Lord help me for giving him any credit, but I don’t feel on the fence about what I’m dealing with anymore. Pocher is many things but not stupid.” 

	“You really think this is a copycat Umbrella Man.” It’s not a question.

	“I don’t think he’s copying him. I think he thinks he’s better than him.”

	“Then why the blood in the jar?”

	“It got my attention. It assured I’d be called to the scene. It said ‘game on and you’re the one I want to play with.’”

	“And the wedding dress? There are no coincidences, right?”

	“Andrew is still fucking Samantha. She didn’t leave town, which I’m sure you know.”

	He arches a brow. “Why would I know about Samantha, Lilah?”

	“Oh, come on. You’re you, Kane. You knew. You always know. And since it involves my brother, tell me next time. I’m not jealous of that witch.”

	“Fair enough. And before you invite someone to Thanksgiving dinner, you talk to me. It’s our dinner.”

	“Fair enough. Okay. I’m sorry.”

	His brow shoots up. “Sorry? Did you just say sorry, Lilah Love?”

	“Why do you say that like I never say I’m sorry?”

	“You don’t.” 

	“Neither do you,” I counter.

	“I guess we both need to work on that.”

	“Yes,” I agree. “We should. And as per your comment. Bottom line. I’m sure Andrew told Samantha we’re engaged, so the whole damn town knows by now.”

	“Then you’re dealing with a serial killer,” he says simply. 

	“Technically he’s only killed one person that we know of. That’s not a serial killer. But he’s not done. And neither am I. He wants my attention. He’s got it.” 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	I stop by the kitchen for a few essentials and then head to my workspace. 

	Purgatory.

	Neither heaven nor hell, where there is no rest for the wicked or the righteous.

	That’s where I feel every victim lives until their killer is brought to justice. That’s why my workspace is my version of Purgatory until I solve each murder I take on as my own to offer justice. 

	Purgatory here in the Hamptons is a workroom off the bedroom that Kane built for me before we ever got back together. That’s how certain he was I’d come back, and while I don’t like being predictable, I don’t believe I was as predictable as much as he was stubborn. And I ended up where I belong. The room, almost identical to the one off of our bedroom in our New York apartment, is complete with a heavy wooden desk framed by walls of whiteboards and pinboards. It’s well-stocked with notecards, chocolate, ink pens, and push pins. There are also two leather chairs against a wall, one for me and one for Kane. No one else is allowed in my workspace. 

	Inside my Purgatory.

	Or my personal hell, which is an entirely other story.

	For now, Kane lags behind, but I have no doubt he’ll join me soon. A few minutes later, I’m already printing photos and the documents Lucas sent me when Kane proves me right. He enters Purgatory with two more steaming Bailey’s coffees in hand. He then does what he does, settling into one of the two leather chairs against the wall with his MacBook. And then he gets to work while I do the same. For me, that includes a lot of pacing, mumbling, and cursing, which is mostly kept to myself for a reason. For Kane, there is a lot of heavy-handed typing that I know equals frustration, as he’s got his own work to be frustrated over—at present, negotiations on a big oil drilling contract. That’s another thing people don’t get about my trust in Kane when they should. He really does run an oil empire of his own creation. A job that is demanding, and at times, all-consuming. The cartel is not present in his everyday life. He rejects them when he can, but not at the expense of bloodshed. At times, he’s played peacekeeper between rivals such as the mob, in a way his father did and his uncle has failed to do. I know this because only last month I lived through his tormented decision to step into a dispute and do so despite the exposure and risk to himself and even me. And with him involved, lives were saved. 

	Settling behind my desk, which won’t last long with my current state of unrest over this case, I stuff a strawberry into my mouth and then break open the bag of chocolate. Tomorrow is Thanksgiving. Junk food is allowed. Actually, it’s always allowed when I’m involved in a fresh homicide. Most people don’t know I’m pretty healthy the rest of the time. I run when the weather allows—it helps me think. I don’t order the whipped cream on my coffee and yes, I eat egg whites. 

	But fuck egg whites when someone has been murdered. Just like fuck egg whites at Thanksgiving. 

	I claim the center of the floor, where there are pillows for just this reason—my need to have space to work—eat my chocolate and start writing notecards. Everyone involved with the case gets a card on a pinboard on the wall: Emma Wells, the men in her life, including the mysterious Jamie. Officer North, Danica Day, Andrew, me, Kane, Pocher, and my father. When I put the card on the board with my father’s name, Kane eyes me and then sips his Bailey’s. 

	I lean back on the desk to stare at the pinboard I’m using for the case and cross my arms in front of me. Kane glances up at me and I say, “Pocher is having some charity event for my father. Apparently, we’re both invited.”

	“Someone is playing a game,” he replies dryly. 

	“Like the killer who sent us an invitation to Emma Wells’ wedding,” I say, my mind back on the case. “I wonder if our invitation looks like the rest of the invitations? If it does, then whoever sent it had to have access to her supply.” I grab a notecard and write “Invitation” on it before pinning it on the board. “Jamie was close to her,” I say. “That was obvious. It could be him—”

	“Or her,” he suggests. 

	“True. It could be a female. Either way, Jamie, the possible lover, doesn’t fit the bigger picture of pulling me into this.”

	“Why?”

	“That’s too narrow a view,” I reply. “Something doesn’t fit.” I grab another piece of chocolate. 

	Kane stands and grabs my mug. “Coffee, no Bailey’s this time?”

	“Yes. Please.” My lips curve. “See. I say sorry and please.”

	 “And fuck you,” he comments. “Often and well.” His lips curve now and he leaves the room.

	“And someone was saying ‘fuck you’ to me tonight,” I murmur softly. 

	I need more to go on, but at this point, I don’t even know enough to build a profile of the killer. 

	No cause of death.

	No proof of sexual contact or the lack thereof.

	No cameras for a visual. 

	Kane returns, offers me my coffee, and we both get back to work. My to-do list includes finding out the source of that camera outage and digging into the past life of Emma Wells. Is her murder about her past or her present? Of course, it could be about me, and she was just an innocent victim, but that just isn’t sitting right with me.

	Time ticks onward and I’m sitting on the floor when exhaustion kicks in. I lay down in the middle of the stacks of papers and shut my eyes. 

	“Let’s go to bed.” At Kane’s voice right above me, I blink him into view. He’s on a knee beside me and I think I might have had my eyes shut longer than I thought. “Let’s go to bed,” he repeats. 

	“Not yet,” I murmur, shutting my eyes again. 

	“You don’t do well without sleep. And you barely have any details on this case. You’re killing yourself for nothing.”

	My lashes pop open. “I only need four hours,” I argue.

	“It’s three in the morning. I predict the phone will be ringing by seven.” 

	“Three?” I frown. “Already?”

	“Already,” he confirms, standing up to offer me his hand and I decide he’s right. I’m done. I need to be in bed, but my mind is still working. 

	I let him help me to my feet and then catch his arm. “Jamie,” I say as a thought hits me. “Something about Jamie is bothering me. And I don’t mean the obvious reasons like he has a throwaway phone. Something else.”

	“You’ve been saying that for about four hours. You’ll know why beyond the obvious reasons tomorrow. You always do. Bedtime, Agent Love.” His arm settles around me and I let him guide me into the bedroom. A few minutes later, I’m in his T-shirt, he’s in pajama bottoms, our phones are charging, and we’re in bed, lights out. Kane wraps his big body around me, almost as if he thinks I’ll run back to Purgatory if I get the chance. But I won’t. 

	He’s right, I think, as my lashes grow heavy. I’ll know why this Jamie thing is bothering me in the morning. And I’ll feel like an idiot for not figuring it out sooner. Maybe he’s–I’m sticking with “he” right now because it feels right in my gut—maybe he’s even someone I know. He did leave me a jar of blood. Or not. Maybe it wasn’t him who killed Emma and left me that jar of blood at all. 

	 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	I wake to the buzzing of my phone, my lashes lifting, disorientation coming fast and hard and then fading. I’m in bed, on my back, and the room is dark, which may or may not be compliments of the blackout blinds. Kane is draped partially across me. I decide right then that he’s a much better bedmate than my shotgun Cujo, which I’ve favored since moving back to New York. But then, Cujo was lost when my mother’s house burned down. I forcefully shove aside the decision to rebuild as I have for weeks. So much so that I shut my eyes again, holding onto the moment. My phone has stopped ringing. Good. This mattress, with Kane’s body as a blanket, are the best. The very best. Maybe even better than chocolate. My phone starts ringing again. I groan and reach for it, glancing at the caller ID to find my boss calling. It’s also eight in the morning. 

	I answer the line. “Director Murphy.” I glance at Kane, who tilts his face skyward and groans softly before throwing away the blanket on his side. “Isn’t this your day off?” I ask, refocusing on the call. 

	“Why did I hear about your new case from someone else, Special Agent Love?”

	“It’s Thanksgiving,” I reply, fighting the tartness that wants to slide into my tone. “I was going to call you tomorrow on my way to the autopsy.”

	“Let me get this straight,” he says, his tone sharp enough to have me throwing away my blanket too while steeling myself for what comes next. “Our friend,” he adds–that’s his way of discreetly referencing Pocher—because he’s a paranoid bastard who thinks everyone is always listening in—“our friend,” he continues, “is alive, you’re engaged to Kane, which by the way I had to find out on my own, and the victim of a murder last night was wearing a wedding dress. And let us not forget that there was a jar of blood with your name on it left at the crime scene. What part of that said wait to call Director Murphy?” 

	At this point, I’m sitting on the edge of the bed and Kane’s crossed the room to disappear inside the bathroom. “I’ve been working on being more thoughtful, Director,” I comment. “Please. Thank you. Waiting until after Thanksgiving.”

	Kane leans back into the room and mouths, “and fuck you, please” before he disappears again.

	I’d smile, but Murphy snips that away real quick with a reply of, “What you’re working on is pissing me off all over again. Don’t patronize me.”

	“First you’re my boss. That would be a stupid move. And surely you know by now that I don’t patronize. That’s not my thing.”

	“Stop talking, Agent Love, unless you plan to say something of consequence.” 

	“Okay,” I say, angling for a reason. “I’m not solid on what I’m about to say yet, but I have a strong belief that this could be an Umbrella Man copycat or protégé of Roger’s. Not our friend.”

	He’s silent three beats before he asks, “Why?” 

	I don’t immediately answer and not because the line may not be safe. Because every answer I give him, he could counter. Yes, this whole case feels beneath Pocher, and it feels like him asking for trouble he doesn’t need, but with the morning light, I’m clear on one fact: that doesn’t mean he’s innocent. There could be a motivation I’m missing. A distraction he’s creating to keep me and/or Kane from seeing something else. And he could just be driven by his grief to be careless. This entire crime could be driven by grief and anger that I cannot dismiss as a human reaction—yes, even Pocher is human. Maybe. Or a demon. I’m not into that shit, but if I were, he’d be on my demon list. And so, I say quite professionally, “Because my job is to look at all possibilities.”

	“There are no coincidences, Agent Love,” he reminds me. “Isn’t that what you always tell me?”

	I grind my teeth. Truly, I’m getting sick of everyone repeating my own words but I roll with it. “That’s true,” I counter, “but I’m also not stupid enough to believe the obvious.”

	“Good answer. Dig deeper. Call me tomorrow after the autopsy.”

	“Wait,” I say when I’m sure he’s going to disconnect. 

	“Yes, Agent Love?”

	“Danica Day and Officer North. I don’t like them.”

	“I’ve come to know you don’t like many people.”

	“That’s true, but in this case, it’s about agendas. Perhaps the wrong ones. Do you know anything about either of them?”

	“I don’t, but I’ll look into them. Call me tomorrow,” he adds again, and when he would hang up, he adds, “And Happy Thanksgiving, Agent Love.” He disconnects.

	I groan and set my phone down. Kane appears in the bathroom doorway. He’s still naked from the waist up, his shoulder resting on the frame. “Problem?” he asks. 

	Isn’t there always? I think as I stand and Kane crosses to stand in front of me. “I was wrong.”

	In other words, he was listening to my conversation therefore I know exactly what he means. “We’re back to Pocher, right?” 

	 “We can’t rule out the fact that he’s still human, no matter the monster we know he is. He could be operating on grief. He could be distracting me, and us, while he plots something bigger. I need to go and see him. And I need leverage when I do.”

	He catches my hips and walks me to him. “Give me time to hear back from my people.”

	“How long?”

	“It’s Thanksgiving. I need a few days. And as for the leverage. I’m it. He knows my uncle wants to rule the world and if not for me, he’d have already started wars that would disrupt the goals of the Society.” 

	“And yet, you don’t run the cartel,” I say tightly. 

	His eyes darken. “Is that a question? Again? Because no matter who I am, or am not, if you think I won’t use it to protect you, then we have a problem.”

	 “You didn’t think that was enough in the past,” I say, which is exactly why at one point, he set it up to look like a rival gang kidnapped Pocher’s brother and Kane saved him. In exchange for my safety of course. “What changed?” I ask.

	“It changed, Lilah,” is all he says. 

	“Then I need to know why,” I argue. 

	“The more you know, the more you’re compromised. Don’t push, Lilah. You won’t like the answer.” 

	“Don’t push,” I repeat, and it’s not a question. I demand. In other words, he’s telling me I was right earlier. We’re back to secrets. I don’t like it. And so, I do push. I push away from him. “I can’t run in this weather. I’m going downstairs to workout,” I add, referencing the gym and sparring area he had installed years back, even before my attack. I try to move past him to get to the closet where I can get dressed. 

	 He catches me to him and rotates to press his back to the doorframe and hold me in front of him. “We’ll spar together.” His voice is dark, his eyes darker. “I’ll help you change.” 

	“No,” I say, my hand firmly on his bare chest, and the thunder of his heart beneath my palm defies his cool, calm, fuck-me-into-submission attitude that he knows won’t work. But I guess he has to try. He isn’t tattooed up like his father before him, I think rather randomly, though it’s really not that random at all. Kane doesn’t need ink on his skin to tell the story of who he is and what he does. The world knows when he walks into a room that he’s a leader. But he’s not my leader. He still doesn’t seem to get that. 

	“Lilah,” he says softly, and in that moment, he’s all kinds of dark and wrong for me. And yet, I’m just as dark and wrong, and I still want him. I still want his ring on my finger. But he promised me no more secrets. 

	“I need to workout,” I say, pushing out of his arms, and this time, he lets me go.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	I hurry into the closet and exchange Kane’s T-shirt for leggings, a sports bra, a tank, and sneakers. When I enter the bedroom again, he’s missing. Of course. He’s got things to do that he needs privacy to get done. Anger burns in my belly, as does the challenge of a murder unsolved, that claws at me with unforgiving insistence. 

	Fifteen minutes later, I’m on the mats working on the karate I’ve been mastering for years, since my attack, since my promise to myself I’d never be weak without my weapon again. Kane has pressed me to freshen up as of late, to use it more often, to practice. On that, he’d been right. I’d softened up on my karate, and I feared, become too dependent not on my firearm, but on a blade. 

	And so, I do practice the best I can on my own. 

	Another fifteen minutes later, Kane appears on the opposite side of the mat, and I swear the man drips arrogance and confidence no matter if he’s wearing an expensive suit or as he is now, sweats and a snug T-shirt. 

	“Let’s spar,” he challenges, and I don’t argue an invitation to punch and hit him right now. 

	And so, we do. 

	We spar, exchanging blows, kicks, maneuvers, anger, and tension beneath each, a charge of attraction and frustration raging into something far more complicated. We become more intense, and soon, we tumble onto the mat and he rolls on top of me, staring down at me. “You want the truth.”

	“Yes, damn it,” I hiss. “I want the truth.”

	“You don’t want to feel like you need my protection.”

	“I accepted a private guard without a blink.”

	“That’s not what I mean. We are stronger together, yet you didn’t even tell Ghost you were my woman to back him off. He could have killed you.” 

	Ghost being one of the deadliest assassins on the planet, and he’s right. I didn’t. “First, we were barely a couple again then. And second, you underestimate me.”

	“You underestimate him.”

	“I don’t. I know he’s a killer. But Ghost needs to know who’s in charge and that had to be me or he’d see me as weak.”

	“Now he’s obsessed with you, Lilah. That leads no place good.”

	“Obsessed? What are you talking about?”

	“He shows up too often to sit well with me. You need to consider my opinions.”

	“I do,” I say. “I value every opinion you have. What is this, Kane? And what does that have to do with the truth?” 

	“Everything,” he says tightly.

	“Everything?”

	“The problem and the solution. You don’t accept my protection.”

	“I don’t need to be protected. That’s not why I’m with you. I hope like hell that’s not why you’re with me.”

	“The Society isn’t one serial killer you can stab to death, Lilah. They’re a deep, dark underworld. You want to face them? You need protection. And that’s not weak. Recognizing that makes you stronger.” 

	“Why do you think I said I need leverage over Pocher?”

	“Why do you think we were invited to the fundraiser together? You’re connected to Pocher’s political protégé and now I’m officially connected to you. Pocher needs your father to get elected. He needs him to be protected even after he’s elected. I assure you he’s promised the Society he will make it happen. He knows he can’t kill me. He knows I’ll kill him if he kills you. That means he needs to make peace with me and us. And that’s your leverage for now.”

	“Right. Why didn’t you just say that?” I frown with a realization. “And you said that the more I know—”

	“That you’re compromised,” he supplies. “I know. But it wasn’t something nefarious in some secret box, Lilah. It was this. I was avoiding this conversation and after a cold walk on the beach, I decided that was a mistake.”

	I glance away from him and look at the ceiling before I roll toward him onto my side. He doesn’t roll toward me. There’s more to this conversation than his side of the coin. “You’re wrong,” I say. 

	He finally rolls toward me. “What does that mean?”

	“You think the cartel connection protects you, but your father was murdered. You can be, too. I can be, too. We aren’t protected.” 

	He sits up. “I’m not my father.” 

	I sit up. “Famous last words.”

	He touches my face. “I need you to trust me, beautiful.”

	“I do, but you aren’t as invincible as you think.”

	“Good thing I have you to protect me, then. I’m not resistant to your protection.”

	He’s not talking about my badge, not literally. He’s talking about my job, the one that drives my character, and his. “I’m not afraid of taking your protection, Kane.” 

	“I didn’t say afraid, Lilah. But maybe that is the problem. Maybe I should have. We’re engaged and you’re still afraid.”

	“Afraid? Afraid of what?”

	“Of depending on me or anyone else.” 

	I open my mouth to object and press my lips together. I’m not sure I can tell him he’s wrong. I have my own black box of bullshit that drives me and I know it. He knows it, too. 

	My cellphone rings, and frustratingly, because of my job, I can’t just ignore it. I dig the damn thing from the side pocket of my leggings to find an unknown number. I show it to Kane and then frowning, I answer the line, “Special Agent Love.”

	“It’s Danica Day.”

	“Danica Day,” I repeat, glancing at Kane. “This isn’t the number you gave me earlier.”

	His brow shoots up. He thinks the Thanksgiving Day call is as strange as I do. 

	“Right,” she says. “I gave you my office number. This is my personal number. That jar of blood was just driving me nuts,” she says. “I snuck to the office before my family arrived and I had start to cooking. Bottom line. I’m here. I tested it. You were right. It’s pig’s blood.”

	“This is not a surprise,” I comment, but the confirmation doesn’t sit as easy as I thought it might.

	“Yes, well, I read up on the Umbrella Man last night,” she continues. “He used pig’s blood to make it rain blood over the victims. This just doesn’t fit that scenario.”

	“And he’s dead,” I remind her. 

	“Well, yes, there is that. So obviously, someone was trying to send you a message. Do you know what?”

	Distrust punches at me. Is she curious or is she trying to make sure I understand that jar of blood was a message? “Why don’t you tell me?”

	“Well, I don’t know. It feels like a challenge though, don’t you think?”

	Her use of the word “well” several times indicates awkwardness that doesn’t sit well. “I think a lot of things, DD. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I hang up and look at Kane. “It’s pig’s blood. She says she tested it.”

	He arches that dark brow again. “She says?”

	“It will be interesting to find out if she really went into work today.”

	“And if she did?”

	“I still don’t trust her.” 

	 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	Gluttony is a sin for a reason.

	Food makes you feel better, if only until you step on that fucking scale. 

	It solves a lot of problems, at least in the moment, just not murder. However, when the doorbell rings just moments after the DD call, signaling the arrival of our chef and mac ‘n’ cheese, gluttony calls to me, my new best friend. 

	Kane heads upstairs to greet him. I head to our room to shower. Instead, I end up standing in the bathroom, where I find myself staring in the mirror without really looking at myself, replaying that conversation with DD. Specifically her comment about the jar of pig’s blood: It feels like a challenge though, don’t you think? It could have just been morbid curiosity on her part, or a desire to play detective, which I’ve seen in a few ME’s, but it doesn’t sit right. 

	My mind tries to connect the dots. 

	I killed Roger a week ago. 

	Jamie may or may not have been seeing Emma for over a week but those messages sure read as if it was a long-term connection. The fiancé was, of course, a long-term relationship. In other words, if this is about me, just about me, the killer wasn’t someone close to Emma—at least no one I know about as of yet—nor is it someone completely unknown to the investigation. 

	Kane appears in the doorway. “He made a strawberry pie.”

	“My God, I love you,” I say. “For a million reasons that include strawberry pie.”

	“Feel free to list them all off.”

	I laugh and close the space between us, wrapping my arms around him. “You’re trying to give us a normal holiday when nothing about our lives is normal, a family holiday. And you’re tolerating my brother and Lucas. And for those reasons alone, I need to set this case aside long enough to enjoy this day.”

	“That’s not who you are, Lilah. Be you.”

	“A million and one reasons,” I comment softly. “I need a shower. Do you need a shower?”

	“Is that an invitation?”

	“Do you need one?”

	“No, but I waited a long time for you to be here, beautiful. Ask me anyway.” 

	And so, I do. “Will you shower with me, Kane Mendez?”

	And so, he does. 

	We don’t talk about the unfinished conversation or fear. 

	I’m not afraid of him anyway. He has to know that. I’m afraid of myself. 

	But I’m working on that. Or I will. 

	Soon.

	 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	It’s three o’clock and I sit at the bar that overlooks the kitchen, watching our chef team cook, while sampling delicious food, writing out stacks of notecards related to my investigation. As for who is preparing that delicious food—Michael Roswell is a remarkably good-looking man—tall, dark, and handsome personified. He’s also an acclaimed chef, who assures me he has no family of his own and in fact, he enjoys spending his Thanksgiving cooking for others. His helper is Naomi, a pretty blonde who doesn’t speak, anger crackling beneath her surface that seems to be directed at Chef Roswell. There’s a subtle intimacy between them that defies their avoidance of eye contact with one another. And yet—I don’t believe they’re a couple. Whatever the case, what bothers her does not bother him. He’s humming to Christmas music that isn’t playing anywhere but in his head. But there’s more to their story, and another day I’d try to figure it out but not today. 

	Right now, I have a murder to solve, and that’s my focus. 

	The jar of blood was a message. 

	I didn’t need pretty little DD to tell me that brilliant tidbit of information. Now I have to discover the answer to a puzzle. What message? I write out a notecard with every idea:

	— I’m better than the Umbrella man.

	— More blood will spill.

	— You beat him. You won’t beat me.

	— It’s not over.

	— I’m coming for you.

	— You stupid bitch, you will never figure this out.

	— Look here, so you won’t see the truth.

	Kane sets a glass of wine in front of me and sits down. He’s in jeans and a dark blue sweater. I’m in jeans and a red sweater. My mom loved the holidays and she always wore red on Thanksgiving to launch the season. Who said I wasn’t sentimental? Me mostly, but my mother was the good part of me, the part that wasn’t a sinner, and since the house I inherited from her burned down, I’ve been disconnected from her. It’s not a good time for me to feel disconnected from my good side.

	Kane figured that out, too, smart man that he is. So much so that, at my prodding, there’s a stunning tree decorated in silver and red in our living room that towers seven feet high. No one, most certainly not my brother, would believe Kane and I did the decorating, but we did. And to our surprise, we enjoyed every moment. Who says you can’t stab a man to death one moment and hang ornaments the next? 

	Kane picks up the card that reads you stupid bitch, you’ll never figure this out, eyes it, and lifts it in my direction with another one of his arched brows. “Who said this? You or the killer?”

	“Probably both,” I say. “I feel like the meaning of that jar of blood is smacking me in the face so damn hard I should have a concussion and I still don’t have it.”

	He scans all my options and then says, “You forgot one possibility.”

	“Which is?”

	“I don’t know. But none of those feel right.”

	“Smart-ass. You’re no help.”

	His lips curve. “Drink more wine. That will help.”

	“I think you’re right.” I reach for my glass and sip, the bloom of sweet red berries on my tongue, my version of poison. For Emma Wells, it was a long, cold drink of water. If she was even poisoned. DD doesn’t think so, but I don’t trust her or her opinions at this point. I’ll wait for the tests. 

	The doorbell rings and I set my glass down. “That will be Lucas or my brother.” I down my wine and stand up. “You need to drink more wine.”

	“I need whiskey,” he comments dryly.

	He’s not wrong. This isn’t going to be pretty. I walk to the front door and glance through the side window. It’s Andrew. I don’t know why he’s not with Samantha. I’m sure he’ll be doing the naughty with her later, but I’m more pleased than I expected that he’s here. I open the door. Andrew stands there. He’s wearing a red sweater. Asshole is going to make me get emotional. “Damn you,” I murmur.

	“What’d I do already?”

	“The sweater.”

	“Oh,” he says. “Yeah. I know. You too, asshole,” he grumbles.

	“She was murdered,” I say. “I want those responsible to pay.”

	“As do I.”

	“If anyone can help us make that happen, it’s Kane. Don’t forget that over dinner.”

	His lips tighten and he shoves a bottle of whiskey at me. “Peace offering. The good stuff.”

	I glance at the ridiculously expensive bottle he had to have dipped into his trust to purchase and then back at him. “Excellent choice for a peace offering. Let’s go drink.” I back up so he can enter the hallway and shut the door behind him. 

	He turns to face me. “You heard?”

	“Pig’s blood. Yeah. I already told you that.”

	He narrows his baby blues at me. “What does it mean, Lilah?”

	“Fuck you,” I say, realizing that’s the one notecard I forget to write out. “It means fuck you.”

	“Since this is you I’m talking to,” he says, “I’ll take that literally. Which means this is personal.”

	Of course, it’s personal, I think. The jar had my name on it, but it’s Thanksgiving and despite my sisterly duty to tell him when he makes a stupid statement, I reframe. Barely. “It’s fucked up,” I say instead, and turn and head down the hallway, calling over my shoulder, “Lucas is coming!”

	He groans and not because he doesn’t like Lucas. Because he knows Kane doesn’t. Today is so much joy it can only be tolerated with whiskey. And strawberry pie. 

	Kane is in the living room waiting on us, facing the open window, staring out at the snowy beach. “Andrew brought whiskey,” I announce as he turns, and I show him the bottle. “The good stuff. I’ll get us all the drinks we need.” I don’t wait for a reply. I head to the bar area that’s set between the kitchen and the living room.

	I’ve filled three glasses and so far, there are no voices in the living room. If my brother chickened out and ran, I’m going to be ashamed of him and I might actually have to take his badge myself. I grab two of the three glasses because I’m just not in the mood to wear the whiskey that should be in my belly. I walk into the living room and Andrew and Kane are just standing there, staring at each other. Kane, at least in my observant view, is cool and at ease, but to anyone else, he’s intense and intimidating. Andrew is stiff, edgy, his mood ping-ponging against the walls and back at us all. But he’s still here. I give him credit where credit is due. 

	I close the space between me and him and hand him the glass. “Drink.”

	He accepts the glass and downs the contents. I hand him the second. I return to the bar and come back with two more glasses. This time I walk to Kane, hand him his glass, and then glance between them. “Okay, so what do normal people talk about at Thanksgiving?” I lift my glass. “I know. Murder.”

	Kane’s lips quirk. Andrew scowls. 

	He motions to the tree. “Your decorator did a good job.”

	“Thank you,” I say. “We did, didn’t we?” I smile at Kane.

	“You didn’t decorate the damn tree,” Andrew argues. “You didn’t even help when we were kids.”

	“Well, people change,” I say. “I’m more delicate and sensitive now.”

	Kane laughs and sips his drink. 

	Andrew tilts his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you laugh before.”

	“I don’t think I’ve ever had a conversation with you when you weren’t accusing me of mass murder,” Kane replies dryly.

	“Okay then,” I say. “We’re back to murder. Why don’t we just sit down and talk about the case then?”

	Andrew eyes me. “Your husband-to-be might not like that.”

	“Oddly,” Kane replies dryly, “her obsession with criminals has never bothered me.” 

	Obviously, he’s egging on Andrew and when Andrew scowls, I laugh. Naomi appears in her red apron with a tray of food. “I have honey garlic shrimp,” she announces and quickly rounds the couches to set the display of food, napkins, and mini plates down on the stone coffee table. 

	She hurries away and I say, “That’s a sign we should just sit down, stuff our faces, and get along.”

	We do. We sit. Andrew is on the couch and Kane and I in an oversized chair beside him. All three of us grab a little cup filled with shrimp. Once our mouths are full, the need for conversation is gone. We’re on little cup number two when Andrew says, “I’m pretty sure hell is groaning, the three of us together, sharing a meal.”

	“And Dad, too,” I add, taking the whiskey from Kane’s hand to take a sip from his glass—it tastes better in his glass than mine—before I hand it back to him, my mind chasing an idea. 

	“Or not,” Andrew corrects. “Kane and I are invited to the fundraiser. Maybe we’re giving Pocher exactly what they want. Us together.” 

	I sit up straighter with a realization. I’m on my feet a moment later and crossing to the room to stop at the kitchen island, where I grab my stack of notecards. I thumb through them all and I stop at one card: Look here, so you won’t see the truth.

	The jar of blood is a distraction. 

	The invitation to the charity event is an olive branch that is a lie.

	Both seem to point to Pocher. Unless he, too, and the timing of his return, is also a distraction meant to keep us from seeing what’s really going on.

	So, what is really going on?

	I’m swimming in circles and that’s exactly what someone wants me to do. And I really do hate being the boring girl who does what’s expected of me. 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	When I return to the living room, Kane and Andrew are standing at the window, their backs to me. I don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know that conversation involves me stabbing Roger to death and the aftermath. Their aftermath. The reality here is that if my brother doesn’t pull himself together, he’s headed for trouble, and he might take us with him. 

	Kane won’t let that happen.

	I walk back to the bar, sit down, sip my wine, and accept a fluffy sweet potato puff from the chef before I line all my notecards up for my viewing. I scan them and decide one thing only: the puff is delicious. I’ve got nothing else, aside from the need for more information. I grab my phone and dial Lucas, who really should be here by now. He doesn’t answer. I text him: Where the hell are you and that cake?

	Reaching for my wine glass, I sip and wait. No reply. Another sip. Still no reply. An uneasy feeling burns in my belly and I push it aside. He’s afraid of Kane. That’s the bottom line. That chickenshit. I dial him again. He doesn’t answer. My fingers thrum on the counter and a prickling sensation has my gaze lifting. The chef is not in the room, but Naomi is standing on the opposite side of the kitchen island staring at me. 

	A panicked look slides over her pretty face and she grabs a tray. “Puff pastry?” She rushes toward me.

	I flashback to the woman on the floor, blood pouring out of her mouth and neck. It sure as hell reads like poisonings I’ve seen in the past. Of course, there were the ruptures in her throat but no exterior wounds and I’ve seen some wicked things with toxins. Suddenly, the puff pastries suck. Naomi shoves the tray at me. I stand up and confront her. “How long have you been with the chef?”

	“I—I—why?”

	“How long?” I demand.

	“I don’t work for him. Not full time. He needed help today. I agreed.”

	“What’s your job?”

	“I work for a service. I sous chef for a pool of elite chefs. The service that coordinates it all called me this morning.”

	Nothing about this reads right. “And you’re fucking Chef Roswell?”

	Her spine stiffens. “That’s not appropriate.”

	“That’s a yes. What’s your full name?”

	“I don’t understand—”

	“Do you know who I am?” I challenge.

	She blinks and cuts her stare. That’s another yes. “Who you are?” she coos, all innocent, which she is not. Playing stupid is stupid. Jesus, help me. I’ll go back to church—I promise—to spare me the stupid of the world. And if you don’t strike me down when I enter the church.

	“Special Agent Lilah Love,” I say. “What’s your full name?” 

	Her lashes lower and she wets her lips before she forces her gaze to mine. “Naomi—” 

	“Last name,” I snap.

	“Wells,” she replies. 

	Wells.

	Of course, it is, I think. And why wouldn’t our sous chef have the same last name as the victim of a murder last night? “What’s your connection to Emily Wells?”

	“She’s my ex-sister-in-law.” She bursts into tears. “She was. She was my—” She sobs and runs from the room, bumping into the chef as he returns. 

	He blinks and looks confused. “What happened?”

	Kane appears by my side and simply looks at me, a question in his dark eyes. “The victim last night was her ex-sister-in-law,” I inform him. “I suggest we don’t eat any more of the food.” 

	And since my gut says Naomi will run, I step around Kane and start running toward the door. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	I reach the open front door and exit the house just as Naomi’s car is moving toward the gate. The gate that opens automatically when a car approaches. I curse as Andrew appears by my side. “What the hell is going on?”

	“Get your team looking for Naomi Wells,” I order, “and get us an address. We’re going to her house. She’s the ex-sister-in-law to Emma.”

	My brother, Mr. America, forgets all manners and curses, but he spurs into action, yanking his phone from his pocket. I turn to find Kane in the doorway. “Any chance you have men guarding the house tonight?”

	“I have my own personal FBI agent,” he replies dryly. “And she hates when people watch over us. I gave them all the day off.”

	Like Kane needs anyone to protect him, but we do seem to have a pattern. I’m the one who gets stabby. He’s the one who hides the evidence. I’d say it works for us but then we did just have a potentially crazy person, maybe even Emma Wells’ killer, cook for us. “How well do you know the chef?” I ask, contemplating the small possibility that we’ve already been poisoned. 

	“I used a high-end chef service and they came up with a few options. Chef Roswell’s name stood out. I remember his food from an event we attended several years back. You liked his food. The charity museum event with the horse statue, remember?”

	Of course, he knows I remember that night. How could I not? I was still with the NYPD, gaining attention for my profiling skills. Kane had invited me to the event and I’d happily accepted. To my surprise, and Kane’s, my father, still the police chief then, had been in attendance. So had Pocher, though at the time I knew little of him. I certainly didn’t know he and my father were already in a political bed together. 

	Kane had stepped away to take a call, leaving me at the bar momentarily, and that was where my father, and his disdain for Kane, had found me. “Kane Mendez, Lilah? I sure as hell hope the plan is to use your assets to put him in jail. I’m exploring career options that cannot tolerate you making poor decisions.” 

	It wasn’t the first time I’d sensed a darker, harder version of my father. It was the first time that I felt it directed at me, not my mother. Anger had boiled in the pit of my belly. I’d stopped a waiter and offered my father an oyster. “I hear you can slurp them right down right along with your judgment. He’s not his father,” I added. “In fact, right now, I think you might resemble his father more than Kane. Did you know him?” 

	He’d bristled. “Of course, I knew him. He was a kingpin in my territory.” 

	“How well?” I pressed. 

	“Well enough to know Kane Mendez is the devil’s spawn.”

	In that moment, Kane had joined us and I’d linked my arm with his. “I wonder what that makes me, father?”

	“Lilah?”

	At Kane’s prodding, I snap back to the present. “I remember that night,” I confirm. “What I don’t know is what it has to do with that woman in our house.”

	“Maybe it doesn’t,” he says. The devil’s spawn is always my devil’s advocate.

	“Or maybe it does,” I counter. “My father and Pocher were both there. Chef Roswell was there. I’d like to know if Naomi was there.”

	 “Interesting,” Kane comments. “She wasn’t supposed to be here. Chef Roswell arrived with her instead of the sous chef he’d scheduled, who called in sick. Naomi was a last-minute add-in.” 

	“She lives in the city,” Andrew announces, joining us. “I put out an APB to have her brought in for questioning. I’ve got patrol on the highway, train station, and airport and I called the East Hampton police department. I’ll call the NYPD unless you prefer to make the call. “

	 “I’ll make the call,” I say, phone in hand, punching my auto-dial for Chief Houston who until recently, I distrusted. Now, I just mostly trust him, which is about all anyone gets from me. 

	“Lilah fucking Love,” he answers. “I didn’t expect a Happy Thanksgiving call from you of all people. A hell of a good surprise. Now, what do you really want?”

	“We had a murder in East Hampton last night. Long story short, we need to bring the sister-in-law of the deceased in for questioning now, and we have reason to believe she’s on the run.”

	“And she lives here.”

	“She does. She’s here now, but we suspect she may return to the city.”

	“And you’re calling me personally, why?”

	“This may tie back to the Umbrella Man case.”

	“Holy hell. Tell me we didn’t get the wrong guy?” 

	“More like an admirer of his work,” I say, quite certain Roger is deader than dead. 

	“Copycat?”

	“Maybe.” I don’t offer more. I’m only a more person when I’m the one getting the extra serving of whatever I want. Instead, I say, “I’ll text you the pertinent details,” and hang up, eyeing Andrew. “I need her address and—just text me her driver’s license photo.” 

	He’s already on his phone, forwarding me the photo. The message dings and I pull it up to stare down at the image of Naomi Wells’ license. I scowl at my brother, the police chief, who should be the almighty investigator around these parts. “Did you look at the woman who was serving us, Andrew? I mean, she was pretty and you’re still single.”

	“I was slightly distracted by other things, Lilah. Why?”

	I show the photo to Kane and his gaze lifts to mine. “That’s not the woman that was just in our house.” 

	“Exactly,” I say, already dialing Chief Houston again. 

	“I’m fast,” he says when he answers, “but not that fast.”

	“The woman we thought was Naomi Wells was an imposter. Do a safety check on the real Naomi. I need to know if she’s alive.” I disconnect. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY

	“I need to talk to Chef Roswell,” I say, walking past Kane and going inside the house. 

	I find him in the kitchen, still busy at work. “Dinner will go on,” he declares. “I don’t know what the hell Naomi just pulled, but I do apologize.” 

	I find it odd that he stayed in the kitchen, rather than attending to whatever issue his employee created. Kane apparently does as well. He steps to my side and says, “Chef Roswell,” his words heavily accented which I know to be by intent. I’ve learned that when Kane means business, he lays it on thick. And he knows very well that’s when they think of him being his father’s son. “Let’s put dinner on hold and have a conversation.”

	Chef Roswell looks between me and Kane, turning off a burner beneath a pot as he does. “Oh, holy hell. Did she steal something?” He grabs a towel. “And I apologize. I was trying to save your dinner.”

	“How well do you know her?” Kane presses. 

	“As I mentioned when I arrived,” he replies, “she was a last-minute replacement of my scheduled sous chef. I’ve never worked with her before. Did she steal something?” he presses again. 

	“Did the service send her?” I ask. 

	“That’s what Naomi told me,” he says. “She called right as I arrived in the Hamptons and told me she was here to replace Michael, the scheduled chef. He wanted to be with his family today, so I’d told him if he decided not to come, just make sure I have a backup. I assumed that’s what happened. What is going on?”

	“I sensed tension between the two of you,” I say. “What was that?”

	He clears his throat. “She was immediately hands-on, and by hands-on, I mean on me. I quickly figured out that she was distracting me from her lack of experience. She didn’t understand basic prep. I’d have called the service, but it was a little late for changes. Obviously, I should have.”

	Something about his explanation doesn’t sit right. Kane’s cellphone rings and he motions toward the living room. I nod and walk to the opposite side of the island across from the chef, and meet his stare. “Are you aware that I’m with the FBI?”

	Surprise slides over his face. “No. No, I had no idea.”

	“Naomi is now a person of interest in a murder investigation,” I inform him.

	He pales. “Murder?”

	“Yes,” I say. “Murder. Call the sous chef that was supposed to be here. I need to know he’s okay.”

	“Right. Of course. I wish I understood what was going on, but yes. Now I do as well.” He yanks off his gloves and tosses them in the trash before he grabs his phone from his pocket to dial.

	“On speaker,” I instruct. “No need to freak him out right now. Just check in with him. I’ll contact him again if it’s needed. What’s his name?”

	“Michael Young,” he says, and then he does as instructed, hitting a contact icon and then the speaker button. The caller ID tells me they know each other fairly well and I’m a bit surprised the service would get in between their communication.

	The line rings three times before I hear, “Chef Roswell.”

	At Michael’s voice, the chef’s shoulders relax with an obvious punch of relief. I believe the chef truly was worried.

	“I was going to call you,” Michael continues. “Thank you for letting me take today off. My mother is overjoyed.”

	 “I wish I could take credit,” Chef Roswell replies. “I was told you cancelled.”

	“Cancelled?” Michael asks, sounding genuinely confused. “I wouldn’t do that to you. What’s going on over there at the service?”

	“Do you know who called you?” the chef asks. 

	“I can’t remember her name,” he says. “It wasn’t the normal person I talk with. I’m sorry I deserted you. I’d never do that. Are you screwed right now? I mean, damn, man. I can’t get there in time to make a difference.”

	“I’ve got things under control,” he says. “I just wanted to check on you and tell you Happy Thanksgiving. I need you at that wedding next weekend, though.”

	The mention of yet another wedding has my attention.

	“I’ll be there,” Michael adds. “And if the service cancels me, I’ll call you personally to confirm. I should have done that anyway. I normally do.” 

	The chef eyes me for instructions. 

	I wave off any further contact. He nods and says, “Have a good evening, Michael. I’ll talk to you soon.” With Michael’s returned reply, they disconnect.

	 “What wedding?” I ask immediately.

	“A socialite here in East Hampton,” he says. “Why is that relevant?”

	“I need a name.”

	“Maria Carbella of the Carbella family. I’m confused. Who is dead and why does it feel as if you think this is connected to me?”

	 I think it’s connected to me, but so is he, now and in the past. And the question now is what connection does he have to Emma Wells? A chef would certainly be comfortable butchering animals, such as a pig. And so, I ask the question. “Were you contracted for the Emma Wells’ wedding?”

	He grabs the counter. “Yes. Why? And why do I know that’s bad?”

	“Because she’s dead,” I say, and wait for his reaction.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	The color drains from Chef Roswell’s face and before I can stop him, he’s leaning over the trash, throwing up, and effectively contaminating the kitchen where evidence of a murder may well now hide. If there is anything I dislike outside large quantities of blood, it’s large quantiles of barf. I decide right then, he’s a hot man, in a hot man’s body, with a wuss, not a killer, buried inside. He’d never stomach butchering and draining a pig. He’s not our guy, but he’s also been targeted. The question is, why? 

	He grabs a paper towel and wipes his mouth. I gag a little, I can’t help it. “I only met her once, but she was a sweet lady,” he says. “I can’t believe she’s dead. How did she die?”

	“Die?” I ask. “You mean, how was she murdered?” Andrew enters the room and I glance over at him. “Do you have officers on the scene?”

	“I do,” he confirms.

	“Can Chef Roswell sit in a vehicle while I search the kitchen? Preferably with the window down since he just lost his lunch in the trashcan.”

	“Wonderful,” Andrew mutters, motioning to the chef. “This way.”

	“I need to finish your dinner,” the chef argues. “I’ll clean up and get it done.” His gaze falls to me. “You hired me for a great meal.”

	“We can’t eat the food, chef,” Andrew states. “Not this time.”

	“I don’t understand,” he argues. “Do you think we tried to poison you?”

	I give him a deadpan stare. He swallows hard. “Mary, mother of Jesus.”

	Now that he finally gets the point, I step to the bar where I’d been sitting, grab a notecard, scribble down my number and slide it in front of the chef. “I’ll need you to come to the station for questioning. Text me at noon tomorrow on the dot. If you don’t, we’ll hunt you down. I’ll hunt you down. It’s not ever a fun reunion when I hunt someone down. And now, you may go.” I flick Andrew a look. “If Police Chief Love agrees.” 

	The chef pales all over. “Police Chief Love?”

	“Yes,” Andrew confirms. “Police Chief Love. And I’d like you to go to the station and get fingerprinted.”

	Chef Roswell inhales and nods, removing his apron. “Whatever is needed.”

	A timer goes off and he forgets all else, tossing the apron on a barstool and grabbing a potholder before rushing to the stove. A few moments later, he places a dish of mac ‘n’ cheese, bubbling with delicious cheese, on top of the stove. Oh, how painful killing this meal is to my growling stomach. 

	“It’s not poisoned,” he assures me. “No one touched it but me and my reputation is exceptional. And my mac ‘n’ cheese is the best on planet Earth.”

	The man might know how to tempt a woman, even more so than Kane, outside that moment where he used the trashcan for a belly dumpster. 

	And yeah. It’s probably safe to eat the food, despite said dumpster location. However, using “probably” as a judgment call is about as stupid as assuming you know what you can’t validate. “Considering Emma Wells’ condition when I saw her last night,” I say trying, “I’ll pass.”

	“Oh,” he says flatly. “I see. I ah, I see.”

	I doubt it, I think. The man has thrown up in a trashcan, turned ten shades of white several times, and he’s still offering me food. Andrew motions to Chef Roswell to get moving and fortunately, he moves in Andrew’s direction. I walk to the hallway, grab my field bag, slide it across my chest, and glove up. 

	Once I’m back inside the kitchen, I walk straight to the refrigerator, open the door, and look for a jar of blood. There isn’t one. Of course not. That would make one of the people visiting our house tonight more obviously involved. It just never ends up that easy for me. I start walking the area, bagging samples of food, our salt and pepper shakers, and other random items, as I decide everything edible needs to go. I’m not sure how Emma died, but she was in the kitchen, water was in her hand, and that means she ate something that killed her, or she took medication.

	Not poison my ass, Ms. DD Fashion Model. 

	Emma Wells was poisoned. And logically, the fake Naomi Wells was here to poison us as well. Except—no. I love logic as much as anyone, but what is logical to me is only logical because of my limited view of a picture not yet drawn. I’ve already said that the killer doesn’t want me dead, at least not yet. That’s my instinct. I’m sticking with it. 

	He or she–my gut says “he” despite Naomi’s presence tonight—he tested me tonight to find out how easily I could be manipulated, and how easily he could get close to me. And maybe Kane. 

	That means he used Naomi. She’s his weakness. She could talk. We need to find her. 

	And tonight’s events drive home the idea that the killer wants me to play a game with him.

	Obviously, he has no idea that I’m not somebody you want to play with. In fact, I’m the one who no one will even play monopoly with. Apparently, I’m intolerable. I like to win. I hate to lose. That hasn’t changed. He won’t like how I play.

	For now, I make my way to the bathroom, bag our Advil and Excedrin, and hand over all the samples I’ve take to one of Andrew’s men. Andrew is nowhere to be found. I re-enter the kitchen to make sure I didn’t miss anything. That’s when Kane appears at the side of the bar, where I’d been working earlier, and motions for me to join him in the other room. I yank off my gloves, toss them, and follow him to the living room. We end up in the living room by the tree, which had been our effort to be normal. We are obviously not normal and can’t even pretend otherwise. 

	“What are you thinking?”

	“I’m thinking that mac ‘n’ cheese looks fantastic. I might have to kill that bitch Naomi or whatever her real name is, when I find her for denying me my favorite food.” 

	“Unless she saved us.”

	“Hmm. I don’t know how I feel about that statement, but not very on target.” My cellphone rings and I drag it from my pocket to eye the caller ID. “It’s Chief Houston,” I say before answering without the pretense of niceties. I’m not a unicorn or a nun. “Well?”

	“Naomi Wells is alive and well. We scared the shit out of her.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	A family that fights crime together, stays together and alive. It’s a bonding experience. Some might say it’s special. Forget that we also committed a crime together. We’re fighting the bad guys. That’s what matters. Unless one of us ends up dead. That’s what I’m worried about with Lucas, that I pulled him into the wrong story, that he searched for the wrong person. 

	I’m eager to find him and wring his neck. 

	Kane and I make it as far as the foyer when Andrew corners us. “No word on the fake Naomi yet, but my team needs to come in and take fingerprints that we can try to match to the database.” He eyes Kane. “We’ll need to look at your security cameras.” 

	Bonding is over, I think, even before Kane says, “You can fingerprint. We’ll handle the cameras.” 

	I can predict the rabbit hole of accusation that is flooding my brother’s brain even before he replies with a disdainful, “Of course you will. I’m sure you have plenty of things on the feed you don’t want me to see.”

	“Such as us naked in the very kitchen your dinner was being made in?” I challenge. 

	His lashes lower and he scowls. “Lilah.”

	Beside me, Kane doesn’t so much as bristle. I suspect he’s enjoying Andrew’s discomfort. This might bother another sister, but to me, embracing your brother’s discomfort is a mandatory part of sibling love. 

	“I’m just keeping it real, Andrew,” I continue. “Kane and I like to mix things up, keep things from getting boring. I’m sure you know what I mean. In other words, the East Hampton police department doesn’t get to make us your Saturday night high.” I change the topic. “How long will your team be here to take prints?”

	“At least half an hour,” Andrew replies, sliding into the change of topic with what I read as relief.

	Kane replies to a text message on his phone and then says, “One of my men, Jay, is coming to supervise. He’ll lock up when you’re done.”

	“You trust him but you don’t trust me,” Andrew says dryly.

	“And?” Kane challenges with good reason. It wasn’t that long ago that Andrew vowed to destroy Kane, to get him away from me. 

	Of course, that was before the dead body, but Kane doesn’t trust easily, even with ammunition on someone. A well-known fact that I suspect keeps the Society on their toes and hating him. 

	“Don’t hassle Jay,” I add. “He’s the guy who stepped between me and the Umbrella Man and took a bullet for it.” I leave out the part where that was a stupid move, considering the Umbrella Man didn’t want me dead, but Jay, as my bodyguard at the time, was another story. The asshole could have gotten himself killed. He almost did. Bottom line, Jay was brave. He’s a man’s man, one who wouldn’t be throwing up in a trashcan because he heard about a murder. 

	 “All right,” Andrew agrees, softening some now. “Jay gets the rest of that bottle of whiskey, but why do I need him? Where are you two going?”

	“To find Lucas,” I explain. “I need him to hack now more than ever.”

	“He’s a stockbroker,” Andrew says. “What is all this talk about him hacking?”

	“He’s an investment banker,” I correct. “And I’d tell you, Captain America, but then I’d have to kill you. Consider him an FBI asset and leave it at that.” I glance at my watch. It’s now five o’clock. “Isn’t Micki’s diner open until like ten?”

	“Midnight,” he says. “They’ve become a late-night Thanksgiving tradition around here.”

	“Perfect. We’ll meet you there when you’re done here. We can eat and debrief. Or we can come to your house. You don’t have company, right?” 

	He scowls because we both know I’m talking about Samantha. A moment later, he escapes that topic when his cellphone rings. He glances at the number and the pink of his cheeks tells me, it’s the Wicked Witch herself. “Micki’s,” he says, then answers the call with, “Police Chief Love.”

	“I wonder if she calls him that when they’re alone,” I say, glancing up at Kane.

	“Probably,” he says. “Meanwhile, the only thing you call me when we’re alone is asshole.”

	“With love,” I assure him as we grab our coats and get the hell out of there.

	By the time we’re inside Kane’s Mercedes and on the road, our exchange has sent me back to the text message Emma had sent to Jamie: One more time for the history books. 

	I’d read it and believed they were talking about sex. But Emma was getting married in a few weeks, supposedly in love with her fiancé. So much so that him missing a holiday clearly upset her. I’m not naïve enough to believe that means she wasn’t sleeping with only one man. Or that she might have been seeking refuge with an old lover. But what if that text message with Jamie wasn’t a booty call? What if it was something else? 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	Twenty minutes later, Kane pulls the car to a halt in front of Lucas’s dark house. 

	“Though I know you hate when people state the obvious,” Kane comments. “He doesn’t appear to be home.” 

	“Actually,” I say, popping my door open, “I could use a big dose of anything obvious right about now. I’m going to find out if he’s hiding from us or someone else, sleeping, or dead.”

	“How about he’s just not home?” Kane offers.

	“Right. That too.” I exit the Mercedes, straighten, my firearm at my side, tucked under my coat, and shut the door. 

	By the time I’ve raced through the bitingly cold wind blasting off the nearby ocean, and I’m ringing Lucas’s doorbell, Kane is by my side. There’s no answer. I ring the bell again and still, there’s no answer. Grimacing, and biting back words I’d rather save for Lucas, I snap up my phone and punch the auto-dial for Lucas. It goes straight to voicemail. Earlier, it at least rang. I’m really not liking how this is reading. 

	Fortunately, Lucas has one of those fancy front door keycode entry points, and I just happen to have the code. I punch it in and glance up at Kane. “Before you bitch about me knowing the code, it’s been the same for years.”

	 “You having his code for years doesn’t sound good, Lilah.”

	“Right. Well, maybe not, but for the record, it sounded good in my head. And we both know you know I’m haven’t, nor will I ever, sleep with Lucas.” I push open the door and flip on the light. “Lucas!” I call out. 

	He doesn’t answer. I pull my firearm and head down the hallway. “Lucas!” 

	Still no answer. 

	“I’ll check upstairs,” Kane says, pausing by my side, just on the edge of the living room.

	“Look for his laptop,” I say. “Where it is, he is.”

	He nods and he’s already moving up the stucco-framed staircase, but Kane doesn’t pull the firearm I know he has on his person. 

	I shove mine back in the holster, any sense of real danger simply not present. With my hands free now, I walk the lower level of the house, flip on the rear light to survey the pool area, all areas free of any signs of struggle or dead bodies. There’s also no laptop. My last stop is the kitchen, which looks clean and unused. I walk to the fridge and open the door, scanning the contents. 

	“Looking for a jar of blood?” Kane asks, from behind me.

	I turn to find him leaning his shoulder on the archway. “More like the turkey pot pie he said he ordered for dinner,” I say, shutting the fridge again. “And the coconut cake he was supposed to bring for dessert. None of it exists.”

	“Unless he took it to someone else’s house,” Kane suggested.

	“Why would he lie about food? And why not just tell me he had plans?”

	“Good question. Maybe he took the food with him, came to our house, saw the police cars and panicked. He is a hacker.”

	“But why ignore my calls?” I walk to the trashcan and look inside. There’s no sign of takeout containers or even a paper plate that held a slice of cake. I glance at Kane. “Any sign of the laptop?”

	“None, but I did find a Taylor Swift poster. How old is Lucas?”

	“Considering he used to have The Backstreet Boys and Weird Al, Taylor is a step up. And now you know why you never have to be jealous over Lucas. Clearly, I’m more the Scarface or Godfather type.”

	He ignores my clear reference to him and his family and says, “There’s a difference between jealousy and my general distaste for all things Lucas. His desire to fuck you is disrespectful to me and you.”

	“And here we see my very own Scarface in your reply. It’s a game to him, Kane,” I say, pausing as I say the words, and remembering something Lucas had said to me recently about his inability to stop hacking. “And an addiction,” I murmur. “A high. In fact, the way it agitates you is probably part of the high. It’s dangerous. And he likes danger.”

	“Why do I know we are no longer talking about Lucas?” Kane asks. 

	“It’s a game, a high,” I repeat, my eyes meeting his. “A dangerous one.”

	“What’s more daring than showing up at our house after challenging you with that jar of blood?”

	“Exactly,” I say, “but—” My brows dip. I’m back to those text messages Emma exchanged with Jamie. “Emma exchanged a text message with a person we can’t identify,” I tell Kane. “I thought they were about sex, but my mind is going elsewhere now.”

	“Why sex and now no sex?”

	“I keep thinking that this is a game. And her words were ‘one more for the history books.’ Maybe she was part of the game and it turned deadly.” I wave off my speculation. It’s nothing more right now. “I’m letting my mind run wild because I have no real facts yet.” I shift back to Lucas. 

	“Lucas goes nowhere without his laptop. That means he took it with him, or someone took it and him. I need to look at his security feed.” I hurry out of the kitchen, walk down the hallway, and check his security panel. I try a code. It doesn’t work. I try another. After ten tries, I give up. 

	At this point, Kane is standing behind me, his hand on the wall above my head. I turn to face him. “Be forewarned. If he’s not dead, I’m going to kill him.”

	“He’s not dead, beautiful,” he promises. 

	“You can’t know that.”

	“I’ll have my men find him tomorrow.”

	And there it is. Reason number one hundred and one to marry him. 

	He has men who really do know how to find people.

	Never mind that I’m an FBI agent, and his people that find people probably—okay, most definitely—also know how to make people disappear. 

	Sometimes there are people like the Umbrella Man and say Pocher, who require those skills be put to use. The problem is, at least how I see it at the moment, Kane’s not the only person who knows how to make people disappear. And Lucas appears to be missing. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	Kane and I walk into the diner, two ants in an ant pile of hungry people.

	There are no open tables. We order takeout and Kane is paying the bill when my gaze lifts and lands on Lucas. He’s at a corner table, laptop open, a slice of strawberry pie by his side, the same strawberry pie I was just told was sold out.

	He scoops a big bite of that pie and must sense me staring at him because he looks up and drops that fork, perfectly good pie splattering about. Too bad he’s wearing a black sweater or he’d be looking like a strawberry pop tart right about now. 

	I start walking toward him and by the time he’s on his feet, I’m in front of him. “What the hell, Lucas?” I demand. 

	He holds up his hands. “I can explain.”

	“Before I tell you to talk fast and do just that and more,” I reply, “Kane and I were in your house, searching for your dead body.”

	“Oh hell.” He scrubs his jaw. “Kane was in my house?”

	“Yes, and since you’re so high-tech you should know that.”

	“Maybe I did,” he snaps, bristling.

	“You didn’t. I see it in your face. And wait for it,” I add. “Kane saw Taylor Swift.”

	“I hide code on the back of that,” he says defensively.

	Like he’d ever write hacking code down anywhere. “How many lies are you going to tell me in twenty-four hours, Lucas?”

	“Okay. Fine. I like Taylor Swift. Kill me, why don’t you?” He holds up his hands again. “Not literally, Lilah.”

	 “And yet,” I assure him, “it’s so very tempting to at the very least bust your balls, but you know why I’m not?”

	“This is a trick question, right?”

	“Because I believe one day you might settle down and try to have kids and I will have taken that ability from you. I’m handling a murder case that’s gotten personal. You’re family. I thought you were dead.”

	“Wait.” His lips quirk. “Are you telling me you were worried?”

	“I’m telling you I’m pissed off.”

	Kane steps to my side. “Where’s my coconut cake I was promised?”

	Lucas’s lips press together. “That’s the thing,” he starts, obviously preparing an excuse. “I told Lilah that I bought food so she wouldn’t worry about me being alone. There was no cake. There is no cake. I came to buy one and they were sold out.”

	“And so you just didn’t come to the house,” I comment. “You’re such a little bitch, Lucas.” I sit down at the seat across from his faithful laptop and grab the pie beside it. Kane settles into the seat next to me. “They’re bringing our food to the table.”

	“Perfect,” I say, taking a bite of the pie and then offering him the fork. He doesn’t like strawberry pie, but he takes a bite. 

	And I know very well it’s so Lucas cannot. 

	Reason number one hundred and two to marry him, not that I need convincing.

	Lucas sits down across from me and slides his laptop to the side, his energy uncomfortable. 

	As it should be. 

	“I need more stuff,” I say, sliding the pie between Kane and I to save it for dessert. 

	Lucas pulls his laptop back in front of him. “As long as it’s not more pie or cake since they’re sold out, hit me with it. And just so you know, I’ve pulled the data you wanted. I’ll download it all to a file for you before we leave.”

	“Anything good?” I ask. 

	“There are connections between Pocher and almost everyone in the town. Every major event that is widely attended is a dot that connects to him. As of late, that means your father, as well.”

	“In other words, no,” Kane supplies. “He’s found nothing that good. I told you. He’s not that good. You need Tic Tac.”

	Lucas straightens. “All right. Challenge accepted.” He eyes the diner and then Kane. “See the woman in red? Give me fifteen seconds and I’ll tell you her life story.” He punches in a few keystrokes and says, “Her name is Nicki Wright. Age 32. Her social security number is 444-56-7734. She’s presently chatting on a dating site with some man twice her age who is loaded. Or so she thinks. He’s telling her his name is Madison Moore. It’s really Ricky Wilson, and he’s nineteen, and still lives at home with his mother.”

	A waitress appears and fills mine and Kane’s coffee cups. When she leaves, Lucas is still waiting on Kane’s kudos. Poor man-boy has a hard lesson coming his way.

	“That,” Kane says, “was equivalent to petty theft. And I have about ten guys who can do that on staff.” 

	Lucas scowls at Kane and then looks at me. “I doubt that.”

	“Have you tried to hack me, Lucas?” Kane asks. 

	The minute I look at Lucas and spy the guilt smeared all over his pretty face, like jelly on a bun, all I can think is oh shit. 

	“You have,” Kane supplies. “And what, Lucas, did you find?”

	“That you are not your uncle.” He reaches into his bag where it hangs on the edge of his chair, pulls out a data stick, and slides it toward Kane. “That’s a peace offering, my way of showing you I’m loyal to Lilah, I’m loyal to you. He doesn’t know how to protect himself or his assets. You better clean that shit up.”

	I don’t look at Kane. I don’t have to. I can feel the spike of predatory energy in him. And I can feel his stare resting coldly on Lucas. And I know what is coming. Lucas may think he’s cornered Kane. He may think this is how he earns a place in Kane’s inner circle. Or maybe he thinks he can hold Kane hostage to therefore protect himself, and even his relationship with me, in some way. But he’s a mere rabbit taunting a lion. All the lion has to do is flick his paw and this is over. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	Kane picks up the data stick, eyes it, and then fixes a hard stare on Lucas. “These are my uncle’s secrets?”

	“Yes,” Lucas replies. 

	Kane leans forward and drops the stick in the glass of soda sitting near Lucas. “I’m not my uncle. I want nothing to do with his business. And if you have duplicates, I suggest you get rid of them. Or you could always offer your services to my uncle. That’s a good life-long gig. Of course, as my father proved, it will be a short life.”

	“Is that a threat?” Lucas demands, eyeing me. “Are you going to let him threaten me?”

	I shrug. “I don’t save people from their own stupidity on an empty stomach. I’m just not made that way.” 

	“If I was threatening you,” Kane replies, “you wouldn’t have to ask. Don’t connect me to my uncle. Ever.”

	“Holy hell, this place is a madhouse.”

	At the sound of Andrew’s voice, I turn to find him rounding the table to join us. “Did you already order?” he asks. “I’m so damn hungry I could eat from the plates on people’s tables.” He laughs and sits down next to Lucas and across from Kane, but he’s looking at me. “Remember Mom said that in that one movie?”

	I actually laugh despite being suffocated by the testosterone at present, but I give none of the men at the table credit, not even Andrew. I give it to my mother and the fond memory of being on the movie set the day she shot that scene. “She had to shoot twenty takes, stuffing her face each time. She gained five pounds.” I glance at Kane. “You know the scene.”

	His arm slides around me, and instantly his expression softens. “I do. I believe we’ve watched it about a hundred times.” It’s a very human moment for him and me. Because together, we are human. Apart is a whole other story. Kane glances at Andrew. “And yes, we’ve ordered. You’d better grab a waitress.”

	At that moment, as if she heard us, our waitress appears and sets a bowl of freshly made bread with butter in the center of the table. Andrew grabs a roll. “What’s the fastest meal I can get? I have to get back to work.”

	“Turkey pot pie,” the waitress replies. “It’s a favorite and we’ve prepped well.” 

	“Then I’ll have the turkey pot pie,” Andrew says, “and a slice of that coconut cake you guys make. And a Dr. Pepper,” he adds. 

	 “They’re sold out of the coconut cake,” Kane informs him and eyes Lucas to add, “Isn’t that right, Lucas?”

	Andrew gives Kane and Lucas a strange look while the waitress confirms. “We are indeed sold out of the coconut cake.” 

	“What do you have for sweets?” Andrew asks. 

	“Chocolate cake,” she offers. 

	He lifts a finger. “I’ll take it.”

	“Make that two,” I say. “I think I’m going to need chocolate when this meal is over.” 

	“And a fresh coke,” Lucas adds, sliding the one with the data drive inside it toward her.

	“Got it,” the waitress replies, picking up the glass. “And the rest of the food will be right out.” She hurries away.

	Andrew looks around the table. “Why is it weird at this table?” He meets Kane’s stare and adds, “Aside from Kane being here.”

	Kane’s lips curve ever so slightly while Lucas motions to Kane. “I called his football team pussies.”

	I jump on that and say, “And I told Lucas he shouldn’t give away a name he wears so well.”

	He scowls at me. “You know, Lilah—”

	“Food is ready,” the waitress announces, cutting off what we all know would be a lame insult. Lucas is a smooth operator with women, an expert with money and technology, but he’s terrible at tongue wars.

	Soon Kane and I have pot pies in front of us, with bubbling sauce piercing the light flaky crust, and the delicious scent has my stomach growling. I’m ready to dig in when Kane slides his pot pie in front of Andrew. Andrew eyes him and says, “You just want to get rid of me.”

	“And you, me,” Kane says. “So eat and go back to work.”

	I slide mine in between me and Kane. “I’ll share with Kane. We share stuff.” I wiggle my finger. “That’s what this ring means.”

	Lucas grimaces at the ring and looks like he wants to say something but thinks better. 

	Andrew rather ceremoniously picks up his fork, as if he’s discouraging any words that might come out of Lucas’s mouth. Following that lead, Kane and I take a bite of the pot pie and the three of us share our approval. Even Lucas chimes in. “The pot pie is one of the best things I’ve ever eaten. I had two on my own.”

	After that, we all just kind of look at each other and with good reason. 

	It’s an odd, almost normal family moment. If you don’t think about Lucas trying to get me naked, and hacking illegally for the high of it despite a successful career in finance. Or about Andrew and Kane having slept with the same woman and buried the same body. Or about Kane being the son of a dead drug lord and nephew to a current drug lord. Or about my father who is not here because he’s a bastard. Or me. The stabby one. Still, I embrace the façade my mother would enjoy. 

	“Anything on the fake Naomi?” I ask as Kane I both take another bite.

	“Nothing yet,” Andrew says. “That’s why I’m in a rush to eat and get back to work. Anything on your end?”

	“Chef Roswell was scheduled for Emma’s wedding,” I say.

	Andrew’s brows dip. “And then he ended up at your house? How?”

	“A service,” Kane replies. “But I had other options. I chose him because Lilah and I knew him from another event.”

	“One Pocher funded on behalf of Dad,” I insert. 

	Andrew grimaces and accepts his drink from the waitress. “Are we really bringing Dad into a random murder?” 

	“We’re following the connected dots,” I say. “I didn’t place Dad on the scoreboard. And I’m not saying he’s involved. I’m saying he’s a part of a circle.” 

	 “And you think the chef is part of that circle, too,” he comments. “No one made Kane call him.” 

	“Which is true,” Kane agrees. “The circle here in the Hamptons is a small one. Once you’re in, you’re in. Obviously, the chef is in that circle.”

	“And someone used him to get to us,” I say. “Thus, our visit from fake Naomi tonight.”

	“Who’s fake Naomi?” Lucas asks. 

	“That’s the question,” I reply. “We don’t know.”

	“The question is,” Andrew interjects with a lift of his fork, “was fake Naomi the one who left you that jar of blood and killed Emma?” 

	“A jar of blood?” Lucas demands, leaning in closer. “Lilah, what is going on?”

	“My job,” I say, tuning him out and focusing on Andrew. “My gut says she’s a player in a game, not the creator of the game.” 

	The waitress sets the extra pot pie on the table and Kane and I order iced tea. When she departs, I continue. “I keep going back to a text Emma sent Jamie. One more time for the history books, she’d said. That sounds like a game to me, and I’m not sure it’s related to sex.”

	“That’s exactly what it is,” Lucas interjects. “One more time for the history books is a part of a game called ‘Banking the Billionaire.’ It was meant to teach people how to invest. It took off and went nuts. It’s crazy popular. ‘One more time for the history books’ references one last financial score before you get out of the game, at least that set of the game.” 

	Emma Wells was playing a game. 

	And someone wanted me to find out, or they would have taken Emma’s phone. 

	Someone wants me to play, too. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	I grab the pad of paper and pen next to Lucas. Quickly, eager for answers, I jot down names to include the chef, Emma herself, her deceased husband, her fiancé, and of course, the real Naomi Wells. I slide it back in front of him. “Are they part of the game?”

	“Everyone uses a code name assigned by the game system,” he replies. “I’ll have to search IP addresses and phone numbers.” 

	“Who owns the game?” Andrew asks. 

	“Unknown,” he says, “and every time you try to track the servers, they show up in another part of the world. But that said, I haven’t tried to find out myself. I’ve just heard the chatter on random forums. There are rumors it’s used for nefarious communication of various types, but I can’t confirm that.”

	“Try,” I say. “I’ll get you a payday from the FBI and credit. That will help you find some level of immunity for your other activities we both know you didn’t stop.”

	At this point, I’m already pulling up the photos I took of Emma’s text messages. I write down her and Jamie’s numbers. “That’s the victim’s phone number,” I point to the first number. “And this,” I add, pointing to the second, “is someone named Jamie she was texting with about one more time for the history books. Jamie’s phone number is a throwaway. Show us what you can do.”

	He smirks and gives a small incline of his head toward Andrew. Andrew finishes off his pot pie. “I won’t arrest you until after Christmas. And since I’m told you’re an FBI asset, maybe not until after the New Year.”

	“Just do it,” I say, and Lucas doesn’t seem to need more encouragement. He tugs the paper closer. I pull Kane’s pot pie between us. We don’t touch it. Both of us are watching Lucas. It takes him all of two minutes to say, “Neither of these numbers are on the game system. But—Jamie’s phone can be partially traced.” 

	“Not per our tech team,” Andrew says, motioning to the waitress, and mouthing, “Cake,” before he adds, “That was one of the first things we tried.”

	Lucas punches in a few more keys and says, “It was purchased at a smoke shop, aka a corner store, three months ago.” 

	He grabs his notepad from me again, scribbles down the address, and hands it back to me. “It’s in the city. And they don’t have security cameras. I checked. However, there are street cameras. I pulled up the nearby feed for the timestamp. All I got was this.”

	He turns the computer around and shows us an image of a person in a large jacket and a baseball hat pulled low. “That’s doesn’t help,” Andrew says, “but what the hell, Lucas? What are you doing, man? Besides trying to get yourself in trouble?”

	“Working for the FBI,” I say, focusing on Lucas. “What about further down the street?” I ask. “Can we get a better image?”

	“The person goes down into the subway,” he replies, “and there’s no way to know where they come back up to the street level.”

	“In other words,” I say. “Jamie made damn sure he wasn’t going to be found.”

	“He bought six phones that day,” Lucas says, turning his computer around to face him again. He scrolls through some kind of data and writes down the six numbers. He then starts keying them into his computer. A minute later he says, “Bingo. Two of the numbers are registered on the game. If I can get to them while they’re on the game live, I can track their IP address.” He eyes Kane and gives him a little chin lift, like, “See, I’m a badass.”

	Kane actually laughs and Andrew and Lucas both look at him like he’s an alien. Because they don’t know the Kane I know. “Who are you?” Andrew asks him. 

	“I thought you already knew all there was to know about me,” Kane challenged. “So you tell me.”

	Andrew’s cellphone rings and he scowls at the interruption, apparently eager to continue that challenge with Kane. Thankfully, for his own good, he glances at his caller ID and takes the call. “Talk to me. Did we get her?”

	I wait for that answer, disappointed at my brother’s scowl that tells me all I need to know before he tells his caller, “I’ll be at the station in twenty.” He disconnects. “We found the car fake Naomi was driving. No fake Naomi. The car was stolen from a Westbury, Long Island, address a good hour and a half away over a month ago.”

	“What about cameras on the highway?” Lucas asks. 

	“Not on that stretch of highway.” He glances between me and Kane and adds, “Bottom line, unless we get some kind of DNA or prints from the car or your place, that we can actually match up to the database, she got away.”

	My mind flashes to the moment when fake Naomi brought us that plate of shrimp. She was wearing gloves. “Fake Naomi was wearing gloves every moment I saw her in the house,” I say. “I’m guessing she wore them in the car as well. And even if you found DNA evidence, as you said she has to match up to the database. I’m betting she won’t. This was well planned and she was calculated in all she did. We might as well all be wearing clown noses. She made fools of us. And yes, she got away.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	By the time Andrew leaves, I have eaten cake and pie, and we’ve all agreed that Chef Roswell feels more like a token in the game, not a real player, but we’re not ruling him out. I order some cake to go, and once Kane has paid for our meal, we prepare to leave. 

	“Don’t you need me to look some more stuff up for you?” Lucas asks, looking baffled. 

	“Find me those IP addresses,” I say. “That’s what matters.”

	“I can set-up a program and capture those numbers when they sign on,” he says. “I can do more.”

	“Find out what nefarious acts are performed under the cover of the ‘Billionaires Are Bullshit’ site.”

	“Banking the Billionaire,” he corrects as if I’ve forgotten the name.

	“Banking your bullshit,” I say. “Maybe you can’t do it.”

	“Not this again,” Lucas snaps. “I’ll find what you need, but I want an official FBI role. I want to know I’m covered.”

	“I’ll make it happen,” I say when of course, I’m the one banking on bullshit. Murphy isn’t big on bullshit, but he wants me on his team, too. Almost too much, I think. But then, the man was in love with my mother. For now, that’s the only nefarious thing I’ve found on Murphy, though Kane has hinted at more. It’s time I push him for answers I should have pushed for long ago. He hasn’t been willing to talk, but that no more secrets part of our storyline is clear and present. 

	It’s time to talk.

	***

	Fifteen minutes later, with that and more on my mind, Kane and I are on the road when I motion to a certain street and Kane knows exactly what I want. This is the path to my old house, the one I inherited from my mother that burned down several weeks back.

	On the short drive, memories punch at me, so many memories, good and bad, and Kane is a part of most of them. No. Some of them. He pulls to a halt in what was my driveway and kills the engine. It’s a bright night, the moon high, the snowstorm long past. 

	For a moment, I just sit there in the car, we just sit there, until I reach for the door handle, and step outside. Kane joins me at the front of the car. We lean back on the hood, side by side, and stare at the rubble that is left of my house, the ocean wide and long just beyond. The beach where I was attacked and grabbed that knife, is between the two. For a long time, that night and that knife was between me and Kane. 

	The wind rushes over us and I snuggle deeper into my coat. “My mother came here to avoid my father,” I say. “She obviously knew what I’m only now finding out about him.” I glance at Kane. “She hated him. She wanted the divide. When I left New York to avoid you, it was because I knew I couldn’t stay away from you any other way. And I thought we were bad for each other.”

	“But you did hate me.”

	“I hated myself. My mom hated him,” I reiterate. “The night she died, she was with Lucas’s father. I need to know why.”

	“I dug around,” he says, which doesn’t surprise me. “I didn’t find evidence of an affair. I didn’t even find evidence of them communicating often.”

	“It seems like Pocher wanted them both dead.” I dive deeper into a hell hole when I say, “Or my father. Maybe it was my father. It felt like he knew about my attack.” I move on before he can reply. “Maybe she had something on him. Or Pocher. Or both. Maybe that’s why this house is rubble. That something was inside.”

	“Unless it wasn’t,” Kane says. “Would she really have kept something that big here?”

	“I don’t know,” I say, “but it was her private space. But then again, maybe it was with Lucas’s father. Or even a lockbox.” I step in front of him. “What do you know about Murphy? It’s time to tell me.”

	“I agree,” he says.

	I blink. “You agree?” 

	“Yes. I wanted to know more before I told you, but I think I know enough now that it’s time we talk about this. There was a point when he was in rapid communication with Pocher, years ago, close to the time your mother died.”

	I blanch, and I never blanch. “What? Are you sure?”

	“Yes. The very man he says he wants to take down, he has had direct communication with. The very man who ordered your attack and your mother’s murder.”

	“Does that continue?” 

	“No. Right after your mother died, that relationship died.”

	My heart is thundering in my chest. “I’ll kill him if—” 

	“Don’t jump to conclusions. Maybe he was undercover trying to take him down. Maybe that’s how, and when, he fell for your mother. It seems logical that she was helping him and they fell in love.”

	He’s right, it does, and I only believe that because of how damn passionate Murphy is when he talks about my mother. “Can you find out?”

	“I’ve tried,” he says, and to me, that means there are big roadblocks. Near impossible roadblocks. “We could just confront him. Together.”

	“And he could lie. Maybe Lucas can help get answers, especially if his father was somehow involved.”

	“You have protection, Lilah,” he reminds me. “In many forms. Your badge, your connection to your father, and me. Lucas doesn’t. Leave him out of this.” He catches my hip and changes the subject. “And marry me sooner rather than later. When, Lilah?”

	“You say that like I’ve put it off. You just proposed, Kane.”

	“I proposed years ago,” he reminds me. “I’ve waited patiently on you and I am not a patient man.”

	My hand settles on his chest where his heart thunders beneath my palm. Kane’s heart doesn’t thunder. Except for me, which is why I answer easily. “New Year’s Eve. Is that fast enough? That lets us start a new year the right way. Together.”

	“That doesn’t give you time for the dream wedding every woman wants.”

	“I’m not every woman,” I remind him.

	“There is a piece of your mother in you that most don’t see, but I do. Be that woman for your wedding. I know a part of you craves that.”

	“New Year’s Eve, Kane,” I repeat. “I don’t want to put on a show for anyone else. I want it to be about you and me. Small and intimate, in the living room, with the tree still up.”

	“You’re sure?”

	“Very. But I’m keeping Lilah Love. I can’t lose my stripper name. “ 

	His lips quirk, “But the traditional Mexican man in me is a little too macho to let that happen.”

	I laugh. “You? Macho? Never. I’ll hyphenate. Lilah Love-Mendez. How is that?”

	“Lilah ‘fucking’ Love-Mendez? I can live with that.”

	I laugh and wrap my arms around him, sobering as I do. “I don’t know what to do about the house, Kane.”

	“I’ve been thinking about that. I know your first reaction was not to rebuild. I know your mother hid from your father here, it was her sanctuary. But that also made you feel close to her.”

	He’s right which is exactly why I’ve gone back and forth about this decision. “I really don’t want to leave it like this and I don’t want to sell it.”

	“Why don’t we re-build and make it our place in the Hamptons? You can design a Purgatory just the way you want it. And before you answer, yes, you were also attacked here, but you survived here.” 

	He’s right. I did. And in the end, we did. “What about your house?”

	“And there lies the reason to rebuild, at least one of them. You still call it my house. We’ll sell it. Or keep it. We’ll figure it out. But as a bonus, rebuilding and moving here would make a statement. It would tell the Society they didn’t get rid of you, or us. It would be a real fuck you to the Society.”

	“Sold,” I say, without hesitation, because, yes, fuck you to the Society. I’m coming for them. And I won’t stop until I win. And as for Director Murphy, he’d better pray he’s not involved with the Society. Or killing my mother. Or I will kill him.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	Once Kane and I are back in the car, with the heater blasting, I have tomorrow on my mind and still no update from DD on the autopsy. I shoot her a text message: Is there an autopsy in the morning or a fashion shoot?

	She replies with: You really are a bitch.

	I answer with: Thank you. I still need an answer.

	Eight AM, she replies. Room B. Sweet dreams while you can, Special Agent Love.

	It’s a weird reply that almost seems like a threat though she isn’t exactly someone who intimidates with such things. Rather than ask what she will deny, I reply with: Abso-fucking-lutely. I don’t have a problem with dead bodies, remember? 

	She doesn’t reply.

	My mind goes to Andrew and all the new and old snakes slinking about around him. I shoot him a message: Call me when you get a break. Not urgent but important enough for you not to pretend to forget. 

	Not long later, Kane and I arrive home to find the house is clear, and Jay is there waiting on us. Jay is a tall, dark, good looking enough guy, I guess, with a scar on his cheek, and a personality, I don’t hate. Which is saying a lot, considering he’s supposed to be my backup when things get dicey, but he might actually need my protection. 

	We join him in the kitchen that is now spotless, free of all signs of a dinner and cops digging about. “Did you eat the mac ‘n’ cheese?” I ask him. 

	“The poisoned macaroni and cheese?” he asks.

	“Unconfirmed poison,” I correct. “And why not? You dived in front of a bullet for me. Why not just test the food?” 

	He crosses his arms as if protecting himself from yet another shot, this one coming from me. “You’re never going to let me live down jumping in front of that bullet, are you?”

	“Actually, I’m giving you a hard time, but I appreciate your bravery. Thus why I brought you chocolate cake. This, you can eat.” I set it in front of him, on the counter from across the island. “It’s safe. Shove it in your mouth hole.”

	“I will.” He accepts it, a smile hinting on his lips. “Where are we going tomorrow?”

	I eye Kane, who is now joining us from the living room entry, with the bottle of whiskey Andrew gave us in his hand. “We’re doing this bodyguard thing again?”

	“Did we stop?” he asks, setting the whiskey on the counter and retrieving three glasses.

	I don’t argue. I don’t mind backup I can trust. And if anyone proved I can trust him, it’s Jay, but that doesn’t mean we don’t need an understanding. “I’m not a damsel in distress,” I say, meeting Jay’s stare. “If we’re in the middle of an active incident and I tell you not to do something, don’t do it.” 

	“I’ll try,” he says, and he’s opened the chocolate cake container and already has a fork in hand. 

	“You’ll try?” I demand. 

	 “If it’s you or me and a bullet, it’s me and the bullet,” he says, “and I won’t care what you say at the time. I won’t get a second chance once the gun is fired. Be happy about that. Bullets hurt a hell of a lot more than I knew.” 

	“If I tell you something, it’s for a reason.”

	“Perhaps that reason will be to save my life, Ms. FBI Agent. That’s not how this works.”

	Kane laughs and lifts his glass, pausing at his lips. “Now you know why I brought him back.”

	My cellphone rings with Andrew’s number and I answer with, “Hold on,” before I look between Kane and Jay. “I can’t deal with either of you right now. I’ll let you figure out the morning plan on your own. I have to be in Hauppauge at eight and then straight to the city.” With that, I grab one of the glasses of whiskey and exit the kitchen.

	“I’m back,” I say, speaking to Andrew and heading up the stairs. “Are you alone?”

	“For the moment,” he says. “Why?”

	I enter the bedroom and continue on to Purgatory, where I turn on the lights. “Watch your back.”

	“I always watch my back.”

	“If that were true, Samantha would not be in your bed.”

	I can almost see the grit of his teeth. “You don’t know her like I know her.”

	“Said one head to the other head and the wrong one won,” I reply and I don’t give him time to push back. “Kane and I are both good judges of bad character. She’s a bad character.” I sit down in the chair against the wall and slide my bag off my shoulder, letting it drop to the ground. 

	“Did you really call me in the middle of an investigation to talk about Samantha?” he snaps.

	“I don’t trust Officer North or Danica Day either. Just be careful, asshole. That’s all.” I change the subject. “Anything else on the fake Naomi?”

	“Nothing. I’ll call you and wake you up if we get something.”

	“You’d enjoy that, but do it anyway.” I hang up and sit there a moment, just thinking about why I made that call. Why do I have a need to protect my brother, who really is a damn good police chief? Most likely the visit to the plot of land that is now the graveyard to my former house. And of course, the talk Kane and I had about my mother’s murder. Right now, I recognize that I’m hyper-focused on the sins of the Society. The same goes for Director Murphy. 

	And I can’t go down the Society rabbit hole right now and get obsessed with them. I have a murder to solve. And a killer who appears to be obsessed with me.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	I sleep exactly four hours, and I only do that at Kane’s insistence. 

	I know he loves me, but personally, I think he’s protecting himself. I’m a bitch when I don’t sleep. Okay, I’m more of a bitch than normal when I don’t sleep. And if there is one thing Kane Mendez is afraid of, it’s me in bitch mode.

	As the morning throws me chaos, I decide I should have slept more. 

	I hurry through my shower, dress to confuse. That means black dress pants, Chanel ankle boots, and an emerald green silk blouse with my hair long around my shoulders. I look like a girl. It makes people expect me to be soft. I like it when people expect me to be soft. It makes them an even softer target.

	Kane dresses in a suit the color of a deep blue wash of sea on a sunny day. He wears it like a king, arrogance radiating from him. I like him arrogant about as much as I like my targets soft. Both equal winning. And when it comes to the Society and a murder investigation, winning matters.

	Jay picks Kane and me up in a black Escalade. Our first stop is the airport, where Kane is flying out on a chopper to the city while I ride deeper into Long Island for the autopsy. I say my goodbyes to Kane just outside the Escalade and then Jay and I are on our way. For the sake of the investigation, I lay my head back and shut my eyes. Sleep comes hard and fast and lasts until the vehicle halts. I jolt awake and sit up to find us sitting in front of a place called Duck Donut.

	 “What is this?” I demand. “I’m FBI, not a cop. We eat chocolate cake, not donuts.”

	“I’m a Mexican,” he says. “We eat whatever we like and I like donuts. And they have a strawberry donut with buttercream icing. Thank me later.” He gets out of the vehicle.

	Okay, that little monster has tempted me now, when I secretly swore to myself that I’d drink water and eat rice cakes today. Only I didn’t buy rice cakes or water. I was lying to myself. I hate people who lie, even to themselves. 

	And still, I climb out of the truck and hurry toward Jay, with donuts on my mind. “What the hell does a duck have to do with a donut?”

	“They started out in Duck, North Carolina, and yes, apparently that’s a real place.” He opens the shop door for me and motions me forward. “Unless I’m not allowed to be a gentleman with you, Agent Love.”

	“And why wouldn’t you?” I ask. “I’m a lady.” I head inside and the sweet smell of sugar and donuts touch my nose. To hell with rice cakes. 

	A few minutes later, Jay and I each have two donuts, mine are, of course, strawberry, while his are maple bacon, and we head to the vehicle. I walk to my side of the Escalade and stop dead in my tracks. There’s a note on the window and I know exactly who it’s from: my note writer who had gone MIA. Junior is back.

	I scan the parking lot, but the strip mall is new, and Duck Donut is the only tenant. There are no other cars. Clearly, someone could have driven into the parking lot and posted the note and most likely they had been following us. Otherwise, they would not know I was in the passenger seat. 

	I walk around to Jays’ side of the vehicle. “I need my bag,” I say. 

	He reaches in the car and hands it to me, casting me a curious look. “What’s up?”

	“Find out if there are cameras anywhere. Now.” I toss my donuts onto his seat. To his credit, he doesn’t ask questions. He’s already moving, shutting his door, walking back to the donut shop. I round the vehicle, bag the note, and glance down at the message. As in the past it’s short, not at all to any point, and created with cut out of letters from a newspaper. It reads: M is for money, M is also for more, and M is for Mendez. 

	Again, with the jabs at Kane. What the hell is Junior’s problem? And why now? I glance at my ring and decide the timing is no accident.

	I toss the note in the seat and shut the door, with me on the outside, and start walking, checking the vacant spaces and finding them all locked and dark. When all is said and done, I’ve checked the perimeter and further, and I don’t even find a suspiciously parked vehicle. I head back to the Escalade and Jay is walking toward me. “No cameras. What’s going on?”

	“Someone left me a note on my door,” I say. 

	“Then we were followed.” 

	“It looks that way,” I say, but I offer nothing more. 

	I motion to the vehicle and we make our way in that direction. Once I’m inside, I think about the timing of the note. They first started when I returned to the Hamptons after years gone. And now, they start again when Pocher returns to the Hamptons after weeks gone.

	There is no such thing as a coincidence. And I know then that whoever this is, stands close to Pocher’s side. That detail makes Junior easier to find. And I will. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY

	Never ignore a theme in your life. And never blame that theme on someone else. You’re responsible for it, at least on some level. And if someone else is controlling the theme, then you had better fix it fast. That’s where I’m at. 

	For me right now, the theme of my life is “the games we play.” 

	My father is playing a game with my life. If that’s what you call tormenting my mother and potentially helping to plot her murder. Pocher has long been playing a game with my entire family’s lives. Emma’s killer is dragging me into a game. Junior has long been playing a game with me. And I’ve let it happen. I give Junior props, though. She, for I’ve always thought Junior a female, chooses times when I’m hunting a killer and when a note writer is not my priority. And therefore, Junior goes untouched, but not this time. This time, I will find and deal with Junior.

	I won’t be sidetracked. 

	This time I will deal with Pocher, once and for all.

	Once Jay and I are on the road again, I do the only thing I can do at this very moment. I open my donut bag and start eating what turns out to be a delicious treat. And thank God, rather than asking questions, Jay does the same of his. Perhaps he’s silent simply because we’re stuffing our faces, but whatever the case, I’m starting to move past “I don’t hate him” to “I like him.” Especially since I didn’t buy a drink and he has bottled water in the car. He’s a virtual saint, no worry that he works for my future husband who is not. He’s also not a monster either, like his uncle and Pocher.

	Whatever the case, by the time I’ve licked the last dusting of sugar from my fingers, he’s dropping me at the door of the medical examiner’s office. With my trusty field bag at my side, I head up the stairs and enter the building where a security post greets me. I disarm and pass through the metal detector, only to set it off. The next thing I know, a thirty-something guard with a scar is patting me down and getting about as handsy as I get stabby. At one point, my legs are spread and he has his hand on my inner thigh. I decide the scar came from some woman biting him. He goes a little too high and I’ve had enough. “If you touch me in my secret garden, you will lose your sense of smell.”

	He yanks his hand back. “What does that mean?”

	“Well, my secret garden is right there between my legs, and your sense of smell is right there on your face, right above my knee.”

	“She’ll do it. Beware.”

	At the sound of Andrew’s voice, I turn to find him joining us, all decked out in his Police Chief Love uniform. 

	“Big brother,” I greet. “I thought Samantha would have greeted you with such love last night that you’d never make this early drive.”

	“Well, though her secret garden is alluring, I didn’t see her last night. I didn’t get home until four.” He glances at his watch and then motions me forward. “I don’t have long. Let’s get moving.”

	I eye the security guard. His lips press together and he motions me onward. 

	Seconds later, Andrew and I fall into step on a path toward the elevator. “Why are you here, Andrew?”

	He doesn’t look at me. “It’s my case unless you’ve officially claimed jurisdiction and haven’t told me.”

	“I thought it was Officer North’s case?” I challenge.

	“You don’t trust him or Danica,” he reminds me. “As far as the eye can see, him, her, and you in one place was a recipe for another murder.” We arrive at the elevator and he punches the call button. “And this got personal when you were called out by name.” The doors open.

	“I can handle this, Andrew,” I say as we step inside the car and he punches our floor.

	The elevator closes and we face each other while my brother tries to play hardball. “Either you’re running the show or you’re reporting to me, Lilah.”

	“Contrary to your attitude,” I reply, “I play nice with those in charge at least fifty percent of the time. I often work with the locals, offer aid, and I don’t take control. Which is why I assure you that I’ll go to the city, run down the leads, and report back.”

	“So you’ll respect me being in charge?” 

	“As long as this case is confined to one murder in your jurisdiction,” I say. “Yes. Sure. I’ll let you know tonight.”

	He faces forward, giving me his profile. “So much for respecting who’s in charge.”

	I face forward as well. “Probably I will.”

	The elevator halts and the door opens. He catches the door and I step outside into the hallway, with him fast on my heels, but when I would charge onward toward our meeting, he has other ideas. “Lilah,” he says, and his tone halts my steps. 

	I turn to face him and he motions for me to move further down the hall, away from the elevator, away from prying eyes. Once we’re huddled together, he lowers his voice. “You handed me a bombshell last night and just left.”

	He’s all intense and hard-jawed, though I have no clue which bombshell he’s talking about. I said plenty to try and wake him up last night. “I’m good at that, actually,” I reply. “Can you be more specific?”

	“Pocher ordered Mom’s murder?”

	At least he’s focused on what’s important. “I already told you that.”

	“Yeah well, I got a little distracted by the person you stabbed to death.”

	“Understandable, I guess. You are you.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“I don’t say shit like that just to say it.”

	“You did need me to help bury a body right then, Lilah.”

	“Yes, but when have I ever been a liar?”

	He scrubs his jaw in earnest. “Does Dad know?”

	“I’d like to think he doesn’t,” I reply, “but he knows—” I hesitate. “I said I wouldn’t talk about this.”

	“The rape,” he says. “You said something about rape, Lilah.”

	 “It’s a little more than rape.”

	“I know you don’t want to talk about this but—”

	“Pocher ordered my murder and he’s still with him.”

	“Murder?” 

	“Yes. Murder.” 

	“And Dad knows?”

	“From the horse’s mouth,” I say and because I need him to understand just what Pocher is capable of, I dare to add, “I was drugged, taken to the beach at my house, and if the piece of shit hadn’t decided to rape me first, I wouldn’t be here now. He meant to kill me. I think he told me that. I blocked it out. Or I try. Kane saved me. If he hadn’t come home early to see me, I wouldn’t be here. He pulled the guy off me.” 

	I speak that confession with remarkable ease, I think, but then killing your attacker does lend to closure. And other things, like a willingness to kill, but that isn’t a topic to discuss with Captain America.

	He presses a hand on the wall and lowers his chin to his chest, torment radiating from him before he looks at me again. “There’s a lot of things I could say to that—”

	“Don’t. That’s not why I told you. I want you to know who Pocher is, what Dad knows, and how much Kane really is there for us.” 

	“I get that. I owe him then.”

	“He doesn’t want to be owed.”

	“Either way, I can’t believe you didn’t come to me.”

	“It was complicated.” 

	“I’m only letting you get away with that simplistic answer right now because of location and time restraints. Be straight with me. Do you think Pocher is behind that jar of blood and the visit to your house last night?”

	“Logically, yes, but my gut keeps telling me that this is just a sick fuck who killed for the sport. Which means he’ll kill again.”

	He scrubs a hand through his hair and settles his hands on his hips. “I came here to talk. Emma’s fiancé is flying in at noon. I’ll set the interview up for tonight. Can you make seven?”

	“I’ll be here.” I tilt my head. “You came all the way here just to talk to me?” 

	“There are some things better not discussed by phone.”

	“Good to see you growing a brain. The Society is monstrously large and powerful. Don’t underestimate them. And don’t trust anyone. And that means Samantha, Andrew.” I glance at my watch to discover it’s eight-fifteen. “I have to go.” I grab his arm. “Don’t go trying to play Captain America on your own. There’s a way to deal with the Society. Leave this to me and Kane.”

	“I can’t do that.”

	“Then you work with us. Promise me.”

	“I can’t do nothing, Lilah.”

	“Work this case. Just work the case. And come by the house tonight.”

	His lashes lower, but he nods before he takes a step backward. “I’ll leave this to you.” He turns and heads for the elevator. He punches the call button and disappears inside the car, leaving me kicking myself. I should not have told him about Pocher killing Mom. He’s not going to let this go or wait on me. And he’s going to get himself killed. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	When I die, I want to be cremated. I don’t want a stranger pumping me with formaldehyde, painting my face, and prettying up my hair, all so I can be shoved into a silk-lined casket. Not a lot of things bother me. This does. The entire process of people crying over the top of the shell of what was once a human being is just creepy. The autopsy process isn’t much different. Strangers stand around and examine what is left of a human being. It’s actually morbid but necessary, and today is no different, nor is it my first rodeo.

	As I’ve done too many times before, I walk to a reception area of the medical examiner’s office, where I show my credentials to gain entry into the offices. After which, I’m allowed to travel onward to the office marked Room B as DD directed in her text. I enter a small office and then stop at a second door, where I hit a buzzer. The door pops open and I walk into the lab where a covered body rests on one of the four steel tables, the other three empty. 

	DD steps out of an office directly at the center rear of the lab. Today she’s wearing a lab coat over some sort of dress, I assume, since her legs are bare.

	“I was just about to call and check on you, Agent Love,” she greets. 

	“Well, thanks,” I say. “My mom is dead and she’s the only one who ever did that for me.”

	She blinks, looking confused. I’d remind myself she’s not a suspect I’m trying to throw off in some way, but I’m not so sure about anything with DD, the model who might be connected to the Society. 

	DD presses past her confusion and says, “I came in early and got a jumpstart on the examination but there’s something I want to show you before I go further.” She motions to the body and then walks to a station between tables, grabbing gloves from a box and sliding them into place. I don’t bother. I don’t plan on touching anything.

	DD and I meet on either side of the table and she pulls back the sheet to Emma’s shoulder blades. “She was too bloody to make this out on the scene,” she says, using her finger to indicate jagged marks on Emma’s neck that look like cuts. “As I expected and stated, this wasn’t a poisoning.”

	My brows dip at the strange injuries I continue to study as I ask, “Did someone try to cut her throat?”

	“Those cuts originate from the inside.”

	My gaze jerks to hers. “As in, she swallowed sharp objects?”

	“Exactly.”

	Inside a pill, I think. “Do we have a toxicology report?” I ask. 

	“It’s not poison,” she insists. 

	“I understand that, DD, but our job is to find out how that happened. Whatever cut her ended up in her body through some method of transport. Food or a pill. Do we have a toxicology report?” I repeat.

	“Right. Yes. Of course.” She clears her throat and straightens. “We do, and obviously, as you know, I’ll have to send off for the more extensive testing, which will take time. But for now, this is what we know. She had a few expected prescribed drugs in her system as well as ibuprofen.” 

	“Was there a bottle of ibuprofen found?”

	“Not that I know of but she could have easily had a pill bottle or case in a kitchen drawer that was discovered after I left. Or maybe she grabbed it upstairs and then walked downstairs.”

	“I’ll find out,” I say. “That’s one option. Another. Could she have eaten something that caused this?”

	“If there was something in her food, I’d think she’d know it, she’d bite down on it,” she replies, “but certainly I’m looking at all possibilities.” 

	She’s right. We chew our food or those of us that don’t, act like the animals do. She would have felt the crunch of a sharp object. I’m back to the ibuprofen. A gel tablet maybe, which drives my next question. “Could a gel tablet be used to hide a sharp object?”

	“In theory, it would be possible. I still need to open her up and take a look inside her throat and stomach. I didn’t want to do that until you saw the cuts. But that’s when I’ll know exactly what she swallowed.” 

	My brows dip. “How would you get something inside a pill large enough to cut her inside out and her not know it was there?”

	“Believe it or not because of how stupid I sounded over the toxicology report—you make me a little nervous—I thought the same thing.” She fidgets slightly. I do make her nervous. Good. Maybe she’ll tell me who sent her here because it wasn’t organic. “But then,” she continues, “I thought I, now we, could be overthinking this. In theory inserting sharp objects into a pill is easy. What’s not as easy is inserting enough sharp objects to kill someone while making those pills appear untouched. Furthermore, why did whatever this was, cut her throat? If the sharp object was embedded in the pill it would have landed in her stomach. Which would also be deadly, but something just doesn’t add up.” 

	“And of course, how does the killer know the person is going to take the exact medication or even a food that has the sharp objects? They’d have to be close to the person, very close.”

	“But isn’t that the case with food as well?” She asks but she doesn’t wait for an answer. “Pills make more sense than food. And she had the ibuprofen in her system.”

	 “In other words, we need an expert in pharmaceuticals to walk us through the mechanics, equipment needed, and so on.” 

	She holds up a gloved finger. “Which is why I have a call into an old college friend. Her father is CEO of a drug company. I’ll find out what we need to know.”

	“Well then, DD the model, I’m slightly impressed.”

	“How impressed do you have to be to call me Danica?” 

	“More than humanly possible,” I assure her. “I still don’t trust you.”

	“At least you’re honest. I’d rather you say it to my face than behind my back.”

	“Well as long as you’re pleased, DD,” I say sarcastically, but really, truly for me, that’s kind of nice. “When are you opening her up?”

	“I have to deal with an incoming. It’s going to be a while, but you’re welcome to stick around.”

	I might be able to stab monsters to death, but I can do without the rest of this process. “Just call me after. Unless you have more for me now, I’m done here.” I’m already headed toward the door. 

	I pass through the lobby and step into the hallway, replaying the crime scene in my head. Emma Wells. The dress. The bottle of water. Fake Naomi at our house. Too easily she was in our house and her connection to us originated with Kane. I snag my phone and punch his auto-dial. He doesn’t answer. “Damn it,” I murmur, “not now, Kane.” I shoot him a text message: Emma Wells ingested something that cut her from the inside out. We don’t know how or what yet, but I don’t like how easily Fake Naomi got to us. I also don’t like that it came through your contacts. Be careful.

	By the time I’m in the elevator, he hasn’t answered. 

	I rejoin Jay in the Escalade and still, Kane hasn’t answered.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	Worry is a poison. It gets you nowhere but insanity. I’ve got enough to push my boundaries on the sanity issue. I’m not adding a worthless emotion.

	Jay pulls us onto the highway on our way to the airport and I dial Kane again. He doesn’t answer. Now I’m worried. “Damn you, Kane,” I murmur, and glance at Jay. “Have you talked to Kane?”

	“Not since we dropped him off,” he says. “Is there a problem?”

	“I just need him. Drive. I want to go by his office before the precinct.”

	I dial Andrew, who thankfully answers my call. I quickly recap what I know so far and then ask, “Did we find ibuprofen?”

	Papers shuffle and then he says, “Nothing on the list, but in light of this development, I’m going to send North back to look for any kind of drugs. We’ll bag them all and get them to the lab.”

	“Take a look at the food as well. I don’t think that is a likely option for this kind of attack, but look anyway.”

	“I’ll handle it.”

	“Fingerprints?” I ask, since he’s not offering.

	“None that we can’t identify. Not even in the car.”

	“Of course not,” I say dryly. “She was wearing gloves. Anything else?”

	“Nothing yet. You?”

	“Other than watch what you put in your mouth, Andrew. It might kill you.”

	“You loved saying that to me, didn’t you?” he accuses. 

	 “So very much,” I assure him and hang up. 

	 I immediately check my messages to find nothing from Kane. He has an empire to run, I remind myself, but I also know Kane. He puts me first. He has always put me first, especially in high-risk situations. And he decides what’s important, and when. That damn jar of blood with my name on it flashes through my mind and so does Fake Naomi inside our house.

	What the hell is going on? 

	I dial Tic Tac, who is now officially on Director Murphy’s cold case task force that is really about the Society. 

	“Lilah,” he greets tartly.

	“Okay, why do you sound like you’re sucking something sour right now? I didn’t call you yesterday.”

	“No, but having Director Murphy call me is the same thing. That was low, Lilah. I couldn’t say no.”

	“I didn’t have Murphy call you. He called me yesterday. But whatever. What do you have for me?”

	“Officer North,” he says.

	“I see Director Murphy talked to you. What about him?”

	“I found a connection to your old partner, Greg Harrison.”

	An answer I don’t expect. “What connection?”

	“North worked a private security job with Greg a few years back.”

	My lips press together. Greg’s been working with a security company that pulled him into trouble. He told me that was fresh. I suddenly wonder. “Which private security company?”

	“It’s called Cops Off Duty. Looks like that’s the only job either of them ever did for that service.”

	I consider this new information for a moment and I reconsider this connection. It’s just not reading right. The Society is too clever to allow me to find something this easily and they knew I would. Unless North isn’t dirty, or there was a reason they wanted me to connect him to Greg. It feels like I have a million smokescreens coming at me. “What was the job?” I ask. 

	“The former Secretary of State was giving a speech. Obviously, it was a high-profile job. And it paid well.”

	It’s still an odd connection to me, I think. “Find out if that former Secretary of State has a connection to Ted Pocher,” I say. 

	“Should we be saying his name on an open line?” 

	“No, but I don’t really care right now. I’m not calling that bastard ‘our friend’ like Director Murphy. And as for Pocher, I hope he’s listening, and just in case, fuck you, Pocher. Now back to what I was saying. I’m going to send you a list of names. I need you to connect them to Pocher if you can. And pull their phone numbers. You’ll need them.” 

	“I’m not calling witnesses, Lilah,” he snaps. “I’m a tech guy. I’m not—”

	“I hope you aren’t this bitchy with your boyfriend or you won’t last long.”

	“Do you always have to go there, Lilah?”

	His voice is tight, a tiny crack in the center. “Oh shit. You broke up.”

	“We’re,” I can almost see him pursing his lips, “taking a break.”

	“What happened?”

	“Like you care?” he challenges.

	“I’m a bitch, but I have a heart. Of course, I care. What happened?”

	“He got upset over my work yesterday. We exploded, almost literally, I swear. And then he left.”

	“You know, Tic Tac—”

	“If you’re about to tell me to quit my job—”

	“I’m not,” I say, thinking of my job and Kane’s family, that will always represent a job he does not want. I punished him for that. I won’t anymore. “You need to do what makes you happy. If that’s the job and he can’t understand that, he’s the wrong guy. If it’s not the job, then yeah, quit. I’ll still call you, but sure. Do that.”

	He laughs. “You would, too.”

	“Yes. I would. And I need more stuff.”

	“And right now, I need to work, so command me, fair maiden.”

	“Fair maiden?”

	“Okay speak, bitch.”

	“That’s better.” I hesitate just long enough to think of Kane’s warning about Lucas being too close to this case before I duplicate their work. “I need you to get onto a game called Banking the Billionaire.”

	“You do know that no one has actually told me what this case is about, right?”

	“Obviously Murphy talked to you.”

	“Quickly and as incompletely as you are right now. I’m a tech guy not a mind reader.”

	“Find out who is behind the game,” I continue. “Then take those phone numbers and plug them into Banking the Billionaire. That’s how you register there. See if you can get any hits. In fact, do that with Officer North as well.”

	“Lilah, I still need—”

	“I need. Tell me about Danica Day.”

	“She looks legit,” he says. 

	“Define legit. How deep did you dig?” I challenge.

	“I don’t have her personnel file if that’s what you mean. I can’t get that, Lilah, but there are no connections to Pocher.”

	“What about North?”

	“I didn’t look.”

	“Look,” I say. 

	“Are you going to tell me the details of the case, Lilah?”

	“I’ll have my brother send you the file,” I say, as we pull into the airport. “I have a chopper to catch.” 

	“Give me something. I need to know the basics to do my job.”

	“Fine. Emma Wells was found in the Hamptons in a wedding dress. She was supposed to get married on New Year’s Eve. The dress she was wearing was not her dress.”

	“How did she die?”

	“She swallowed something that made her bleed from the inside out. Ibuprofen was in her system, so I’m thinking of a gel capsule, though I’m not sure we’ll be able to confirm that. It will have dissolved.”

	“Holy wow. That’s kind of terrifying. Could it be food?”

	Jay pulls the Escalade into a parking spot. “I don’t know. It would be kind of crunchy, I’d think, but Lord knows I’ve been hungry enough to inhale.” I grab my bag and unhook my seatbelt. “A couple of last things you probably need to know and then I have to go. The killer left a jar of pig’s blood with my name on it. I think this could be someone who idolizes the Umbrella Man and wants to call me. Oh, and I’m engaged to Kane.”

	“Wait. What? You’re engaged? The woman was in a wedding dress and there was a jar of blood with your name on it? And Kane Mendez? You’re engaged to—”

	“Gotta run,” I say, hanging up and motioning to Jay. “Let’s move. I need to get to the city an hour ago.”

	Once I’m in the chopper, strapped in my seat, I text Andrew to send the file to Tic Tac and I text Murphy: About to take off for the city via chopper, but I need the HR file for Officer North and Danica Day. Yes, I know that is against the rules, so if you can’t get it for me, I’ll find my own way. And I need to know about an ex-Secretary of State that visited the city a few years back. Anything there that stands out to you? And have you ever heard of a game called Banking the Billionaire? I’ll call you as soon as I can. 

	He replies right away: We both know you’re avoiding calling me but I’ll get you what you need. Do not have Lucas get it for you. Yes, I know about Lucas. Do call me, Special Agent Love. 

	Shit. 

	He knows about Lucas? 

	How?!

	The chopper roars and I put away my phone, and dismiss Murphy, at least for now. My mind is on Emma’s wedding date that I’ve now made mine. If I believed in tempting fate, I’d say I’m tempting fate. But I chose that date for me and Kane without even thinking about Emma. Now that I realize what I did, as far as I’m concerned, two birds one stone. I’m marrying Kane and I’ve given our killer a message. A big fat fuck you. 

	My move.

	Game on.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	The chopper lands in New York City, and I bundle up to exit, and then check my cell for a call or text from Kane to find nothing. There is a clawing feeling in my gut I cannot control. Jay and I have just walked into the airport when he says, “I’ll make calls and try to find him.” 

	My cellphone buzzes in my hand and I glance at the caller ID a bit too eager, to discover Chief Houston calling me. Jay offers me a hopeful look and I give him a negative shake of my head and answer the call. “Where are you?” Houston asks. “I’ve got your Chef Roswell here.”

	I stop walking. “I told him I’d call him, that pain in my ass. I’ll be there in thirty minutes. Can you get Naomi Wells into the precinct?”

	“I tried. She’s not answering any calls.”

	Jay motions to the bags and the door and I wave him onward, refocusing on Houston. “That seems off. What about her ex, Emma’s brother?”

	“He died of an aneurysm six months ago.”

	The phone cuts out—the service is always shitty in this airport. I step into the lobby and sit on the arm of a chair, hoping to secure a better connection as I ask, “How old was he?”

	“Forty-seven.”

	It’s young, but not that young. And it’s odd for both victims to have youngish dead husbands but cause of death for both at this point, at least, appears to be natural. 

	“Were they already divorced?” 

	“They were going through a nasty divorce at the time.”

	“I need phone numbers for anyone and everyone that is connected to Wells, or the chef, and I’ll explain why later. Shoot me an email. I’m thinking I better run by Naomi’s house on my way there.”

	“You want to leave the chef waiting for you or have me assign a detective to question him?”

	“I want you to question him and then make him wait for me. Let him get exhausted enough to talk to me if he doesn’t to you.”

	“You do know I have the title Chief for a reason, right?”

	“So you can tell people you have the title for a reason?” I don’t give him time to reply. “Consider it a compliment. I don’t trust anyone more than you.”

	“You trust me?” he asks. 

	“I know you,” I counter.

	“That’s a no.”

	“That’s not a no, which is all you ever get from me.”

	Apparently, that’s enough for him because he says, “I’ll talk to him but only because the last thing I need is another serial killer in my city. And I can send a patrol car to check on Naomi Wells.”

	“I’ll go. I’ll call you when I get there.” I hang up and dial Kane. He doesn’t answer. This time, I call his office. The receptionist, Cindy, who is one of the few people on this planet I find just the right kind of sweet, answers. “Mendez Enterprises. Can I help you?”

	“Cindy, it’s Lilah. I need Kane.”

	“He’s not in yet.”

	My heart thunders in my chest. What the hell is going on? 

	“He’s not in yet?” I repeat, when I hate it when people repeat what I just said like I didn’t just clearly say it.

	“No,” she confirms. “I was expecting him, but he must be running late.”

	“Has he called?” I ask.

	“No. Is there something wrong?”

	“I just need to get him some important information ASAP.”

	“I can have him call you,” she offers. “Or I can try to reach him.”

	“No. I’ll call him on his cell. Thanks.” I disconnect and there is a stabbing sensation in my chest. He’s okay, I tell myself. Of course, he’s okay. He’s Kane. Who is human. I just reminded us both that he’s human. I text him: I must really love you because I’m worried. I don’t worry. You know I don’t worry. And please, yes please, call me. Or text me. Or have someone let me know that you’re okay. 

	I dial the airport in the Hamptons. “This is Special Agent Lilah Love. I need to know if Kane Mendez boarded his flight this morning.”

	The woman on the other end of the line says, “I’m not sure I can release that information. Hold on.” There is silence and then she’s back. “I’m sorry. I’d need a warrant to give you that information.”

	She’s right, of course. She’s following the proper rules, damn her. I hang up and dial Tabitha, the wicked witch, Kane’s secretary in the Hamptons. “Lilah,” she greets, sounding like she has a stick up her ass. She doesn’t like me. I dislike her and her fake boobs even more, probably because she wants to rub them all over Kane. Not that I’m jealous. I’m not. Kane doesn’t want her and I’m fairly sure he has something on her, thus why he trusts her. Just another line item on the list of things I need to know. 

	“I need to speak to Kane,” I tell her.

	“He’s in New York City today,” she replies. “I thought you both were.”

	“I need you to locate him now.”

	“Well, if you don’t know, I don’t know if I can—”

	 “Do it,” I bite out, “or I swear I will come there, pull your ass into the station, and lock you up for the rest of your fucking life.” 

	“You can’t—”

	“Try me,” I dare. “Do it now, and if something happens to him before you call me back, Lord help you.”

	I hang up and my fingers curl into my palms. Something is wrong. Something is very wrong.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	I exit the airport to find Jay standing next to yet another Escalade. Jesus. What is it with that vehicle? Who decided that terrorists and criminals take one look at a black four-door box and quiver in their shoes? Apparently, the greatest snake-oil salesman on planet Earth. 

	Heading in Jay’s direction, the cold wind whips around me with blistering impact, but I tune it out, with only one thing on my mind: Kane. 

	I stop close enough to Jay to speak for his ears only, not that anyone else is out in this cold-ass day. “Kane never made it to the office,” I say. “He’s not answering my calls or text messages. Call whoever you have to call inside his security team and make sure he’s safe.” 

	He curses in Spanish and reaches for his phone, not the reaction I’d hoped for. I’d hoped to be angry because Jay knew something I didn’t. I could live with kicking Kane’s ass. He’d live, too, but just barely. The idea that none of us know where he’s at rattles me. I don’t get rattled.

	Hurrying around the vehicle, I climb inside the passenger side of the Escalade, heat blasting. Since I’ll go crazy if I don’t do my job right now, I pull up the addresses I put in my phone last night, namely the one for Naomi Wells. Jay climbs inside the automobile.

	“I called Kit,” he says. “You know he’s the man Kane trusts over all others.”

	Kit is the man Kane has working security when we’re in the city, and at our apartment. A man who is big and smiles a lot, but in his eyes, I see that he kills easily. And he’s right. Kane trusts Kit. “Yes,” I confirm. “I should have thought of Kit. And?”

	“Kane didn’t arrange security today. He had his own car at the airport. Kit is sending a man to find out if it’s still at the airport. More soon. He’s going to call one or both of us. Where do you want to go?”

	I glance at Naomi’s address and say, “Murray Hill,” followed by the cross streets. 

	Jay sets us in motion and with Kane’s warning in my head, I dial Lucas. Thankfully he answers on the first ring, skipping all preamble. “Nothing on those IP addresses yet,” he says. “But I’ll know when, and if, they sign-on. I’m on this.”

	Which is exactly what I wanted last night and I was afraid of today. “Aren’t you working today?”

	“You know I work from home when I’m not meeting with clients. And I got those employee records you wanted. I’m going to send you a secure email in a few.”

	“Damn you, Lucas,” I snap because he’s good. Because I need him. Because he was so fast I may have connected him to this. 

	“What the hell, Lilah?” he growls. “I worked my ass off for you.”

	“I know. Good work. Great. Thank you.”

	“Good work? Okay, what the hell is going on?”

	“I need you to step back from this one, Lucas,” I say. “It’s personal. It’s dangerous.”

	“If it’s personal and dangerous, you need me. I’m not stepping back. In fact, I’m trying to create a hack to unmask the game users. If I can’t get it done, I know someone who can.”

	“No,” I snap. “I said no, Lucas.”

	“Lilah, I got this—”

	“No. And if I find out you kept pushing, I’ll come and arrest you myself. Do you understand me?”

	“What the hell is going on, Lilah?”

	“Send me what you have. Now. I need it now. Include the two phone numbers you’re looking for IP’s on. Include all six the Jamie person bought at the store. Then stop hacking, Lucas. It gets you nowhere good.” I hang up. 

	“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” I murmur. “And fuck.”

	My phone buzzes and I glance down to accept a secure airdrop from Lucas. Once I have the file, I forward it to Tic Tac and then call him. I don’t bother with hello. I let him say it and then I get to the point. “There should be a list of cellphone numbers in the data I just sent you. Two of those numbers are registered on Banking the Billionaire. I need you to find the IP addresses.”

	“Where exactly did the file come from?”

	“A friend and he’s good. So good he can probably out hack you.”

	“Please,” he chides. “That’s not possible.”

	“Prove it. Get me the IP addresses.” I disconnect. 

	My cellphone rings again and this time it’s Tabitha. I answer hopefully, and most people who know me know hope is not my thing. “Did you find him?”

	“No,” she says. “He’s not answering.”

	“I hope like hell you did more than call him. I can do that myself.”

	“Of course I did more. I called to check on his chopper and they won’t give me any information. I called the New York office and they haven’t seen him.”

	“Again, nothing I didn’t know or do myself. Text me your contact to the elite chef service and a phone number.”

	“What does that have to do with anything?” 

	“Aside from the fact that a murder suspect showed up in place of the sous chef?”

	“Oh God. Oh shit. Okay. I’m texting it now. What happened? I mean was it—”

	I hang up and do what I should have done and would have done already if I was thinking straight. I call Lucas back. He doesn’t answer. “Damn it to hell,” I curse.

	I text him: Ping Kane’s phone. It’s an emergency.

	That’s when Jay turns onto Naomi’s street and it’s swarming with emergency vehicles. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	Naomi lives in the row housing, which dominates this area, with a private gate. The fact that the emergency vehicles are in front of her unit says it all. She’s dead. And while I might be okay with stabbing a monster here or there, I’m not okay with this. I was distracted by the intruder in our own home, and I didn’t have the foresight to see this coming. I had Houston check on her. I didn’t ensure she was protected. 

	I motion for Jay to pull us as close to the mess of emergency vehicles ahead of us while I shrug out of my coat, pull my field bag cross-body and then slide my badge around my neck. “Stay close,” I say when he halts, opening the door. “And call me if you hear from Kane.”

	Exiting the vehicle, I head toward the police cruiser sitting at the curb behind an ambulance. An unmemorable cop with a beer and donut belly that I don’t know, and don’t wish to know, is leaning on the driver’s door. 

	I glance at his badge and flash mine. “Special Agent Lilah Love, Officer Kinsley.”

	He doesn’t so much as straighten. He’s lazy. He’s fat. And yes, that’s judgmental but he is not a civilian. He has a duty to be his best to save lives. Thirty seconds can save or end a life. I learned that the hard way. I wasn’t ready the night I was attacked. I wasn’t ready to save me or someone else. 

	“What the hell is the FBI doing here?” the officer asks.

	“While you’re holding up a car, I’m securing a murder scene,” I say. “Call for backup.” 

	He straightens and remarkably, since he takes his duty to hold up the car so seriously, the car doesn’t fall over. His lips press together. “It’s an overdose.”

	“Considering her ex-sister-in-law was murdered two nights ago, it’s not that simple.” I don’t offer him a chance to reply. “Is she dead?”

	“Yeah. I got word she’s DOA.”

	“Call Chief Houston and tell him I’m on the scene, and for now, taking control.” I don’t wait for confirmation. I might not like my father’s name dropping, but I’m not above it on occasion, especially when I’m not claiming jurisdiction, thank you, Andrew. The chief is the holy grail of holy grails. I have Officer Kinsley’s attention. 

	I step around him and his car and head toward the sidewalk. 

	A short, stocky blond EMS tech rushes through the patio framing Naomi’s house and toward the gate. I meet him there, flashing my badge. “Officer Kinsley said it was a drug overdose.”

	“That was no drug overdose.” He scrubs his jaw. “I’ve never seen anything like it. She’s bleeding from her throat.”

	I don’t react. None of this is news to me. “Who called it in?”

	“Her landlord,” he says. “I don’t know anything more.” 

	Sirens screech and Officer Kinsley appears by my side. “We have a second team on the scene now and more officers in progress. I told the chief what’s going on and called in CSI and the ME’s office.” 

	“I need an officer at the gate and the door,” I say. “And you can set a short perimeter. I know what to expect, but I need you grabbing camera footage and going door-to-door for witnesses now.”

	“Got it,” Officer Kinsley states. “On it.”

	“And where is the landlord?”

	“She lives a few doors down.”

	“Make sure she doesn’t leave,” I say. “I need to talk to her.”

	“Got it. On it.”

	He’s a broken record, but as he hurries away, he has no attitude at all remaining. Something tells me Chief Houston told him to mind his manners, even if I don’t. And of course, I probably won’t. 

	I open the gate and allow Kinsley to exit before heading through the patio toward the door. I grab my phone and check my messages, but they’re empty. Forcing myself to focus on the crime scene, I slide my phone back into my jacket pocket and pull out my gloves and booties. Once I step inside the doorway, I find a small living room that is neat and simply furnished. A couch. A chair. One picture of a bunch of flowers on the wall. Emma Wells had money. If her brother did as well, you’d think Naomi would have a little bit more to show for herself. 

	I grab my camera and shoot a few photos. An EMS tech exits a hallway and glances at my badge before offering, “She’s in the bedroom. We’re short-staffed today and there are calls coming in. We’re done here unless you need us?”

	I wave him onward and he wastes no time getting out of here. 

	I make the short walk to the bedroom, still missing that anticipation I used to feel over dead bodies. Maybe that’s just who I am now. I pause in the doorway and stare at the woman lying on the bedroom floor. The one I could have saved and didn’t. I don’t feel guilt. I did feel guilt when I realized she was dead. But now, I recognize that there was nothing we could do about a pill that was likely already in her personal possession even as we did a safety check. What I do feel in the present moment is a responsibility to solve this crime, to give her and Emma justice.

	The killer chose to pull me into this.

	The killer chose wrong.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	The real Naomi is brunette, pretty, and petite. She’s also on her back, blood running from her mouth, over her throat. She is not wearing a wedding dress. I walk to her side and kneel, and with her head tilted backward, her neck exposed, as if she was desperately gasping for air. And she’s stiff. Judging from the state of rigor mortis, she died last night, probably not long after the wellness check.

	I shoot photos of the wounds and then stand and study the area around her. There’s nothing on the ground around her but her phone. 

	Shoving my camera in my pocket for a moment, I grab it and try to check the messages. There’s facial ID. An easy problem to fix. I hold it over Naomi’s face and it unlocks. I quickly scan the messages. There’s a call from someone labeled “JJ.” It’s outgoing. JJ, who could be male or female, didn’t answer. And so, Naomi sent a message that reads: One more time for the history books.

	JJ didn’t reply.

	The history is cleared. This reads a little too similar to the exchange Emma had with Jamie to sit right.

	We’re back to the game.

	I screenshot the text exchange and shoot it and the phone numbers involved to Tic Tac with a message: Victim number two. We’re back to Banking the Billionaire. Find out if they ever played. And find out who JJ is.

	He replies with: Yes, my Bitch Queen.

	Bitch Queen? 

	That’s new and I’m not really sure if it’s him being a bitch or him being affectionate. I don’t really do affectionate. I’d rather him be a bitch. 

	I check my messages for Kane and when there are none, I check for anything from Lucas. Nothing from him either. Lucas hasn’t even responded about a ping for Kane’s location, but Lucas can be the real little bitch. He gets hurt and he shuts down. He’s probably drinking and passed out. I consider asking Tic Tac but asking the FBI to search for Kane Mendez is not a good idea, no matter how friendly Murphy tries to act with Kane. Kane’s team is sophisticated. They’ll find him. They probably already have.

	Resolutely, I shove my phone in my pocket again and focus on the crime scene.

	My gaze lifts to the bed, and on the one nightstand, I find a lamp and an empty wine glass. 

	Closing the space between it and me, I pick up the glass and find the remnants of liquid. She drank the wine, but there’s no way a sharp object got inside that wine and she didn’t know. I mean, unless she gulped it? Where is the bottle? And how did she make it from the side of the bed to the middle of the bedroom? I check the trashcan and find the bottle. Maybe she was so drunk that she stumbled forward as she was taking the pills? I open the nightstand and find a bottle of generic ibuprofen. Bingo. I dump some of them out on my gloved hand and study them. They all look normal, at least to the naked eye.

	I bag them and set them on the nightstand before I glance around the room. There’s a chair in the corner next to a bookshelf. I walk in that direction and study the selection of books. All romances and self-help books. Maybe she was inspired to play Banking the Billionaire from one of these books. I find a journal and it seems a logical place to find out. I open it and find it empty. Apparently, it was a gift she never used or one of those self-help books told her to use it and she just couldn’t get motivated. Maybe she was too busy playing Banking the Billionaire. 

	Next, I head to the dresser and start digging through the drawers. One drawer, two, three. More. Everything is neatly organized and aside from a vibrator, I find nothing that doesn’t belong. Okay, well I guess that vibrator being beside the bed in the nightstand would be more logical, but maybe that’s just me. 

	I head into the bathroom, which is small, and quick to search. I bag the few bottles of medications I locate. There’s really nothing more. I reenter the bedroom just as Chief Houston steps into the room, and with his linebacker, fit frame, he shrinks the already tiny room. I give him a quick once over. “Boots and gloves. A rule follower. I guess that’s how you got your title, Chief.”

	“I’m certain that’s meant as a jab,” he says dryly. “I’m also certain I don’t want to know what you mean.”

	“You’re under forty and the chief for a year now,” I say. “That takes lots of rule following. And I’m actually not insulting you. I’m just thinking how suffocating that must be, always following the rules and yelling at everyone who doesn’t. I sure hope you have someone like me around.”

	“I have you right now, like it or not,” he comments dryly, and then eyes Naomi, before glancing at me again. “What’s the story?” 

	“A near duplication to a murder in the Hamptons.” I motion to the body. “She swallowed something that cut her inside out. I suspect it’s ibuprofen she downed with wine.” I toss the bagged pills on the table. “She also has a similar text message exchange with an unknown person to that of the other victim. ‘One more time for the history books.’ They were playing some game, we think. We’re already working that angle. Assign a detective team I can tolerate. Communicate with Andrew.”

	His brow shoots up. “You’re not taking jurisdiction?”

	“Considering the killer left me that jar of pig’s blood, I should, but for now, no. I assume Chef Roswell is waiting for me?”

	“I recorded him and sent him on his way. He’s an arrogant ass that can’t talk about anything but his food. He’s on standby to come back in.” 

	I decide he did me a favor. I need to interview the sous chef that should have been with him last night anyway. “In that case,” I say, “I’m going to talk to the landlord that called this in and then the medical examiner and then I’m done here.” 

	“That would be me.” 

	A thin man with red hair and glasses appears in the doorway wearing a white bunny suit looking thing. “I’m John Nguyen.”

	“Nguyen? You’re literally Opie. That name is all wrong for you.”

	He laughs. “Yes. Long story. You see—”

	“Then don’t tell it,” I say. “If you were adopted—”

	“Exactly! You guessed.”

	“I’m good like that. Now prove to me your parent chose right by choosing you and show me how smart you are. We have a murder to solve, not a genealogy tree to follow. And I have no idea why you look like you’re going to a parade right now, but whatever. Get with Danica Day in the Hauppauge ME’s office. She’s got a matching murder.” I indicate Naomi. “She swallowed something that cut her inside out, or that’s the theory. She drank wine. I think she took medication from the bottles on the bed, probably the ibuprofen gel capsule. Upon inspection, they seem clean but for all we know there were only a few bad pills and she just popped those. What I need to know is could she have taken the pills beside the bed, and walked this far before they killed her?”

	“Maybe she took the pills,” he offers, “and held the wine in her mouth because she just couldn’t make herself swallow. Some people like my sister, Sara, just don’t like to take pills.”
It’s a logical, solid answer. I like the way the bunny suit man thinks. I grab my card from my bag. “Call me this afternoon.” He takes the card. 

	I step around him and head out of the bedroom. “You’re leaving?” Houston calls out.

	“Kitchen!” I call over my shoulder and I keep walking. 

	I pass the living room and enter the tiny dining room with a wooden table attached to a rectangular-shaped kitchen. I could go straight to the fridge but I decide to keep the suspense moving. I start opening drawers and find what I think is a junk drawer. It includes past due bills, lots of them, a fashion magazine, coupons, most of which are expired, scribbled grocery lists, and to-do lists. I’m about to give up when bingo again, I find a list of phone numbers. None of them have names on them, but this could be useful. I shoot a photo and text it to Tic Tac: See who owns the numbers and if any of them are registered with Banking the Billionaire.

	“What’d you find?” the chief asks, stepping inside the small space. 

	I bag the list of numbers and hold them up. “Nameless phone numbers.” I set the baggy down on the counter for his team to log. 

	“Why do I think I need context for the numbers?” 

	“Both victims sent text messages with coded language that fits a game we think they were playing. And I think the numbers could be players or available throwaway phone numbers to use for the game.”

	He asks me something about the game but I tune him out, already moving on. I open the refrigerator and expect a jar of blood. No blood. No wedding dress. Those things were meant to get my attention. I’m following a trail the killer wants me to follow. 

	I need to follow the trail the killer doesn’t want me to follow.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

	I end up cornered in Naomi’s tiny kitchen with Houston demanding an update on the investigation. I’m eager enough to have him handoff the dirty work to his team, to give him what he wants. My summary ends with, “I’m leaving. The scene is all yours.”

	“I’m going to call in a detective named Marco—”

	“Polo?” I ask. “Because if that’s his name, don’t bother.”

	“Rollins,” he supplies. “His name is Rollins. Good guy. Plays well with those who do not play well with others.”

	“I’m certain I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not staying to meet him. I have to run down a couple of leads here that may tie to both cases and then be back in Long Island to do interviews tonight. Have your detective line up the appropriate interviews. He can go at them today. I need to see them again tomorrow.”

	“Any profiler insight?”

	“He’s smart enough for me to have nothing but that to offer. He’s smart. That is all I have right now.”

	“He?”

	“I do think it’s a man, but the woman who showed up at my house last night has to stay in the playbook.” 

	“Chief!”

	At his name, he steps out of the kitchen. I’m done with this conversation and thank fuck he’s headed down the hallway when I enter the living room. I text Jay: On my way out, and then make a fast path to the door, and once I’m outside in the patio area I hear a woman say, “I need answers. What happened?” 

	A few more steps and I bring Officer Kinsley into view as he stands with a woman sporting pink hair and sunbaked skin as well as a short-waisted winter coat. She’s holding a small dog. She’s also got one of those giant butts that no woman grows naturally that makes her have a pain in her ass while she’s being a pain in everyone else’s ass. She’s one of those people. It radiates from her. Jesus, help me get out of here. 

	I head down the path and when I reach the gate, Officer Kinsley turns a desperate look on me, “Special Agent Love, this is Mirna McDonald. She’s the landlord here. She made the 911 call.”

	“What is going on? Is she dead? Did someone actually die on our property?”

	She looks fifty, but I’m guessing she’s forty, with ten years of premature sunbaked wrinkles.

	 “Yes,” I say. “Someone did. And I’m told she plotted to ruin you by dying here. You must be very angry.”

	“I’m just thinking business. It’s bad for business, dying in the rentals.”

	“What prompted the 911 call for the someone who died? I assume you don’t know her name even though she lived in your property.”

	“Naomi,” she states tartly. “I know her name. She put in a service notice for her stove. The maintenance man said she wouldn’t answer the door. I took him over here and opened the door. I wanted to be sure it was clear inside before I left him there, liability and all. That’s when I found her.”

	“How long had she been here?”

	“A year,” she says. “She’d gotten divorced and was on her own now, she said. She came from money, that one, and now she’s broke.”

	Houston told me she’d been going through a divorce not actually divorced when her husband, Emma’s brother, had died. “And you know this how?” I ask. 

	“I ask questions before I let someone move in. She told me it was a nasty divorce and he had her money. I didn’t know what to think of that but you know, ex-husbands and all. I got one, too.”

	I’ll bet she does. “Did she have many visitors?” I ask. 

	“A couple of girlfriends. Some guy. Tall, with glasses, a fit looking man. Never knew where he parked. Never saw his car. That was curious.”

	I glance at Officer Kinsley. “Camera footage?”

	“I don’t have cameras,” she snaps. “There are cameras at the streetlights. We can’t afford cameras.” She mumbles something and then says, “Can I go?”

	Unfortunately, I’m not done with her. “Did you have any personal interaction with Ms. Wells?” I ask. 

	She blanches. “Me? No. Just to pick up the rent. She liked to pay in cash.”

	Which is interesting, I think, tucking away that detail for later. “Did you know her sister?”

	“Had no idea she had a sister. Can I go?”

	The dog, still in her arms starts yapping at Officer Kinsley. He grimaces. I motion for her to go away and then start walking myself. I weave through emergency personnel and duck under the tape to scan the street. Jay pulls up beside me. I round the vehicle and climb inside. “Kane?”

	He offers a grim shake of his head. “Nothing yet.”

	Nothing yet.

	I grab my phone and give him an address for the sous chef who didn’t show up last night and then dial Kane. The call goes directly to voicemail. I dial Andrew. “I heard you have another victim,” he answers. 

	“The sister-in-law. The real Naomi Wells. Same story. Bleeding from her throat. No wedding dress. No blood.”

	“What do you think it means?”

	“I don’t know, Andrew. Right now, Kane is missing and that’s all I can think about. I need you to go to the airport, just you, and use your law enforcement magic to find out if he got on a chopper today and if it landed safely. Don’t give me a hard time. I know something’s wrong. I need you to be my brother right now.”

	He doesn’t even hesitate. “I’ll go now. Have you pinged his phone?”

	“I don’t want law enforcement involved yet and Lucas won’t fucking pick up. He can do it.”

	“I’ll call the airport and go by Lucas’s place.”

	“Thanks, Andrew.”

	We disconnect.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	Turns out the sous chef who should have been at our house instead of Fake Naomi lives on the other side of the city. Jay and I make it about ten minutes up the road and we’re already stuck in a traffic jam. I pull my coat on. “I don’t have time for this. I need a chopper back to Long Island tonight. Can you arrange it and tell Kane my plans if you can reach him?”

	“Where are you going?”

	“I won’t make it back for my meetings if I sit in this nightmare. I’m going to take the subway. I’ll try to go by Kane’s office, but otherwise, I’ll meet you at the airport.”

	“What time do you need to leave?”

	I glance at my watch, which reads two o’clock, and no wonder I’m starving. “Five. Tell Kane to call me.” I exit the vehicle and start walking, stopping by a street vendor to grab a bag of cashews before I walk the two blocks to the subway entrance. 

	In the meantime, I dial Tic Tac and update him on the new victim. “I need to know everything you have on Naomi and anyone in her life. And I need to know about her ex who died. See if you can connect him to the Banking the Billionaire game.”

	“On it. So far, I haven’t connected Emma directly to the game.”

	“What about that batch of throwaway phones?”

	“Two of the numbers are registered, but neither has logged on for months,” he says.

	I pause outside the subway entrance. “Find out if Naomi’s late husband played. My gut said he did. If we find a circle of people who play, we might find a killer and a motive. And look up Michael Young. He’s the sous chef who was supposed to be at my house last night. Maybe he has a game connection.”

	“On it,” he says. “I did talk to Murphy about a warrant to get user information, but that may take time. I’ll let him know there’s a second murder. I didn’t even ask. Another wedding dress and jar of blood?”

	“Neither.”

	“And that means what to you?”

	What does it mean to me? I think. I should have an answer, and if I was in the right headspace, I would. I force myself to focus, really focus, and see where that leads me. “The killer wants me to look one place when I should be looking another,” I say, basically repeating what I thought when I was at Naomi’s house but taking it one step further. “We need to think about the murder weapon,” I say and it’s then that I realize Danica Day hasn’t called me. “Let me call the ME from Emma’s case. I’m waiting on details on what exactly caused her wound. I’ll call you back.”

	I disconnect and eye the subway that isn’t well-timed right now. Not when I need to make phone calls. I spy a coffee shop and head in that direction as I dial Danica Day.

	“Special Agent Love,” she greets. “I was about to call you. I just finished up the autopsy and I’ll email you the report. And I’ve already talked to the ME on the new case. It’s daunting but rather exciting to be a part of a serial killer case.”

	I walk into the coffee shop and straight to the counter staffed by a young woman with red hair and glasses. “Skinny white mocha, no foam, add whip,” I instruct her, and then respond to Danica, “Look here, DD the model, I’m not sure what your story is, but serial killers are not exciting and that’s the kind of talk that gets people in trouble and dead. And two murders do not make a serial killer anyway. Not conclusively.”

	I prepare to swipe my card. The redhead stares at me, her eyes wide, paler than moments before. I motion to my badge. She nods but still looks like she wants to throw up. Good. Maybe she will live life a little more cautiously after hearing this. I may have just saved her life. All in the day of an FBI agent. I swipe my card and keep talking. “By the books, technically two murders can be a serial killer,” I add, “but not by my standards. Intent to kill again does.”

	“By my standards, this is a serial killer,” she argues. “And come on. He’s going to kill again.”

	“Focus on the victims, not the killer right now,” I say, moving to the end of the counter to wait on my order. “How exactly did she get cut from the inside?”

	“It’s really remarkable,” DD says. “It’s like a bunch of small globes made of sharp objects. They lodged on the inside of her throat, and cut her just enough to cause exterior ruptures. It’s advanced. It’s hard for me to even fathom as possible and yet I’m seeing it with my own eyes. This isn’t amateur level.”

	 “My question is how did that get ingested?”

	“I have a theory. I think they are tiny when they are inserted into say a gel pill or whatever it was and then it explodes with some sort of trigger. When it explodes it lodges in the muscle and cuts. It doesn’t even go all the way through, but it ruptures the muscle. Have you seen those sponges that expand when you add water?” 

	I roll my eyes. “Metal is not a sponge.”

	“I know that and my friend at the pharmaceutical company said the same. I’ll text you a photo of the devices.”

	“Anything else worth mentioning?”

	“This requires very specific skills of which I can’t even fully name. And Emma Wells was healthy until metal ripped her open. Photo coming. Let me know if you need me.”

	“You’re still hitting on me, DD,” I say, and she gasps. 

	“I meant that professionally, Agent—”

	“See that you do,” I say and hang up. She’s so gullible. If she’s a Society plant, she’s a soldier, not a leader. And sometimes soldiers can be useful. My coffee is set on the bar. I carry it to one of the tiny wooden tables all these Manhattan joints sport and sit down. The photo from DD arrives and she’s right. It almost looks like it could have been a tiny BB-like pellet that had sharp objects poking out from inside. It looks like she found about a dozen inside Emma’s body. 

	It’s evil. 

	And DD’s idea of a sponge-like device that explodes in your mouth is either foolish or brilliant. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	I shoot the photograph of the murder weapon to Andrew and Tic Tac via a group text and label it the obvious for me but perhaps not for them: Murder weapon. The medical examiner believes this starts as what I assume to be a ball the size of the head of a pin that expands with water. I’m not sure how metal expands with water, but that’s her theory. 

	I don’t wait for either to reply. I don’t even give my brother time to look at the photograph. I dial Andrew and not only does he answer on the first ring, he gets right to the point. “Lucas isn’t at home or he’s not answering his door. I walked around back and looked inside and the lights are out. And the airport won’t release information. I’ve got a call into the big boss. I know him. He’ll help. Call me when you get a break or I’ll call you when I know something. And Lilah, this is Kane. He’s fine. He’ll call soon.”

	“Right,” I say, and I’m now thinking of Kane’s warning to Lucas about getting involved in his uncle’s business being a good way to have a short life. Not long ago, when Kane’s uncle disappeared for a few days, Kane was pulled into the cartel, he had to prevent some sort of war between rivals. What if during that period, Kane burned someone and they wanted revenge? 

	“Lilah.”

	At Andrew’s prodding, I snap back to the present. “Yes,” I say, and I move the conversation forward. “You heard about the new victim?”

	“Houston called me,” he confirms. “Was she wearing a wedding dress?”

	“No.”

	“Did the killer leave you a jar of pig’s blood?”

	“No pig’s blood this time.”

	“Interesting,” he says, “And before I comment further, there are no reports of missing or dead pigs in our area, or for a sixty-mile radius.” 

	“What?” I say in mock disbelief. “The elites of the Hamptons have no pig blood donation center?” 

	“That was a bad joke,” he says. “Worse than most of your jokes.”

	“Probably.”

	“Absolutely.” He changes the subject. “We tested your food from last night. It’s all clear.”

	“Somehow I knew that. I don’t think that woman was there to hurt us. Just distract me.”

	“Okay, so let’s talk about that. Someone, the killer, we assume, wants to distract you and us. Why leave the blood and dress the first time, but not the second?” 

	“If my attention was the goal, the killer has that already,” I say, though it’s a decidedly lame answer. And I don’t have a better answer, not one I’m satisfied with, which I normally would by now. “Did you see the photo of the murder weapon?”

	“I just saw it,” he says. “Craziest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s like black ops military weapons from a movie.”

	“A good reason to see if anyone in Emma’s life, past or present, has a background in the military.” I think of the investment game Banking the Billionaire. “Or investments in a military project of some sort,” I add. “I’ll have our tech team work on it, too. Though we both know that’s the most obvious thing to do. The killer expects that.”

	“What does the profiler in you say right now about the killer?”

	Oddly, while I couldn’t answer that question for Houston, some pieces of the puzzle flow from me now. “He’s not easily challenged. He’s bored easily. He most likely plays that online game and wins every time and easily. He’s probably wealthy and highly educated.”

	“Well, those two things describe this entire city. I’m back to why did he want your attention? You, Lilah.”

	“I’m the challenge.”

	“But why you? It feels personal. The wedding dress. The blood.”

	“I told you. The Umbrella Man case grabbed his attention. My role in that case declared me the one who might challenge him. The blood was in the news. The wedding was most likely blabbed about by Samantha, and don’t tell me you didn’t tell her. Once she knows something, the entire town knows.”

	“You had to make this another kind of personal, didn’t you?”

	“Bottom line, I believe there’s a lot of intentional distraction going on. As long as we hyper-focus on this being about me, we’re not seeing something else. We need to work the case.”

	“But you said we’re doing what the killer expects.”

	“And we are, but we’ve also got two dead ex-husbands or would-be ex-husbands. Naomi and Emma are both widows, but Emma also lost a husband and a brother. If Naomi was still married to Emma’s brother. That is something we need to confirm with records. And I’d bet my last bag of Cheetos that they’re all part of that damn game.”

	His cellphone beeps. “Hold on,” he says, and I assume he glances at the number before he says, “I need to call you back.” And because what else do I expect from my brother? He hangs up without another word. But whatever. 

	I text Tic Tac a list of things I need him to handle, exchanging random messages with him. Just as we finally wrap up, my cellphone rings. I glance at the caller ID and grimace before I answer with a greeting of, “Director Murphy.” 

	“Agent Love. I hear you had a visitor last night.”

	“With no fallout aside from the brutal injustice of mac ‘n’ cheese thrown away in the trash.”

	“And?” he asks curtly. 

	I sigh inwardly and update him with everything in as condensed a fashion as is possible. I end with, “I need to force that game to disclose its members. I need that now.”

	“With two murders, I believe I can make that happen in the next twenty-four hours. Where are we on our friend’s involvement?”

	Friend. I’m so sick of him calling Pocher friend. “Can we come up with a different nickname like ‘the dirty dog,’ or I can compromise and go with ‘the dog.’ I like the dog.”

	“All right. Where are we on the dog’s involvement?”

	“Less than forty-eight hours later and two dead women is where we are.”

	“I know you think this is just a calling card for a new killer,” he says. “But the dog coming home right as you are taunted at a crime scene feels personal, and not for you. For the killer. Think about that little nuance. I’ll go get the data you need.”

	He hangs up. 

	I replay his little nuance.

	It’s personal, not for me but for the killer.

	He’s right.

	And perhaps wrong.

	What if it’s personal for the killer, who therefore wants to make it personal for me? 

	And now Kane is missing. My mind, logically, went to the cartel, but now I’m back to a killer clearly obsessed with me. I briefly remember Kane’s comment about Ghost being obsessed with me, but this, all of this, doesn’t fit his profile. Ghost is about clean kills and originality. He wouldn’t send text messages and play games and this killer is, I believe. And Ghost wouldn’t cross Kane.

	For the moment, I stop worrying about involving other people in my hunt to find Kane. I call Andrew back. “I’ve talked to you more in one day than I did for the entire two years you were in California,” he says.

	 “Ping Kane’s phone,” I say. “He’s missing. He didn’t make it to the city, but I want this off the record. I’m worried—”

	“It’s another way this case just got personal. I’ll handle it. Give me a few minutes.” He hangs up.

	I push to my feet and start walking toward the door. I’m going to Kane’s office. I don’t know why that feels like the thing to do, but it does. 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY

	I reach the subway entrance and Andrew hasn’t called back.

	I try to call him, but he doesn’t answer. I leave a message. “I’m going into the subway. Leave me a message. I’m headed to Kane’s office.” I disconnect and jog down the stairs, eager to catch the next train out of there. As it is, I’ll have to change trains and I’m twenty minutes out. Once I’m in the tunnel, it doesn’t take long for me to make it to the train right after the doors shut. I curse and stop dead in my tracks. “Damn it to hell.” I squeeze my eyes shut and force myself to breathe, but I can’t. For just a moment, I’m back on that first crime scene in L.A., back in a room that was ankle-deep in blood, suffocating with the knowledge that’s it’s slushing around my ankles. That’s what’s happening to me now. I’m suffocating in the idea that Kane is dead. 

	Dead.

	God, where did that word come from? 

	Kane is not dead.

	I open my eyes and force myself to calm the fuck down. He has reasons he might go silent, all likely to protect me, which means I’ll be kicking his ass tonight. And enjoying it. I try to think of anything he’s said to me that might remind me of something I’m forgetting. But nothing comes to me. 

	Finally, the train comes. When the doors open, I step inside, and thank God, it’s nearly empty. I still haven’t eaten my nuts and with only sugar in my system, I’m feeling unsteady. The subway is a nasty place to eat, but I have no option. I shove down the nuts and nearly choke with nothing to drink. My coffee is still sitting on the table where I accidentally left it. A homeless lady in a trash bag walks toward me, screaming, “They’re coming to get us! The aliens are coming to get us!”

	“Yes,” I say. “They are. You should sit down and hope they don’t notice you.”

	“They’re coming to get us!” she screams. 

	I’m going to pull my fucking gun on her in about thirty seconds, and that thought is how I know just how not right I am over this Kane stuff. As if that’s a real revelation. The woman throws her hands up and turns and runs the other direction. The train halts and I get the fuck off.

	It’s a full fifteen minutes later when I reach street level a few blocks from Kane’s office building. I check my messages and there are none. I dial Andrew. He doesn’t answer. I’m going to kick his ass. I really am. I’m about to dial Tic Tac when Andrew calls. 

	“Okay,” he says, and I already know it’s bad. I stop walking and step to the wall outside the rush of pedestrians that is the sidewalk in New York City. “He’s not pinging, Lilah. That has to be intentional. And that’s good news. If he had the forethought to destroy his phone.”

	“Or maybe someone else did,” I say, and my throat is tight, my words thick. My heart beats too quickly. 

	“I’m headed to the airport now.”

	“So am I, right after I check in with his office.” I hang up and finish my walk, hurrying into the Mendez Enterprises office tower and then into the elevator. In a flash, I’m in the fancy lobby, approaching the reception desk where sweet, pretty little Cindy is managing the phones. “Is he here?” I ask Cindy as she hangs up from a call.

	“Still not here,” she says. “I tried to reach him. He’s got people looking for him. He missed a meeting. Is he okay?”

	“Of course,” I say. “He’s Kane.” I motion to his office to let her know that’s where I’m headed. 

	She nods and I’m in his office in about twenty seconds. I walk to his desk and sit down, looking for clues to where he might be, but this is Kane Mendez. There is nothing to be found. He leaves nothing behind for the wrong eyes, ever.

	I exit the office and head toward the door, calling out to Cindy as I pass through the lobby, “Call me if you hear from him.”

	Fifteen minutes later, I’m at our apartment building, where Kit is usually at as well, and he is nowhere to be found. I call him. He doesn’t answer. I head to our place and Kane isn’t there. I have no idea why, but I feel the pull to return to the Hamptons. 

	I dial Jay. “Where are you?”

	“About to pull up to the building now.”

	“I need to go back to the Hamptons now,” I say, praying I won’t regret that decision. “Is the chopper ready?”

	“It is.”

	I hang up and waste no time heading downstairs. I exit the building and climb inside. “Where’s Kane?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“His phone isn’t pinging. You know something.”

	“I don’t. I swear I don’t.”

	“What about Kit?”

	“He’s not answering. I’ve tried to reach him because I knew you wanted answers.”

	“His phone is not pinging.”

	“He did that on purpose, Lilah.”

	“Or someone else did,” I say, repeating what I said to Andrew.

	“This is Kane—”

	“I know,” I say. “Just drive.”

	I text Andrew: I’m on my way to the airport to come there. 

	I’m not sure why I reach in my bag and pull out the note from Junior. M is for money, M is also for more, and M is for Mendez. Was that a warning or a threat? Or something completely different? If it was a warning it was a fucked-up one. And it was too late. He was already off the grid when I got this. Maybe it’s an explanation. I read it to Jay. 

	“The note I got today. M is for money, M is also for more, and M is for Mendez. What does it mean?”

	He takes it from me and reads it before handing it back to me. “Sounds like some sort of piss-poor threat.”

	A threat.

	And if Kane’s people know where he is, they don’t want me to know. 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

	During the short ride to the airport, I keep replaying the note from Junior in my head: M is for Money, M is also for more, and M is for Mendez. It feels relevant for reasons I can’t explain. Unless—a thought hits me and I dial Tic Tac.

	“Just who I wanted to talk to,” he answers. 

	“That’s a first,” I comment, somehow teasing him when my mind is only partially in the conversation. 

	“It’s not the first time I’ve been eager to talk to you,” he says, his voice cheerful.

	“You’re in a good mood. You and the boyfriend make-up?”

	“He does not dictate my moods,” he snaps.

	“Ouch. You’re moving on.”

	 “Yes. I love my job which I’m doing right now. Director Murphy is battling to get the game system to release the information we need. We may need a warrant, which he will attend to tomorrow. For now, I just hacked the system and downloaded the phone numbers used to log-in. And I know, I know, that won’t be admissible in court, but it will get you what you need to find the killer. I’m now creating a program to feed them into a database and connect them to names. It’s going to take time, but it’s happening.”

	“How does the game work exactly?” I ask. “I haven’t had any real time to look at it.”

	“There are a lot of different ways users can play. For example, they can create fake portfolios and compete against individuals for who pays out the most.”

	“Is Kane’s company used for any of the games?”

	“He’s not publicly traded, so that is doubtful. Once we get full access to the system, I’ll be able to navigate those things, or have the company navigate them for us.” 

	“Who owns the game?” I ask, hoping Tic Tac has found what Lucas did not.

	“That’s interesting, actually. The company started five years ago, but supposedly—I can’t confirm—changed ownership a year and a half back and that’s when it took off like gangbusters.”

	“I don’t know what a gangbuster is. Is it anything like a gang—”

	“Do not make the joke you’re about to make. I’m moving on.”

	‘I understand the servers bounce all over and register in different countries.”

	“I guess whoever you asked for help who wasn’t me failed you there. Yes, that is true, but a little work and I nailed down the location. The servers are based in Russia, and it’s thought that it’s owned by a large conglomerate. It’s a cover for something else and yes, I’m working on finding out what. Another interesting tidbit. The surge of players using unregistered phone lines really began about a year ago. There’s a lot to be done fast.”

	A large conglomerate, I think. Maybe it’s something Pocher is involved in? Director Murphy is high on the idea that he’s involved, but I’m not sold on that yet. 

	“Here’s what I have for you now,” Tic Tac says. “Both dead husbands, Naomi’s and Emma’s, were registered, but none of them have played, at least on their registered phone numbers, for over a year. Emma’s husband played the week he died.”

	Jay pulls us into the airport. 

	“We need to know if Naomi and her husband were actually divorced. I’ve been told six months and a year ago on the split. I’ve been told pending divorce and divorced. Also, I need to when they split which might fall on me in the field. I’m trying to find a timeline that aligns in some important way.” 

	“I’ll do what I can,” he says. “I can get the divorce records if they exist. And?”

	“And?”

	“There is always an ‘and’ or an ‘I need more’ with you, Lilah.” 

	Jay parks the Escalade and I hesitate before I ask a question, dreading the answer. “I need you to do something for me off the record. And then I owe you.”

	“Okay. I hear something bad in your voice. What is it?”

	“Find out the last place Kane’s phone pinged.”

	“Oh shit. What happened?”

	“Just please do this.”

	“Please? When you say please, it’s big. I got this. It’s going to take me a few minutes. I have to call you back.”

	“I’m about to get in a chopper. Hurry.”

	“I will,” he says.

	I hang up, all twisted up inside, and look at Jay. He’s staring forward. I’m not sure if he’s as worried as I am or if this is something else. “If you know something tell me now.”

	He looks at me, meets my stare. “I don’t. I wish like hell I did. Come on, Lilah. Lying to you while riding sidekick to you. Do you think I’m an idiot?”

	I study him long and hard and decide he’s telling the truth. I get out of the vehicle and head inside. A few minutes later, I’ve received no callback from Tic Tac. I try to call him. He doesn’t reply. Damn it to hell. I just need to get to the Hamptons. My gut says to go now. And so, I do. I board the chopper and I pull out my notes and start writing down everything that comes to me. None of it makes any sense, but the minute we land, I know I’ll soon make sense of plenty. I’m not Andrew. I don’t just know a lot of the people at the airport, I’m dogmatic about what I want, while he’s diplomatic. One on one with the staff, with me and my badge in their face, I will find out if Kane boarded a chopper today. 

	We land and as soon as I’m off the chopper, I’m dialing Tic Tac. By the time I’m inside the airport, he answers. “You were supposed to call me before I took off.”

	“I thought waiting until you landed was better.”

	My heart is back to pounding a hole in my chest. “What does that mean?”

	“The last ping was somewhere over the ocean between the Hamptons and New York City.”

	I suddenly cannot feel my face. It’s an insane reaction for someone who walks through crime scenes all the time. And yet somehow, even with my world falling apart, I calmly say, “And of course a phone won’t ping under water.”

	“That’s right. Lilah, I checked and—” 

	One of the aviation crew I know walks by and I hang up on Tic Tac to grab the man, quite literally by the arm. He turns to face me, an older man with salt and pepper hair. “Lilah,” he says, and it’s in his face.

	“Kane—”

	“I’m not supposed to talk to you.”

	“You will talk to me.”

	His eyes bore into mine, and I don’t know what he sees, but he says, “Yes. Kane has tipped me enough over the years to put my kid through college. I’ll tell you what I know. And unfortunately, that isn’t much. We just plain don’t know anything yet.”

	“Bullshit,” I snap, ready to explode on him. 

	“Hold up.” He holds up his hands to drive home that statement. “I mean beyond the basics. They made an emergency landing in the water and a landing is not a crash. We’re expecting to hear from the crew anytime now.”

	“It’s been hours since he was supposed to take off.”

	“I know, and we’re not sure why our team hasn’t checked back in, but I’ll go see if there’s more news now.”

	“Yes. Go now.”

	He hurries away. Jay steps to my side. “What’s going on?”

	“Wait for that man to return. Find me when he’s back. I’m going to the bathroom. I need a minute.”

	“Lilah—”

	I turn to him. “They emergency landed. The crew that went to get them is MIA.” I try to turn away and he grabs my arm.

	I lift a finger. “I need a fucking minute.”

	“Listen to me. If Kane suspected an attack, he’d keep the rescue crew off radar to protect himself and them. He’s smart. He’s resourceful. He knows what he’s doing. Kit probably went to get him. His men, our people, went to get him, I’m sure of it. They didn’t tell me because I would have never been able to keep it from you. I believe that.” He releases me. “Now with that in mind, go take your minute.”

	I do that. I walk away and hurry to the one-stall bathroom of the tiny airport and shut the door. Suddenly, I’m back in the past, living the hellish moment I found out my mother died.

	I’m in the law school library, studying for a debate tomorrow morning, when an official-looking man in a suit suddenly appears, standing over me. “Come with me please, Ms. Love,” he says.

	“Why? What’s happened?”

	He’s tall and stone-faced. “You need to come with me.”

	I shut my books and shove them in my backpack, and I can almost feel part of my heart bleeding. Something is wrong. Very wrong. My knees are wobbling and I think someone calls my name as I follow the man through the hallway, but I don’t hear them. I barely remember how I end up in an office of some sort. “Call your father,” the man directs and shuts me inside.

	I dial the number, my hand trembling. “Dad?” I say.

	“Your mother’s helicopter has gone down.”

	“What? When?”

	“An hour ago. There are search-and-rescue teams.”

	And then the tears had come. 

	My memory shifts to being at the secret cove where my mother had gone to be alone, the cliffs, the ocean, the wind, her escape. I knew of that place and Andrew hadn’t. I’d gone alone. I swore I’d never take anyone there. And then I’d met Kane not long after Mom’s death. He’d been my escape, and my mother’s cove had become our cove. It became our escape, the place he told me things he would tell no one else—his fears, his judgements of himself. His truth.

	I inhale a deep breath and Pocher is on my mind. He ordered my mother’s murder. There is no doubt this is him again and he’s not even trying to hide it. He wants me to know he did this.  

	I grab my phone and I dial Tic Tac. “Lilah?”

	“Get me the exact location of Pocher right now.”

	“Do you think that’s a good idea?”

	“Get me the location.”

	“No. No, I don’t think—”

	“Fine. I’ll go to his house. I’ll find him myself.” 

	I hang up and I open the bathroom door, walking with resolute steps. I refuse any idea that Kane is dead. But I also know that if that chopper was tampered with—and it most certainly was—Pocher is behind it. Jay turns in my direction, but I cut toward the door. I’m already reaching into my back pocket for the key to the Mercedes Kane left here this morning. 

	I’m out the door and already inside the car when Jay reaches the driver’s side. “Lilah. Lilah, where are you going?”

	I don’t answer. I back up and I get the hell out of there.

	Killing Pocher is long past due. 

	It’s time.

	THE END…FOR NOW

	Dear reader,

	As always, I hope you’ll forgive me for the cliffhanger. I promise it’s not to torture you. This is just how my books separate themselves in my mind. I typically know these kinds of bated-breath endings far before I know the middle of the books. But fear not, the finale to this Lilah Love duet, BLOODY LOVE, is available for pre-order and coming soon!
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	Notes: Candace is Rick Savage's girlfriend. This scene is in Savage’s point-of-view.

	“Just pull us over,” I instruct. “We’ll walk.” He cuts to the curb and halts. I open the door and climb outside, offering Candace my hand, helping her out of the vehicle. 

	“Can we get past the blockade?”

	“We don’t have to get past the blockade,” I say. “We just have to convince Lilah Love to do it for us.” 

	“And how do we do that?”

	I wiggle a brow. “I have my ways.” I catch her hand and lead her through a gathering crowd, toward a portion of the blockade. I pinpoint a target, a plump, red-cheeked, police officer standing guard while lookie-loos hang about in front of him left and right.

	I use my linebacker-ish figure to push us to the spot directly in front of the cop. A petite little woman pushes up next to us. “My husband! My husband. I need to see my husband!” She starts to sob and then it’s all hell breaking loose. She tries to go over the barricade. The cop catches her arm. She slaps him. 

	“Ouch,” I murmur, feeling that sting, and she didn’t even touch me. I also see an opportunity where it presents itself and I duck under the yellow tape, taking Candace with me. 

	“This seems like a bad idea,” Candace says as we walk in between two parked patrol cars. 

	“We’re good, baby. We’re good.” We clear the hoods of the cars and I eye the tape set up around a building doorway. That’s where we’ll find Lilah Love and I head in that direction, with Candace in a reluctant tow. 

	We’ve just reached the edge of that tape, when a brunette no more than five-foot-four, wearing jeans and a blazer, steps from the building, with an officer on her heels. She whirls on him. “Do you understand the words coming out of my mouth?”

	“Agent Love—”

	“You contaminated the scene. Leave.”

	“Agent—”

	“Do you know the difference between an apple and an orange?”

	The cop bristles. “Of course I know the difference between an apple and an orange.”

	“Then one such as myself can assume you know the difference between stay and go. Go.” She motions to another cop. “Get him out of here.”

	The shoulders of the fuckup cop bunch, but he rotates and walks away. Agent Love turns back toward the building door. 

	“Agent Lilah Love.” She turns at her name and glances in our direction, closing the space between us. 

	“Who are you?” she demands. “And why are you inside my crime scene?”

	“Rick Savage,” I say.

	“We didn’t order a stripper.” She smiles and eyes Candace. “I always wanted to say that to someone else. Who are you?”

	“Candace—”

	“Do you go by Candy Savage? That’s an excellent stripper name.”

	“Because Lilah Fucking Love isn’t an excellent stripper name?” I challenge. 

	Candace laughs. “She’s right, Rick. It really does sound like a stripper name.”

	Lilah glances between us and then gives me a deadpan look. “What do you want?”

	“I need to reach Kane.”

	“I told you on the phone that I’m not his keeper.”

	“Just the woman that shares his bed that he’d also kill for?” 

	“He shares my bed and I’d kill for him,” she corrects. “Which does not make me his business manager.”

	“He was supposed to meet me today,” I say. “Call him. Tell him, Savage—”

	“I can’t call him. He’s dealing with an unexpected situation. He’ll call you when it’s contained.”

	“That’s unacceptable.”

	Lilah folds her arms in front of her and just stares at me. 

	“Tell him,” I add, “to shoot the motherfucker giving him trouble, and call me now.”

	“Unlike me, and apparently you, Kane doesn’t just ‘shoot the motherfucker.’ But I will. Especially you.” She smiles like she enjoys the idea. I think she might. 

	“Okay then,” I say. “Let me tell you a story. Pocher, we both know you know Pocher, wants to kill Candace. He also wants to meet with her at six tonight. Candace is my Lilah. I not only sleep with her, I will kill for her which means that I’ll be killing Pocher tonight at six, and I’ll just let Kane deal with the aftermath. I’m sure the next guy in charge of the Society won’t have a hard-on to kill you the way Pocher does. And even if he does, I’m sure Kane can just chop his brother’s finger off, and make it all better.” I catch Candace’s arm. “Let’s go, baby.” We start to turn.

	“Stop.” 

	I turn back to Lilah and arch a brow. “Yes?”

	“You’re a fucking asshole.”

	“And you’re a fucking bitch.”

	“That’s true. Meet me at Stephanie’s diner in an hour. You found me. I’m sure you’re resourceful enough to find it.” 

	“I’ll follow the yellow brick road lined with M&M’s.”

	“Don’t do anything stupid.” She turns and walks away. 

	FIND OUT MORE ABOUT THE SAVAGE SERIES HERE:

	https://www.lisareneejones.com/savage-series.html 

	 


THE POET

	COMING TO EBOOK, MASS MARKET PAPERBACK IN STORES NATIONWIDE, AND AUDIO MARCH 9TH!
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	New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones brings a fresh, modern take to the thriller genre that will keep you guessing until the very end.

	“The poet is a liar who always speaks the truth.” -Jean Cocteau 

	Some call him friend or boss. 

	Some call him husband or dad. 

	Some call him son, even a favorite son. 

	But the only title that matters to him is the one the media has given him: The Poet. 

	A name he earned from the written words he leaves behind after he kills that are as dark and mysterious as the reason he chooses his victims. 

	One word, two, three, a story in a poem, a secret that only Detective Samantha Jazz can solve. Because he’s writing this story for her. 

	She just doesn’t know it yet. 

	PRE-ORDER AND LEARN MORE:

	https://www.lisareneejonesthrillers.com/the-samantha-jazz-series.html

	TURN THE PAGE FOR AN EXTENDED PREVIEW!

	 


PROLOGUE

	1996

	GEORGETOWN, TEXAS

	
Tap, tap, tap, tap…

	I jerk my gaze from the pretty girl in the corner, who just joined our class today, to the front of the room where Sister Marion is beating her desk with a ruler, her sharp features pinched with anger. She’s mad almost as often as my dad. 

	“Enough of this jabbering,” she reprimands. “We’re here to do our Lord justice by using our minds the way they were intended to be used. And how are our minds meant to be used, class?”

	Me and the rest of the class and I quickly recite, “To their fullest potential, Sister Marion.” 

	“That’s right,” she approves. “And we cannot do so if we are not listening carefully, which we are not doing when we’re running our mouths at inappropriate times. We must speak with thoughtful discipline.” 

	She moves behind her big wooden desk and sets the ruler down on top. Thank God. I hate that ruler. 

	“Today,” she announces, “we start our poetry series.” She flips open a book and begins reading a poem. It’s boring. I hate it. I don’t even understand the words coming out of her mouth. 

	My eyes are heavy, lids fluttering with the call of sleep. I fight it. I fight hard to stay awake, but somehow my chin wobbles forward and hits my chest. Oh God, no. Adrenaline surges, waking me with a sharp lift of my head. My heart races with the fear I might be caught. My eyes land on Sister Marion, who is staring at a book, not at me, as she reads another boring poem. Relief washes over me, but I’m desperate to stay alert, so I do the only thing I know will keep me awake. I sneak another peek at the pretty girl again, her red curls waving around her freckled face. I frown. I think she’s much older than the rest of us. Maybe twelve or thirteen when the rest of us are ten and eleven. I wonder why she’s here. Did she fail a couple of grades? I wonder if her dad’s mean, too, and that messed up her schoolwork like it has mine. 

	“Henry Oliver!”

	My name is followed by the slamming of a ruler on my desk. 

	I jump, and my heart punches at my chest, the way it does when my dad yells real loud. Gasping, I look up to find the sister standing above me. “Sister Marion.”

	“Good to know you’ve at least learned my name this year, Henry,” she replies.

	The entire room erupts in laughter, and tears of embarrassment pinch my eyes, but I can’t cry. My father says that crying is for babies. And babies get beat up.

	“Enough!” Sister Marion snaps at the room. The students zip their lips, and all the sound in the room is sucked away, but everyone is looking at me, including Sister Marion. “We are not here to watch pretty little girls, Henry,” she reprimands. “Yes, I saw you staring at the new girl.”

	Oh God, oh God. Please no. Please no. Don’t do this to me. I fight the urge to stand up and run away.

	“We are not here for that,” Sister Marion adds. “We are here to honor God with our minds. Do you understand, young man?”

	“Yes, Sister Marion,” I agree quickly.

	“Then make our Father proud,” she says. “You will be the first to read a poem today.”

	I quake inside. Oh no. “You’re going to talk to my father, Sister Marion?”

	“Our Father, the Lord Jesus. You will talk to him now. Get up and follow me.” She turns on her heel and marches to the front of the room, waiting for me from behind her desk. 

	All eyes are on me and, afraid of losing my glasses, I shove them up my nose, my stupid hand trembling as I do. The kids saw. Of course, they saw. They’re all watching me, waiting to laugh at me again. Forcing my legs to work, I stand because I have no choice, curling my fingers into my sweaty palms. 

	Two steps forward. Three. I’m doing good. Yes. Four. I stumble on my unlaced shoe, falling forward, landing with a hard smack of my bare knees on the concrete floor. The room erupts into laughter once more and I imagine quicksand, like I saw in some movie the other day, sucking me under. That would be good, really good, right now. I straighten and my ears are ringing, the room fading in and out. I can barely make out the ruler hitting Sister Marion’s desk again. Every step I take shuffles heavily, like when I walk through the water in the river down by my house after Dad comes home, shouting and drinking his beer.

	I’m almost to the front when Sister Marion loses patience with me like my dad does all the time. “Come now, son.” She grabs my hand and yanks me forward, placing me in front of the class and shoving a book into my hand. “Read,” she commands. “Give us the title and the author.”

	I can feel my cheeks reddening, blowing up like apples the way they do when I’m upset. Next, the smear of red will spread to my neck and then I’ll look stupid. I need to get this over with now. 

	I clear my throat. “‘Dreams’ by Langston Hughes,” I announce, and then I glance at Sister Marion to make sure I’ve said the name correctly. She gives a sharp nod of approval. 

	Someone snickers and a boy from the back of the class shouts out, “He’s too fat for his uniform and he looks like he’s going to poop his pants.”

	“I’m not too fat,” I shout back. “It’s too small because my mom and dad can’t afford a new one.”

	“Enough, all of you!” Sister Marion snaps and waves her ruler across the room. “One more outburst from anyone and everyone in this room will write one hundred Hail Marys after the bell.” She looks at me. “Continue.”

	I suck in air and force it out, promising myself I will not cry. I’m not fat. I’m not fat. I look at the book again, ready to do anything that lets me just sit back down. I start reading, and I can’t dare say something stupid. I speak slowly, taking my time:

	“Hold fast to dreams 

	For if dreams die

	Life is a broken-winged bird

	That cannot fly.

	Hold fast to dreams

	For when dreams go…”

	I can’t read a couple of the other words. They’re too big for me, so I just stop there.

	“Very good,” Sister Marion says, clapping. I puff out a breath of relief. She didn’t even notice I didn’t read all of the poem. “Class, clap with me!”

	Everyone claps but the redheaded girl and a boy in the back that I don’t think I know. He’s new, too. 

	The sister takes the book from me. “Return to your seat,” she orders. 

	I want to run back to my seat, but I’m afraid of falling again. I walk. I walk really carefully, and when I slink back into my seat, I slide down low, snickers erupting behind me. My heart is pounding in my ears, my palms sweaty again. I’m going to get beat up after class, just like two weeks ago when that boy, Nicholas, took my lunch. Dad was mad, too. He said I was a pussy. I know that’s bad, because mom screamed at him and told him not to call me that.

	Sister Marion begins reading another poem, and I plot my escape after class. One minute before the bell is to ring, my hand goes to my book bag, and when finally the bell blasts above, I launch into action. I dart for the door, determined to get out of here and just go home, hoping my dad won’t be drinking beer tonight. I hate it when he drinks beer. I push through the other kids to the door, and I ignore the hall monitors screaming for me to “Walk, don’t run.”

	I explode out of the school, running with all my might, looking over my shoulder, panting and wheezing by the time I reach the big tree past the playground. I drop my book bag and sit down. I made it. I’m not a pussy today. 

	“Hello, Henry.”

	I blink and Nicholas is standing above me, and five other kids all appear from behind the tree. I start to wheeze. I can’t breathe. Nicholas shoves his foot on my chest and now I can’t catch my breath at all. “Henry here almost pooped his pants today. Henry is a poo-poo pants.”

	The kids start singing that. “Henry is a poo-poo pants. Henry is a poo-poo pants.”

	“Read us some more poetry,” Nicholas says, and he holds up a book. “I took Sister Marion’s poetry book just for you.” He opens it and shoves it into my lap. “Read.”

	Tears start streaming down my cheeks. Oh God, not the tears. “I—I—I can’t,” I sob.

	“You can,” Nicholas says, and he yanks me off the tree, flattening me on my back. Then he’s sitting on my chest, holding the book, reading it for me. “Now you,” he says, shoving it against my face. I suck in air, but it won’t come. I start to push against the book and Nicholas. But suddenly, he’s gone. I scramble back and onto my hands to find the new boy punching Nicholas. Now Nicholas is on his back and the new boy is on top of him. I can’t watch. I scramble to my feet and take off running. 

	***

	“Thomas Whitaker! Kevin is here! It’s time to leave for school.”

	At my mom’s shout, I grab my book bag and run downstairs. I head for the door only to have her call out, “Stop right there, young man!” 

	“Oh, Mom,” I moan, slumping forward and turning to look at her. 

	She wipes her hands on her apron and leans down, pointing at her cheek. I kiss her and she says, “Much better. Be safe and good.”

	“Yes, Mom,” I murmur, and she motions me onward, offering me my freedom. 

	I don’t wait for her to change her mind. I launch myself toward the door and exit to the porch, where I find Kevin at the bottom of the steps, stuffing his face with a chocolate-covered glazed doughnut. Intending to take half of that beauty for myself, I dash down the steps and vault to a finish in front of him. He laughs and shoves the last bite into his mouth. 

	Grimacing in disappointment, I watch him lick his fingers. “Dad made breakfast,” he announces, “which means he brought home doughnuts. I love when Mom goes to work early.”

	“Jerk,” I say. 

	He hands me a bag. “One for you.”

	“Not a jerk,” I correct, hiking my bag on my shoulder and accepting my prize, while sirens scream in the distance. “Thank you.” 

	We start walking and the sirens grow louder. “Wonder what that’s all about.” Kevin asks, looking over his shoulder and then back at me. “Maybe Old Man Michaels who owns that corner store is beating his wife again.”

	“Or the dog,” I suggest. “I heard he beats his dog, too.” 

	“No way,” Kevin gasps. “The dog?”

	I nod and assure him it’s true. “That’s what I heard.”

	“Man,” he says. “That’s bad.” 

	I pull my doughnut from the bag. “That stuff after school yesterday was bad, too, right?”

	“I know, right?” Kevin eyes me. “I wanted to help poor Henry, but I didn’t want to get beat up, too.”

	“Me too.” I test the chocolate with a lick of my tongue. “That new boy helped and he’s big.” I take a bite. It’s really good. “I love this doughnut.”

	“Right?” Kevin says. “Those are the best. So is the new girl,” he adds. “She’s pretty.” 

	I shrug and take another bite. “I guess.”

	“Hey! Hey! Heyyyy!”

	We stop walking and turn to find our next best friend, Connor, running toward us, arms flying around wildly.

	“What’s his deal?” Kevin murmurs.

	“Probably mad because we didn’t ask him to walk to school with us,” I suggest.

	“I had only one extra doughnut,” Kevin whispers. “What do I say to him?” 

	Connor screeches to a halt in front of us and leans forward, hands on his thighs, panting hard. “Class is cancelled.”

	I finish my doughnut. “Sister Marion sick or something?” Now I lick my fingers.

	“No,” Connor says, straightening, hands on his hips. “I heard my mom talking on the phone. One of the kids from class is dead. As in never coming to class again.”

	Kevin and I both drop our backpacks and together ask, “Who?” 

	“Don’t know,” Connor says. “But they found him down by the creek.”

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	PRESENT DAY

	I sit in the back row of the theater-style Austin, Texas speakeasy, the air conditioner cranked on high, soothing the heat of a hot August night. A stage sits in the center of the room, and there is whiskey in my hand—an expensive pour of a high-end Macallan—my preferred drink. I’m loyal to what I believe to be quality in all things. There are other, more affordable whiskey choices, of course, but when I’m alone, without my family, I am no longer forced to play the frugal husband and father. A role that is cumbersome, but necessary to protect a higher purpose I must serve. 

	I glance at the attendees of tonight’s poetry reading, counting twenty heads, the ages varied; one young woman can’t be more than sixteen, while one man’s shriveled skin ages to sixty-plus. 

	This is a cozy little spot indeed, and I sip my Macallan, oaky with a hot lick on the tongue, as Michael Summer steps to the microphone. He has thick dark hair, much like the look I’ve created for myself in this persona. He’s tall, six-foot-two, I imagine, a good four inches above my five-foot-ten, with glasses and a bow tie accentuating his button-down. I appreciate the attention to detail, and considering his role as tonight’s poetry guide, I’ve now raised my expectations. Perhaps he’ll be good enough to continue in his role.

	His gaze scans the crowd and finds me, “the professor,” as he knows me from a prior event, one that led me to an invitation to this one. 

	He clears his throat and then says, “Good evening. I’m Michael Summer. Welcome to our poetry night, a night of literary delight. Now, to get started, I’ve placed a book of poems under your seat.” I hear nothing else. Poetry is the bible of words, not meant to lie on the ground, not meant to be dirtied and disrespected. Poetry is history to be protected, lessons to be learned, a path to change our society or prevent its demise.

	And I am the chosen master—not the original, of course, but the chosen one nevertheless. 

	I sit back, sipping the luxurious whiskey that I now know to be a mismatch to a night where I watch one person after another step to the microphone to butcher the great works: Frost, Shakespeare, Poe. The list goes on, but I don’t blame the students. I blame the teacher, and the teacher must pay. He will not continue in his role, but he will serve a purpose.

	I down my drink and slide my glass into my bag on the floor. The only part of me I ever leave behind is words, and my decision is made. Tonight is the night. Summer is the one. He’s the one who will let her know it’s time to fulfill her destiny. It’s time for her to train, to prove her worth, to be tested. He’s the one who will bring her to me, my perfect student, the future master.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	“Detective Samantha Jazz!”

	At Captain Moore’s bellow, my gaze jerks across my desk to Detective Ethan Langford, my sometimes partner and desk mate. “What did you do, Lang?” 

	He laughs, a big hearty laugh appropriate for a man of six-foot-three who believes in “go big or go home,” and too often drags me along for the bumpy ride. The man doesn’t understand the principles of research and preparation. He holds up his hands. “I did nothing. Just say that. It’s perfect.”

	I scowl because he enjoys batting back and forth with the captain. I do not, and with good reason. Every encounter for me with Moore includes a ghost in the room: the former captain, my father, whom we buried only three months ago today, and not with the honor I would have liked. “Seriously, Lang?”

	“I didn’t do anything.” He wiggles an eyebrow. “Not that he knows about.”

	I plop my hands on my hips and glare.

	“Oh come on, brains,” he chides, “you were the youngest detective in the precinct, at twenty-five, with the highest scores on record. You had some crazy-high IQ test. You can handle the captain.”

	“You’re enjoying this,” I accuse. 

	“I kind of am. Maybe he wants to know why you’re thirty-two and won’t take the sergeant’s test.” 

	“You’re forty and you haven’t taken the test,” I counter. 

	“Because I’m a fuckup.”

	I love him, but he kind of is a fuckup, and it’s always been interesting to me that my father partnered us so often. “Well then,” I say. “I haven’t taken the test because I don’t want to manage people like you.”

	“Jazz!” the captain shouts. “Now!”

	I shove strands of my long, light brown hair behind my ears, and do so for no good reason. To a detective like myself, it might seem like a nervous gesture. So would the way I stand up and run my hands over my blazer, the likes of which I often pair with a silk blouse and dress pants. The jacket hides my weapon and badge, and the silk says: “I’m female, hear me roar.”

	I’m not roaring now, though. My spine is stiff, and when I glance at the spot on my desk that once sported a photo of my father—tall and handsome, with green eyes that matched mine, and thick brown hair—I’m sick to my stomach. I’m also ready to get this over with. 

	Turning away from Lang, I tune out his, “Good luck!” that starts a symphony of the same from various detectives in the pit of desks. The captain isn’t going to press me to take the sergeant’s test. I’m the daughter of his dirty predecessor, only three months in the grave, for God’s sake. And apparently, my desire to join Internal Affairs to be the better Jazz made me a worse traitor than my father.

	Captain Moore doesn’t trust me. The fact that my godfather is Chief of Police and my father’s ex-best friend doesn’t help matters. 

	I reach his doorway and without hesitation, I enter his office. That’s the thing about being a homicide detective and my father’s daughter. Even in the midst of uncomfortable situations, I haven’t been bred to timidity. I know how to dive right in to the bloody moment. And every moment with the captain, at least for me, is a bloody moment. 

	He’s behind his desk, a Black man in his forties who is big in all ways; his presence is large and confident. His energy commanding. His office is cold, like the man, free of family photos. He’s also a man who clearly enjoys the gym, and I know from my history with him that he does so far more than he ever enjoyed a day at the ice cream parlor. I, on the other hand, enjoy the gym and the ice cream parlor, but he’s just not that divided on anything. He doesn’t see the gray that I believe solves crimes. There is only black and white, which to me explains why, my father aside, I prickle every nerve Moore owns. We both know that I learned to see that gray from my father, who was inarguably a damn good detective in his day. He simply saw a little too much gray.

	“Shut the door,” Moore orders without looking up from his file. 

	Wonderful. A shut door is not good. 

	I do as I’m told and once I’m sealed in the rather small office with this extremely large man, he lifts his intelligent, brown, always-cranky stare to mine, judgment in its depths. Always the judgment, but that’s not what comes out of his mouth. “I hear that you know something about poetry.” He taps his computer screen. “That’s what your employment record says. You ran a poetry club in college.”

	I frown. Maybe this is about the sergeant’s test. “Why exactly are you looking up my college record?” 

	“I wasn’t looking at you, Detective Jazz. I was looking for someone who knows poetry, even if it meant searching outside the department, but it turns out I got a hit with you.” He slides a file across the desk and sets it in front of me. “This should explain.” 

	My defenses lower, and the detective in me, the one who thrives on impossible puzzles, sits down, eager to work. Work is good. Work keeps me sane. It took me sixty days after my father died to convince the department shrink just how true that is. A month later, she’s seen me solve cases and perform at my best. Now, she believes me. Now, I’m rid of her.

	I open the file and I’m staring at a naked man tied to a chair by his ankles and waist, but interestingly enough, his hands dangle freely by his sides. His head is dropped forward, a mop of dark hair draping his face. Vomit forms an unevenly edged pool on the floor to his right. In my mind, I imagine the moment that sickness overcame him, imagine that he tried to escape that chair, and noting the burn marks by his ribcage, perhaps violently. When unable to untie himself, in desperation, it appears that he most likely leaned forward and heaved. 

	I scan the information sheet on the inside flap of the file. 

	Cause of death: Poison. Substance undetermined. Pending toxicology reports. 

	My memory conjures up an old case. A husband who’d forced his wife to ingest a cyanide pill under threat of her children’s deaths. She’d never had a chance of survival. There’s no turning back from a substantial intake of cyanide, no chance of being saved. You’re dead in two to five brutal minutes. That mother was dead in two to five brutal minutes, never to see her children again. 

	That woman, that mother protecting her children, hadn’t been tied to a chair like this man, but her monster of a husband later confessed to having given her a choice. He’d told her to take a cyanide pill he’d snapped up from the dark web or he’d kill the kids. He’d wanted her life insurance. She’d taken the pill to save her kids, but he’d given the kids pills as well and then tried to make it look like a murder-suicide that left him alone and devastated. 

	I shove aside that morbid memory to focus on this new case, already forming a hypothesis. Perhaps something similar to what happened to that mother happened to this man. That’s why his hands are free. He was given a choice—freely submit to a poison-flavored death or an alternative that one can assume to have been worse. 

	For a moment, I believe that old case, and my history with a poison murder weapon, is why I’m looking at this file, but then I remember the captain’s reference to my knowledge of poetry. I flip the page and find a photo of a typed poem, much like an oversized fortune in a fortune cookie. There’s a note that indicates the poem had been shoved inside the victim’s mouth, and yet it’s free of the victim’s vomit. That’s interesting. 

	I set that thought aside for now and read the poem: 

	Who laugh in the teeth of disaster,

	Yet hope through the darkness to find

	A road past the stars to a Master

	“We googled the poem,” the captain says, obviously following my review of the file. “It’s by—”

	“Arthur Guiterman,” I supply. 

	His brows furrow. “The poem’s eight paragraphs. You have three lines. How did you know that?”

	“Isn’t that why you called me in here? Because I have a knowledge of poetry?” 

	“Indeed,” he agrees. “I just didn’t expect—”

	“That I really did? Well, I do.”

	His eyes narrow. “What does the poem mean?”

	“You could ask a handful of scholars that question and get a handful of disagreements.”

	His lips press together. He doesn’t like my honesty, which is relevant to how impossible the question is to answer. “What does it mean to you?”

	“My interpretation: it’s about destiny.” 

	Apparently, I passed the knowledge test, because he moves on. “The detective on this case made an abrupt decision to transfer to Houston, which leaves me reassigning the case.” 

	My brows dip in confusion, my mind focused on the detective departing, not the case that’s obviously going to land with me. We’re a small department of twelve detectives who know one another at least reasonably well. No one has said a peep about transferring. “Who’s leaving?”

	“Roberts.”

	Now I’m really confused. I mean, Roberts and I aren’t close, but I’ve known the man for years and he has roots here—a house, friends, an ex-wife he lives to fight with, a weekend football league. I shake my head with that confusion. “Why would he do that, Captain?” 

	“Personal decision.” He offers no further explanation. “I’ll let him know that he’ll be briefing you on this case. You’re taking it over. It’s your decision to either pull in Detective Langford or fly solo. This case, as far as I’m concerned, is your destiny, Detective Jazz.”
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