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CHARACTERS

	Lilah Love (28)—dark-brown hair, brown eyes, curvy figure. An FBI profiler working in Los Angeles, she grew up in the Hamptons. Her mother was a famous movie star who died tragically in a plane crash, which caused Lilah to leave law school prematurely and eventually pursue a career in law enforcement. Lilah’s father is the mayor in East Hampton; her brother is the Hamptons’ chief of police. She dated Kane Mendez against her father’s wishes. She was brutally attacked one night, and Kane came to her rescue, somewhat, and what unfolded that night created a secret between the two they can never share with anyone else. This eventually caused Lilah to leave and take the job in LA, away from her family, Kane, and that secret. Lilah is back in the Hamptons now, and engaged to Kane Mendez, and working as part of a special FBI task force to take down the Society— an underground organization with deep pockets, and fingers in all the wrong political pots.

	Kane Mendez (32)—brown hair, dark-brown eyes, leanly muscled body. He’s the CEO of Mendez Enterprises and thought to be the leader of the cartel that his father left behind when he was killed. But Kane’s uncle runs the operations, while he runs the legitimate side of the business. Lilah’s ex from before she left for L.A., and now her fiancé since they’ve reconnected. 

	Director Murphy (50s)—gray hair, perfectly groomed. Former military. Lilah’s boss. The head of the L.A. branch of the FBI. Sent Lilah to the Hamptons to follow the assassin case. Is known to have had strong feelings for Lilah’s mother, and as head of the task force Lilah is on, continues to point her in the direction to take down the Society.

	Jeff “Tic Tac” Landers—Lilah’s go-to tech guy at the FBI. She’s pulled him onto the task force with her.

	Grant Love (57)—blue eyes, graying hair. Lilah’s father, the mayor, and retired police chief of East Hampton. A perfect politician. Charming. He’s being groomed by Ted Pocher to run for New York governor.

	Andrew Love (34)—blond hair, blue eyes. Lilah’s brother and the East Hampton police chief. Andrew is protective and seems to be the perfect brother. The problem is that he’s perfect at everything, including being as macho and as bossy as their father. There’s more to Andrew than meets the eye.

	Lucas Davenport—tall, looks like a preppy version of Tarzan. A very successful and good-looking investment banker, he has taken to hacking in his spare time. He is a cousin of sorts to Lilah and Andrew. His father was the stepbrother to Lilah’s father. His father was also known to be with Lilah’s mother, Laura, on the night they both disappeared in the plane crash. He flirts mercilessly with Lilah, seeing as they’re not blood-related, but she always shoots him down.

	Greg Harrison—Lilah’s old partner from the New York Police Department. He’s working with an independent security team now.

	Laura Love—Lilah’s mother. Famous actress. Died four years ago in a horrific plane crash. She infamously portrayed Marilyn Monroe in an Oscar-winning performance. Much mystery still surrounds her death and will be a recurring issue throughout the series.

	Ted Pocher—billionaire CEO of the world’s fifth-largest privately held conglomerate, Pocher Industries. Has taken a liking to Lilah’s father in hopes of furthering her father’s political career. He tried to do business with Kane and Mendez Enterprises but was turned down because of his rep for shady business deals. One of the leaders of the Society. Was murdered by the Umbrella Man serial killer, or that’s what was told to the public. Kane really had him killed and covered it up.

	Jay—Lilah’s bodyguard courtesy of Kane.

	Chief Houston (30s)—NYPD Chief. Lilah’s contact when she needs a police presence or liaison while in the city. 

	Kit—tall, brooding, fit Mexican man who smiles big and kills easily. Security guard for Kane’s apartment.

	Emma Wells—first victim. Found wearing a wedding dress that wasn’t hers. Puncture wound through her throat. 

	Naomi Wells—second victim. Found in her apartment in NYC. Sister-in-law to the first victim, Emma.

	Morgan Rockport—Emma’s fiancé. Attorney to the rich and famous. 

	Marco Rollins—Detective working the New York City homicide of Naomi Wells.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	Kane is not dead. He’s not fucking dead.

	I say those words over and over as I pull Kane’s Mercedes out of the airport and punch the accelerator, on my way to see the man behind Kane’s chopper being forced into an emergency landing. I know Pocher tried to kill Kane. And I also know that when you let evil live, it erodes everything good around it.

	It destroys. 

	It takes.

	It manipulates you. And it makes you do bad things. 

	But I’m not going to do a bad thing today. Killing Pocher is not a bad thing. It’s a good thing and it’s past due. He hurts and manipulates people. And he, possibly in support of my father’s wishes, which really hurts, was behind my mother’s chopper crash and murder. And I know, I just know, he’s behind Kane’s now, too. He’s that bold. He’s that damn blatant. He thinks we killed his brother, not the Umbrella Man. And he’s not wrong but that’s not the point.

	I know he did this.

	My cellphone starts ringing and I snap it up from my lap to find Jay on the caller ID. I consider ignoring him, but he’s one of Kane’s men and still my personal bodyguard, despite me saving him from the Umbrella Man, instead of the opposite, a few weeks back. He risks his life for me, and to me that means, I owe him respect. And besides, he could have news about Kane. 

	“What?” I answer.

	“Stop now, Lilah. Do not go after Pocher and we both know that’s exactly what you’re doing.”

	“Give me a reason to stop.”

	“It’s what Kane would want,” he argues.

	“You know very little about what Kane would want.”

	“I know damn sure he doesn’t want you in jail.”

	“I’m not going to jail.”

	“Tell me how walking into Pocher’s house and shooting him doesn’t land you in jail?”

	I hang up on him and his logic. Logic is not what I need right now. 

	He calls back, but this time, I ignore him. I dial Kit, the person I would call Kane’s bodyguard and confidant. He doesn’t answer. I don’t even try to call Kane. His phone isn’t pinging. I know this from Tic Tac, my tech guy. He wouldn’t get this wrong, not something this big. Kane won’t answer if I call. I glance in my rearview and it’s all clear. I took Jay by surprise when I left the airport. By the time he would have gotten into his vehicle, it would have been too late for him to stop me from leaving. He won’t catch up with me.

	Five minutes later, I’m on the main highway. In another ten minutes, I turn onto Pocher’s street. As for how I’m going to kill Pocher and not go to jail, it’s not a question I have to answer today. Because my fucking brother is parked across from Pocher’s drive. He’s also standing outside in the cold-ass weather, leaning against his driver’s side door, one booted foot over the other. Cocky bastard in his puke tan uniform and jacket. I want to pull right up on top of him and scare the cocky right out of him, but I decide to save the good stuff for Pocher. I park close but not too close, and get out of the vehicle, rounding the hood to step in front of him.

	It’s colder now in all kinds of ways, an icy feel to the air, cold as death. Andrew straightens and says, “He’s not home.”

	“Where is he?”

	“I have no idea. What do you think this achieves, Lilah?” 

	He’s still the chief of police. He has his oath to protect and serve and all that bullshit but I don’t like it right now. It sure didn’t matter when he helped Kane get rid of Roger’s body after I’d killed him. It was necessary. Ex-mentor or not, Roger was a serial killer who’d attacked Kane and obsessed over me. I’d been left no choice. It was by all legal and ethical means justifiable, even if stabbing him quite as many times as I did might have, okay definitively would have, appeared excessive. Thus, the buried body, which in the aftermath, Andrew handled that about as badly as a drunken sailor trying to walk a straight line to impress a girl. Badly. He’s drowning in his own guilt and bullshit. 

	“What do you think this achieves, Lilah,” Andrew repeats.

	“Relief for the entire fucking world. I’m going to kill him. And then he’ll be gone. He can’t hurt anyone else. Easy peasy. I’m the girl who can truly proclaim your satisfaction is guaranteed. But you can pretend I told you I was simply going to talk to him, Chief Love. I won’t tell otherwise if you don’t.” 

	“Don’t say shit like that to me, Lilah.”

	I scowl and snap back. “Don’t say shit like that to me right now, Andrew. Mom and now Kane and—”

	“I know,” he grinds out. “But if anyone comes back from this, it’s Kane.”

	“Mom,” I hiss. “And now Kane. You should want him dead.”

	His jaw sets. “What if he didn’t do it?”

	“Are you fucking kidding me? Roger told me—”

	“Roger was sick. How can you believe anything he said? What if—” He cuts his stare and then looks at me as he says, “Dad knows what happened to you. He knows Pocher had you attacked. What if—” He scrubs his jaw, and starts again. “Mom would never have gone along with Dad being Pocher’s little bitch. What if Dad—”

	“Killed Mom and tried to kill Kane?” I supply. “All I can say to that is that you weren’t there when he and I talked about what they did to me. At the very least, he’s complicit. Do I think he was the mastermind? No. I don’t believe he’s capable of being that independent of Pocher. Pocher needs to die. He’s needed to die since before the bastard was even born.” I try to step around Andrew. 

	 He steps into my path, his hands on my arms. I catch his forearm, brace my feet, and prepare to fight. “Hands off,” I warn, “or I swear to you, my knee will be your nightmare.”

	“If you do this, you will go to jail,” he warns. “Then I’ll blame Kane for ever pulling you into his world. I’ll go after him and he’ll come after me and we’ll destroy each other. You won’t be able to stop it.” He releases me.

	“God, you’d probably be that stupid.” I draw a breath. “And if he’s dead?” I dare, when I swore to myself I wouldn’t go there.

	“Right now, you have to think about him coming home. You have to think about how what you do affects both of you. And do you really want to end up behind bars and find out you killed the wrong person? Let’s go have coffee and talk.”

	“No coffee. None of your conversation. I’ll leave. I’m going back to the airport. But if anything happens to Kane, I’ll go through you to get to Pocher if I have to, Andrew.” I turn away from him, intent on walking to Kane’s car, when all of the sudden not one but four vehicles come into view, all charging toward us. 

	I pull my weapon and Andrew is instantly by my side doing the same, and just in time, too. We’re surrounded by those very same vehicles one minute, and the next, there’s a good half dozen guns pointed at us, and the only thing that checks my adrenaline is that one of them, the one directly in front of me, is held by a man I know. He’s Kane’s man. They’re all Kane’s men. 

	“Put the fucking gun down, Enrique,” I snap. “I’m not in the mood for this shit.”

	“What is this, Lilah?” Andrew retorts tersely. 

	“You need to get in the car with me, Lilah,” Enrique orders, ignoring Andrew. 

	“What was that? I need to shoot you?” I ask. “Right. Okay. I really need to shoot someone right now. And we both know you’re not stupid enough to shoot me.”

	“But I will shoot your brother,” Enrique counters. “Kane doesn’t give a fuck what happens to him.”

	“Kane cares about what I care about, but if anything happens to Andrew, you’ll be too dead to find out what Kane will do to you.”

	“Kit told us to keep you from doing something stupid,” he replies. “At all costs.”

	I lower my weapon. “Has he talked to Kane?”

	Enrique’s lips press together and he lowers his weapon, motioning for everyone to do the same. “If he has, he hasn’t told me. We’re supposed to take you to your house and keep you there until we hear more.”

	“Yeah, fuck Kit,” I say. “And you, too, Enrique. Coming at me with guns was just plain dumb. And Andrew’s the chief of police, you idiot.”

	“We were trying to keep you from doing something stupid.” He motions to Andrew. “He can appreciate that.”

	“Get your bitch-ass men back in their cars,” I snap. I glance at Andrew, who’s still holding his weapon on Enrique. “Put it up, Andrew.”

	His cellphone rings and his jaw clenches. He holsters his weapon and grabs his phone, answering with, “Chief Love.” He listens a moment and then says, “We’ll be right there.” He hangs up. “We have another murder right here in the Hamptons. Let’s go.”

	Another murder. 

	He means what I can assume will be another dead bride. And the last thing I’m doing right now is standing over a dead bride when my future husband’s missing. “You’re the big bad police chief.” I motion to Enrique. “I just told him so. You can handle it on your own.” 

	“It’s not the bride this time. It’s the groom. If the dead brides were a message for you, Lilah, a dead groom at the same time Kane is missing seems a pretty clear invitation for you to join me.”

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	I don’t like games. 

	At all. 

	And games don’t like me. 

	I once pulled my gun while playing Monopoly. Kane was amused. Kit was not, considering I was aiming at him. But he gave me my damn prime land back. 

	As for this game—and this is a game—it won’t end well for whoever is forcing me to play.

	But after the jar of pig’s blood left for me at the first crime scene, I can’t ignore the premise that the dead groom could be another message intended for me. And like a good little puppet, I’m doing exactly what the killer wants. I glance in my brother’s direction. “I’ll follow you to the scene.” My attention shifts to Enrique as I add, “Leave now before you end up in jail. And don’t follow me or I really will shoot you. I won’t feel bad about it, either.” 

	I get in my car.

	Thankfully, Andrew does the same of his. 

	Fifteen minutes later, I bring the police and emergency crews into view. Some might think they’d be freaking out right about now because they don’t get much action around these parts. They’d be wrong. Money feeds greed. Greed feeds murder. These are the lands where people love Gucci and Chanel but secretly hate each other. The only difference between me and the rest of these dweebs is that I don’t secretly hate people. I’m upfront about it. You can assume I hate you, too.

	The house comes into view, a white beachfront two-story number that faces the beach with a winding porch that in some cities would be impressive. In the Hamptons, it’s a five-million-dollar starter house much like the one I’d inherited from my mother. This would be what we call young money. Or in my mother’s case, a second home, a weekend retreat away from her primary residence. Her place to escape from my fucked-up, control-freak father. More and more though, I wonder if their situation wasn’t far more complicated. My mother knew more about my power-hungry, money-grubbing father than any of the rest of us ever did. At least back then. And that knowledge might have been what got her killed. 

	With that thought, it’s all I can do to park on the side of the street behind Andrew, rather than turn around and head on over to see my father. But Andrew and Jay and all those assholes are right. I’m trying not to go to jail tonight. I’m not going to jail for killing monsters that need to be dead. I’m smarter than that. And what the hell does this murder have to do with me and Kane, if anything?

	I retrieve my badge from my pocket and slide it around my neck. I need it easy to grab and shove at people. If done without words, it tends to avoid conversation. Avoiding conversation is good, especially tonight. I exit the Mercedes with a brisk wind off the nearby ocean, shivering and thanking the good Lord that I’m still in my dress slacks and a long sleeve blouse under my coat. 

	I meet Andrew at the front of the car. We don’t speak. I approve. We start walking, falling into step together. We make it all the way to the yellow tape around the property when Officer North appears in our line of sight, heading in our direction. I’m instantly sour at the sight of him, a man who worked for my father’s security detail for six months and then transferred to work for my brother. He’s dirty. I know he’s dirty, but then, that’s why I don’t walk away from him. 

	He steps in front of us and greets my brother. “Chief.” His attention shifts to me. “Special Agent Love.” His eyes bore into mine.

	 “Someone thinks eye contact is dominance,” I observe. “Do you know what they say about men who try too hard, North?” 

	Andrew elbows the fuck out of me and says, “What do we have, Officer North?” 

	North’s teeth grit and I know he wants to know what I was going to say, but like a good little boy, he focuses on my brother. “The victim is Rip Vaughn.” He glances at me. “Yes, ‘Rip,’ Agent Love. It’s not a nickname and I don’t pretend to understand his parents’ decision-making skills, but they are billionaires, so they must know something about what’s what.”

	“Predictably responding to my potential snark,” I say. “We’re back to an overactive need to show dominance. And since Andrew doesn’t want to know what they say about those people, people like you, why don’t you tell us more about Rip?”

	North scowls and seems to bite back a rebuttal before he says, “Forty-two. Vice president of Star Bank for the past two years.”

	“And he was getting married to who?” I ask.

	“He’s in a tuxedo,” he replies dryly. “Men wear tuxedos for things that do not involve a ball and chain. Dude just went through a nasty divorce. And in this case, the tuxedo was to attend a fundraiser. I’m working on the details.” 

	“I was told he was a groom,” I say, glancing at my brother. “Why?”

	“Dispatch relayed information,” he replies, eyeing North. “Find out why Mary in dispatch told me he was a groom.”

	“Who called in the murder?” I ask. 

	“Anonymous,” North comments. “I’ll find out the content of the call.”

	I move on. “Where’s the body?” 

	“In the bedroom.”

	“Is the ME here yet?”

	“Forensics is on the scene,” he replies. “The ME is not, but it’s just like the previous case. The neck appears lacerated from the inside out.”

	I’m not surprised at this news. 

	I start to step around him, but hesitate, smirk, and say, “Officer North, they say men with control issues have the same defect as men with small hands. If you don’t know what that means, meet my friend Google.” 

	Andrew curses, but I’m already stepping around North, walking the line of the tape toward the perfectly manicured lawn, my phone already in my hand as I call Kit. He doesn’t answer. My next call is Jay. 

	“Where the fuck are you?” he demands. 

	“Ask Enrique,” I say. “Where is Kane?”

	“No news yet,” he says tightly.

	I draw in a breath and hang up, sliding my phone back into my pocket. I’m now at the front of the house, where several officers guard the entry point to more intimate parts of the crime scene. I flash my badge and manage to get past the line without irritating conversation. I start walking up the concrete steps. My field bag is at my hip, I realize, and I don’t even remember how it got there. I’m fucked up and I’m about to try to solve a murder. That’s a bunch of unfair bullshit. Rip, no matter who he is, deserves better, at least until I find out he doesn’t.

	I stop walking. 

	I’m not focused on this case, I repeat in my mind, but not to beat myself up, but rather to bring clarity to the situation.

	I’m distracted and maybe that’s the entire point of at least some of what is happening right now. Someone wants me rattled.

	Someone wants me to think this is about me and focus on the wrong things.

	Someone thinks I’m not good enough to work through my shit and figure theirs out, too.

	Someone is stupid. And it’s not me. 

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	The games idiots play, I swear. 

	I’m not sure our killer had anything to do with Kane’s chopper going down, but then again, around these parts, everything has something to do with Pocher. All of this could be one big circle. 

	Determined to find whatever it is that someone doesn’t want me to find, I force myself to set aside my fears over Kane’s safety. With a deep breath, I ground myself in my Otherland, that place where only the crime scene exists, reach into my bag, and glove up. Once I’m on the porch, I slip booties over my boots and then slide out of my coat, which can be cumbersome while I work, and hand it off to Andrew as he joins me. He curses. I love when I make Captain America curse. 

	Heading on inside, nothing is unexpected. There are shiny floors and dangling shiny lights above, as well as a modern glass-framed staircase—very young money comes to the Hamptons. I flash my badge at a police officer who points me up the stairs. I head up and take two cuts, one right and one left before I’m on the top level. The double doors tell me I’ve found the king of the castle’s bedtime bungalow. I step inside a room with a California king bed and leather headboard that sets the tone for the rest of the room. A room that screams a man lives here, and there’s no female in his life to offset his dominance. 

	There’s an officer at the door. “Anyone inside?”

	“Not yet. ME wants the room clear for her.”

	I flash my badge. “Keep it clear for me, except the chief and I guess North can come in.”

	He nods and steps aside. 

	I claim his spot in the doorway, I pause there, taking in the scene. The victim is to my left in front of a corner bar, on his back, his glass of whiskey lying on the floor, the amber liquid blending with the hardwood floor. I reach into my bag, grab my camera and start shooting photos. First impressions matter. They’re meant to be savored, but time is critical when solving a crime. Therefore, I try to preserve every moment I can to experience again later, on my timeline, not that of CSI’s processing or the speed the crime scene demands. 

	I do a flash review of the room. 

	The nightstand is clean and neat. The bed is made. Everything is tidy, indicating the victim wasn’t hanging out here and getting comfortable before he died and there was no struggle. If there was a visitor, the visitor left no obvious indication they were here. It’s not been clear in any of the past two murders if anyone was present at the homes of the victims. I make a mental note to follow up on camera footage that might shed light on that question in any of these murders. 

	 Closing the space between me and the victim, I shoot a few photos, and then a few extra, facing the body, near his feet. His throat is cut from the inside out, the same as the last two victims, which seems to indicate, he too, ingested the murder weapon. And as expected, he is, in fact, in a tuxedo, but his tie is loose as if he’s ripped it free, exhausted from whatever niceties his event demanded. Or perhaps as he was choking to death on what we now believe is some sort of expanding blade, ingested by way of drugs or food.

	He’s tall, with dark hair and good looks, very John Kennedy, Jr. The kind of man women want and men want to become. Well, until he’s murdered. I squat down beside him and examine the blood on his neck. I shoot photos of the wound. Based on rigor, he’s probably still warm. Someone wanted us to find him quickly. If he drank the weapon that killed him or swallowed it in a pill, an Advil, or whatever it might be, then someone had to know when it happened to call it in. So maybe he did have a visitor. Unless there are cameras in the house that were hacked. A kinky bedroom camera, maybe?

	I dig for his phone and find it in his inside jacket pocket. I hold it to his face, unlock it, and scan his text messages. Sure enough, there’s a message to Rip that reads: One more for the history books.

	Interestingly enough, Rip replies with; We’ve had this conversation. No.

	The next message reads: That’s what I thought you’d say —J

	J.

	The killer leaves his signature. He wants it to be known he did this. 

	I scan the rest of the messages. There are a few exchanges with a woman that includes a photo of her breasts, and a view between her legs with a question: Want some?

	And yikes. He replied with one word: No. 

	Jesus her breasts aren’t that bad.

	She replied with: Bastard.

	His answer is: Once was enough.

	All right then, I think. There will be a list of women on the suspect list, that’s for sure. Except he wasn’t killed by one of those women. It was a man, someone angry with him. Someone he treated like a little bitch, unworthy of this time. 

	“And that makes three,” Andrew states, stepping over the top of me. “Sounds like a serial killer to me.”

	“I’d be careful how I define this particular killer,” I warn, standing up. 

	“He’s killed three people,” Andrew argues. “Two makes a serial killer.”

	“Which is ridiculous,” I say, without explaining all the ways that statement doesn’t work, regardless of what the books technically state. “That’s a narrow view with a reach that is too wide,” I say instead. “These are revenge killings. Find out what these people did and to who, and you’ll have your killer.” 

	“And you know this how?”

	“Because I read the crime scenes. They were playing a game together that I’d venture to guess led to sex, money, and volatile relationships. Someone got pushed out. And then that led to murder. Revenge murder. Why was I told he was a groom?”

	“I talked to Mary in dispatch. The male caller said, quote ‘He’s dead. He’s still in his tuxedo. I told him not to say yes. Now he’ll never get married,’ and then he gave the address and hung up.”

	 “Was Rip at a wedding tonight?”

	“A charity event for a children’s cancer society.” 

	I tuck away that information for later use. “I assume the call is untraceable?” 

	“Made from a public phone in a bar,” he says. “I have officers chasing that lead.” He lowers his voice. “Kane’s chopper going down is on the news, Lilah.”

	There is a sharp pain in my belly. “And what does the news say about it?”

	“That a search and rescue mission is underway. The killer didn’t call in the past murders. He was anxious this time. He wanted you here. You know it. I know it.”

	I don’t think he’s wrong. I just don’t think it’s for the reason he might think. I’m not personal to the killer. I am, instead, an agent who just found out her mentor is a serial killer, who’s engaged to marry the notorious Kane Mendez, and who is now afraid he’s dead. I’m not focused enough to see the real answers in front of my face. Or so the killer thinks. 

	“Lilah,” Andrew says, snapping my attention back to him and lowering his voice. “If you know something about what’s going on that I don’t, speak up now. What kind of fucked up game are we playing? And what does it have to do with Kane’s chopper going down?”

	“It doesn’t,” I say. “The killer is opportunistic. He wanted me to read the scene while under duress. We need to stay focused. Connect the dots, Andrew. Find the revenge circle because there is a revenge circle.” 

	“Are you a part of it?”

	“I just explained where I fit in.”

	“What about Kane?” he challenges. “Is he in the revenge circle?”

	“Kane has nothing to do with this.”

	“You weren’t so sure when I got the call about this murder. Keywords in that call we got, Lilah: tuxedo, married, dead. Those things lead to you and Kane.”

	“Dead?” I challenge, feeling myself unravel inside. “You think the word dead leads to me and Kane? You’re still obsessed with what you see as the dirty side of Kane.”

	“In case you forgot, I helped him bury a body, Lilah.”

	“You helped him bury a serial killer who I killed before he killed someone else.”

	“Is that how you justify it, Lilah?”

	“I am not losing sleep over that monster. And if you are, well, like I said, your view is narrow, too narrow.”

	“We’re off-topic. We should not even be talking about that problem.”

	“There is no problem. It’s buried, remember?”

	“Fuck, Lilah,” he curses. 

	When I curse, it’s part of my vocabulary, a learned method of sideswiping people with the unexpected. When Andrew curses, it’s a big deal, a sign of utter frustration. It’s him being outside his comfort zone, and that is becoming more and more of a problem. 

	He scrubs his jaw and settles his hands on his hips. “You cannot ignore the fact that Kane has enemies. This could be about him, all of this. You have to face that reality. You have to face this crime scene with that in mind. You have to face all of this with that in mind.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	For just a moment, I have tunnel vision, and the idea of losing Kane buries me in darkness. I am drowning in too much reality. In the reality that Kane’s life is dangerous. The reality that Kane has enemies. And if that is not enough, even his dead father’s enemies are his enemies. 

	“Lilah,” Andrew presses. 

	I snap back to the room and him. “Fuck you, Andrew,” I snap back. “I don’t need you to point out the dangers of being Kane Mendez right fucking now.”

	“And yet, you do.”

	 “Focus on the crime scene, not me or Kane, Andrew. Meanwhile, I’m doing a quick walkthrough and then I’m leaving. Don’t try and stop me.” I finish that statement by stepping around him. 

	Smartly, he doesn’t lay a hand on me again or even call out my name.

	I’m just about to exit the room when Danica Day, the ex-aspiring model turned medical examiner, appears in the archway. 

	“Special Agent Love,” she greets, and to her credit, she gets right to the point. “What do I need to know?” 

	“Looks to be the same MO,” I say, “except this time I can’t figure out how the victim ingested the weapon. He was drinking whiskey is all we’ve got thus far.” 

	“Well, I hope it was at least a good brand, considering it was his last drink.” She gives a dry laugh and then clears her throat. “Sorry, tacky of me, as my mother would say. We may never know the form of ingestion, but if I can figure it out, I will.”

	I’d started out thinking DD was a dirty, dumb blonde. I no longer think she’s dumb. She figured out the murder weapon in these cases. As for dirty, there’s a side to her yet to be revealed. But it’s peeking through the pink bunny fluff of her image. 

	Andrew joins us, and I throw a thumb point in his direction without ever looking at him. “He’ll fill you in on what I haven’t.” 

	With that, I exit the room. This is when I’d normally start a walk of every inch of the crime scene. Today, I’m taking the summarized version, homing in on where I feel I’ll do the most good with the least amount of time. I end up downstairs in an office area that seems to double as a study. I sit behind the heavy wooden desk, with the intent to search for clues to the revenge plot unfolding when my gaze catches on the wall. It’s a medical license for good ol’ Rip. Why would a doctor end up in banking? 

	I pull my phone from my pocket and dial Tic Tac. He answers on the first ring and for once he doesn’t bitch about me calling and wanting “stuff,” as we’ve come to call my demands. “Any news?”

	He’s talking about Kane, which means he has no news to offer me. I move on. “What I have is another murder, same MO. This time the victim is wearing a tuxedo.” I quickly run down all the details with him and then add, “We need to look at the list of guests at the party.”

	“Lilah,” he says softly, “why are you there right now? How are you even surviving being there right now?”

	Because I’m susceptible to bullshit right now, I think, but what I say is, “Our victim, Rip, is the VP of a bank, but I’m staring at his medical license on the wall.”

	“That’s odd,” he says, and I can hear his fingers on the keyboard before he adds, “He hasn’t actively practiced in five years, but he keeps his licenses up to date. His record is clean.”

	“Banking from medicine is a stretch,” I say. “He’s got secrets and somehow they connect to the victims and the killer.” My cellphone beeps. I glance at the caller ID to find my cousin, Lucas, calling. I answer and say, “Hold on.” I switch back to Tic Tac. “I need to take this call, but you know the drill. Dig for me. Rip was at a charity event tonight. Officer North can give you anything you need. Email me what you find. I don’t promise to respond quickly.”

	“Lilah—” 

	“He’s not dead, so don’t say whatever you’re about to say or I might fly to L.A. just to beat your ass.” I end the call and switch back to Lucas. “What do you know?”

	“I hacked into the coast guard’s telecoms. They’re on a search and rescue mission, but it sounds to me like they believe there are survivors.” 

	The thought that there might be survivors is new, but there’s nothing about this conversation that tells me Kane is alive. And hope is a brutal bitch who builds you up and tears you down. And I don’t need hope, I remind myself. Kane is not dead. 

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	Some people treat emotions like they do chocolate—as if you can never get enough. 

	I treat chocolate like chocolate, and that means in excess, but emotions are another story. I treat them like whiskey, a nosy neighbor, and my brother. A little goes a long way. Right now, a little is really fucking going a long way. I’m a bomb rolling around a public place looking for the best spot to explode. Therefore, I need to get the hell out of here but I’m not sure what I’ll do when I leave. And there’s a dead guy upstairs who needs me to be here right now otherwise he’s left with Officer North, in charge. 

	I’ll stay.

	For now.

	Pocher has no idea how good that is for his health.

	I search the dead guy’s desk. Considering my current state of mind, which could mean I miss something, I shoot pictures of documents, lots of pictures. When I’m done, and nothing has caught my eye, I slide my camera back inside my bag. I’ll relook at everything once Kane is home. 

	I’m ready to get the hell out of here when a member of the forensics team pokes his head in the door, a silent question in the lift of his eyebrow. I answer first by standing up. “You can have the room,” I say, “but make sure you search each book on the shelf.”

	I leave him to it and still considering how Rip Vaughn ended up dead tonight, I seek out the kitchen, looking for something he may have eaten, thankfully without being stopped, prodded, or poked about Kane. The kitchen is large, with a navy-blue island, mounted with a wood counter. In the center of the counter is a box of chocolate. Bingo. I walk to the box, grab the tiny little envelope on top of the box and pull out the note inside. It reads, “One more for the record books,” with no signature. I set the note down, shoot a photo of it, and stuff it back in the envelope before setting it aside. 

	Next, I open the box of chocolates to discover they’re custom-made, designed with numbers on them that range from one to thirty. Number one and two are gone. My first thoughts are that a custom item is always a good item to find at a crime scene. Custom means traceable. And if I’m right, and only one of the chocolates was tampered with, that means the killer knew the victim well enough to know he was methodical—he’d start with number one. However, my guess is number two had the weapon inside it, especially since there was no chocolate sitting around near the body or in the bedroom. Rip downed the candy, and the candy downed him.

	Officer North appears at the end of the island. “Seems like he drank himself dead, right?”

	I decide right then that while I often believe people, in general, irritate me, I’m wrong on that note. People don’t irritate me. Dumb people irritate me. 

	“Right,” I say. “Maybe the blades that expanded in his throat and cut him open were hiding in the ice in his drink. Maybe he just swallowed a big chunk of ice and boom. He was dead. Oh, wait. There was no ice.”

	“It could have melted.”

	My lips press together and I force myself not to tell him he’s an idiot, not tonight when I don’t have time for his defensive reply. Somebody needs to, though. “How often do you swallow the ice in your glass, Officer North?”

	“It happens,” he insists.

	And I’m done with him, I think. 

	I grab my camera, take a photo of the missing candy, and then reseal the candy. There’s no label on the box. “You think it was the candy,” he observes now. 

	He’s slow on the uptake, but his version of stupid isn’t a lack of smarts. It’s an overabundance of arrogance that blows up his head and squeezes his brain. “Yep.”

	“But it’s down here and he’s upstairs.”

	“The best way to keep yourself from eating the whole box is to leave the box behind,” I say. 

	He removes the box lid and eyes the chocolates. “He ate two pieces. The killer only rigged one piece of candy. Whoever sent this knew he’d follow the order.”

	Now he’s got it. 

	Sometimes the sunshine breaks through the clouds.

	He eyes the card and then me. “No name, but obviously, he knew who sent it and trusted that person. He ate the chocolate.”

	“He probably thought one of his many women, for instance, the one who sent him naked pictures tonight, sent the candy. And despite being a dick to them, he didn’t think one of them would kill him. Plus, he likes chocolate.”

	“You think one of his women killed him?”

	“I’m just giving you a menu of options, kind of like Starbucks minus the worthless decaf,” I say, moving on as I add, “I need to know where the candy came from, and then we need to get inside the creator’s kitchen, right away, as in tonight.” I shoot a text to DD, despite her being in the next room, examining the body. I include the photos I’ve just taken and add: He may have carried the candy to the bedroom and eaten it there. I glance at North. “Danica will need to analyze that candy. Make sure it gets to her quickly. And Tic Tac, Jeff Landers, who is a part of my team, will be calling you. Get him what he needs. I’m leaving.”

	His expression turns serious. “Right. I get it. I just heard about Kane. I’m—”

	“Don’t say you’re sorry to me,” I snap. “He’s not dead.” With that, I exit the kitchen.

	And I’m back to having limits with people, not just the dumb ones. Human beings need to put words to everything, and the last thing I want to hear is more words right now. I need silence and my place in purgatory where no one is allowed. Except for Kane. He has a way of filling me up when others would drain me dry. 

	I exit the house, pull off my gloves and booties, and toss them in a trash can the team has set-up by the door. My coat had been thrown on a hanging swing. I grab it, pull it on, and walk down the stairs. Snow begins to pelt my jacket. Already there is snow, and not the first snow, either. It was just snowing a few days ago and to me right now that means the water is cold, so damn cold, and there is no way Kane avoided that water. 

	My steps quicken with the idea, which is almost unbearable, and gone are my ideas of killing Pocher, at least right now. I want to be back at the airport now, right now. With that in mind, I pull up my hood, weather the snow, and clear the yellow tape. I bring Kane’s car into view and just as I reach the hood, Jay appears, all bundled up in some sort of puffy jacket. 

	Just the sight of him guts me. 

	Why is he here?

	What does he know?

	What will he say? 

	Fuck, I’m losing my mind right now. “Tell me,” I order, stepping in front of him.

	“Kit wants you to go to the house and wait there. He said ‘please,’ Lilah, and you know he’s not a please kind of guy.”

	“Tell him to say please when he’s trying to get a girl’s panties down, not when he’s talking to me. Wait for what?”

	“Him. He said he’d meet us there in an hour.”

	He’ll meet us. Not Kane. He didn’t say Kane. My knees seem to be trembling. I don’t tremble. 

	I inhale, holding my breath, managing a nod in Jay’s direction. That’s all I have in me right now. 

	“I’ll follow you home,” he says. “Unless you want a ride?”

	“I’ll drive,” I say, turning away from him. 

	Once I’m inside the car, I crank up the heat, and as silly as it might sound, I dial Kane. 

	It goes to voicemail. 

	Kane Mendez. Leave a message.

	His voice is lightly accented, his tone a mix of whiskey-rough masculinity, and arrogance. It’s a voice that says he’s in charge. The message prompt beeps and I’m the one in charge now. “You will not die,” I command. “You will come home to me. You wanted me to marry you, you damn sure will show up for the wedding. Do you understand me?” My voice is vehement and then my lashes lower with a pinch of emotion as I whisper, “Damn it, Kane, come home,” and hang up. 

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	I arrive at our Hamptons home to find Kane’s men posted at the front gates. That’s not something they’d do on their own. They do it when given that direction. When given that direction by Kane, but then, I have no idea what kind of emergency protocols Kane set-up with Kit. I should, which is a problem I’ll fix immediately, but bottom line, right now I don’t. Right now, I’m swimming in a sea of the unknown and all I can do is push forward, drive forward.

	By the time I’m through the gates and heading down the driveway, I’ve spied another man at our front door. I pull into the garage, and that bitch called hope decides to taunt me with the idea that maybe Kane’s men are here because Kane is here.

	I push the park button on the gear shift, and I’ve barely killed the engine before I’m out of the door, running inside, entering the kitchen, and calling Kane’s name. “Kane! Kane!” 

	When I don’t see him, I continue on to the living room. “Kane!” and then on to the bottom of the stairs. “Kane! Kane, are you up there?” I take one step up when I hear, “He’s not here.” At Enrique’s voice, disappointment stabs through me and I whirl on him. “What do you know?”

	“Kit said to keep you safe.”

	“And who’s going to keep you safe?” I demand. “Find Kane. All of you, find Kane. I don’t need a babysitter. I need Kane.”

	I walk past him and head for the bar by the kitchen, grab an expensive bottle of whiskey, a diet Sprite, and a glass. Me and my haul move to the living room where I plop down on the couch. I fill my glass and drink deeply before I finally slide my bag over my head and dump it and my coat on the couch. My cellphone rings and I fumble for it in my coat pocket and find Lucas calling again. I answer the line. “What?” I ask, and for once I’m not being a smart ass. I just can’t get anything else out. 

	“Are you home?”

	“Yes. Why?”

	“I’m here. Tell the guys at the gate to let me in.” 

	I call out, “Enrique! Tell the pit bulls to let my cousin in,” and then to Lucas, I say, “Come on in.” I disconnect and take another drink. With my hand still trembling, I’m pouring a refill when the front door opens.

	I stand up and Lucas appears in view, still managing to look like a surfer dude in a suit minus the jacket. He rushes toward me, dumps his MacBook on the couch, and then he’s pulling me into an embrace. That embrace freaks me out, really freaks me out, for all kinds of reasons, and I punch him in the gut. He grunts his objection. “Damn it, Lilah. What the hell was that for?”

	“Kane wouldn’t like it,” I explain, “and if you know something about him, tell me. Don’t hug me like I’m a little bitch that can’t handle the truth. Tell me what you know.”

	“Oh fuck.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Sorry. You would assume that, who wouldn’t right now? I’ve got no news. I should have known hugging you would freak you out.”

	“You think?”

	“Sorry, Lilah. Really. I just thought you could use some company. I brought my computer. I thought I’d help you with your case to keep you busy. And keep an eye on what I can that’s related to Kane.”

	For all Kane’s hate for Lucas, Lucas is always there for me. And since his father died in the same crash my mother did, he understands what this is doing to me. I nod and motion to the kitchen. “Grab a glass. You can drink with me.”

	A few minutes later, that’s exactly what we’re doing. We’re drinking when Jay walks in and stares at us, disapproval in his eyes. Of course, he knows Kane hates Lucas and I reply to the words he has not spoken. “His father was in the same chopper my mother was in.”

	Jay’s eyes go wide and he curses softly in Spanish before he gives a nod and walks away. 

	“What the hell was that about?” Lucas asks. 

	“Kane.”

	“Right,” he surmises dryly. “He hates me.” He downs the contents of his glass. “But I had to come. I know he knows I had to come.” He glances over at me. “Because I know this is tearing you up inside.” He presses his lips together. “This isn’t a coincidence. We all know it’s not a coincidence.”

	“No,” I say, my lips forming a tight line. “It’s not.”

	“In fact,” he continues, his words snappier, “this just proves what I’ve already known. Our parents were murdered.”

	I have a flashback to the moment I heard my mother’s chopper went down and cut my stare before I lose my shit. 

	“I’m all in on revenge,” he adds. “All the way in. As in, diving in headfirst, and I don’t care if there’s concrete waiting to greet me. I’ll tell Kane the same.”

	He speaks as if it’s a given that Kane is coming back and I’ve never appreciated him more. He also refills my glass, which I need right about now. I also need a distraction so damn badly, which is why I say, “There was another murder tonight connected to that online game.”

	“Damn,” he murmurs. “And I didn’t do shit to get you a connection to anything real to help.”

	“You’re the only reason we know about the game. Weird things about this victim. He’s the VP of a bank, but he’s also a licensed doctor.”

	“You sure he’s licensed?” He grabs his computer. “What’s his name?”

	“My guy in L.A. looked him up. He’s licensed,” I say. “Which is what makes this odd to me. His name is Rip Vaughn. You know him?”

	He snorts. “I know him. He’s a dick, or was a dick, keeping it in the appropriate tense. I had no idea he was a doctor.” He powers up his computer. “And I’m not sure why a guy of his caliber would be playing a game that teaches you to invest. He’s a player, a big-time investor, worked with my firm for a while, but got pissed off over a stock he held onto when our guys told him to sell. Told someone it was our fault. He’s also a part of some venture capital group for startups.”

	“Can you find out what he’s invested in?” I ask. 

	“That won’t be hard, at least not from a market standpoint. The venture capital group could be another story. It will take some time, but I’ll get it done. Just knowing who he’s investing in will be only part of the puzzle. You need to know what they’re investing in. I’m betting there’s a medical connection.”

	My mind races and lands in a certain place with a heavy thud. “Look for military connections, as in weapons research.” 

	“All right. But where is that coming from? What don’t I know? Because the more I know, the more I’ll know what hidden secrets might be buried where.”

	I hesitate but I need his limitless hacking skills, and by limitless, I mean without the rules Tic Tac will follow, with hands tied. “This can’t go beyond me and you,” I warn.

	“Never,” he replies. “You know that.”

	“The murder weapon is inserted into a pill or edible item and once swallowed, it’s like a sponge that has water added. It expands and blades cut into the throat of the victim.”

	“Holy shit. Ah, yeah. That’s military. Top secret is my guess.”

	At that moment, Jay sets my favorite strawberry pie and a fork in front of me. The same pie Kane brings me when I’m working on a frustrating case or upset. It’s my comfort food. My reaction is instant. I spring to my feet and glare at him. “Why are you bringing that to me?” I demand.

	His eyes go wide. “It’s your favorite. I thought you might need that right now.”

	“You think he’s dead,” I accuse, and my heart is shattering in a million pieces right now. “Oh God, is he dead?”

	The front door opens and I whirl around toward the sound, holding my breath, certain Kit is about to walk into the room and tell me Kane is dead. And I don’t think I can survive it. I know I can’t. I can’t do this. 

	I can’t do this.

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	Kit steps into view, his jaw set hard, his expression harder. 

	The floor seems to spin beneath my feet, the room with it, and I can barely breathe. Several familiar men follow Kit, and I hang onto hope, searching for Kane in the mix. One man, two. Three. No Kane. 

	I don’t know how I ever left him. How I let time with Kane slip away from me. Why I let Pocher, and my badge, get between us. I pushed him away and now I’ve lost him.

	Until—wait.

	Wait, it can’t be. 

	But he’s here. 

	Kane steps into view. 

	I blink again, and yes. Kane is here. 

	Suddenly, all those emotions I’ve been battling explode inside me, an eruption of so many feelings. I drink him in with the visual inspection of someone desperate for confirmation, for proof that what they’re seeing is real.

	He’s wearing someone else’s sweats and a T-shirt. His skin is angry and blistered, his thick, dark hair in disarray, but even now, even in his present condition, he is Kane Mendez, a man who owns the room, even commands it, just by being present. 

	There are so many thoughts in my head, fueling more of those emotions until I no longer have the capacity to hold them in. Adrenaline surges through me and I race toward Kane, but I don’t throw my arms around him. I push against him, punch at him. “You asshole,” I hiss. “You didn’t call. You left me here worried and you, Kane, asked me to marry you. You don’t get to die before the damn wedding. Do you understand me?” I try to hit him again. 

	He catches my wrists and pulls me to him, his dark eyes boring into me. “Lilah,” he says softly, his voice sandpaper rough before he’s cupping my head and kissing the hell out of me. And I don’t care who’s watching. Anger and pain become need and desperation. I kiss the hell out of him, too, and he tastes of salt and dark passion. He tastes like the man I love and can’t lose. 

	His lips part from mine and he leans down, his mouth against my ear, and says, “I love you, too.”

	The proclamation suggests that me punching him and yelling at him was my way of telling him I love him. God, this man understands me more than I do myself sometimes. 

	Kane closes his hands around mine and motions toward the stairs, where our bedroom is, and I nod my approval. 

	We’re already walking up the stairs when he rather stiffly, I notice, glances over his shoulder, and spurts off orders to his team in Spanish. 

	We enter the bedroom and he shuts the door, and I lean against it, blocking the rest of the world from coming in right now. I need this alone time with Kane. 

	The minute he turns to face me, I press my hand to his face, against his angry skin. “You need a hot bath.”

	“That sounds damn good. You have no idea how cold that water was when we went down.”

	Just the idea of him in the icy ocean on a snowy night drives home how close he came to dying. “I’ll start the water,” I say, stepping around him and hurrying into the bathroom. 

	I crank on the water and pour some of my bubble bath in it, which might not be Kane’s style, but nobody can take a bath without bubbles. I turn around to find him leaning on the doorframe, watching me, exhaustion and a hint of pain radiating from him. “You’re hurting.” I hurry toward him. “Are you injured?”

	 “We landed pretty fucking hard. I feel it.”

	“Right. Of course, you do. I’ll get you some Advil.” I rush around him and across the bedroom, into Purgatory where I keep my stock of Advil. I return with a bottle of water from our mini-fridge in the bedroom and the pills. He hasn’t moved. 

	I step in front of him and hand him the Advil. He accepts it and the water and downs the pills. “Lilah Love. Mother hen. Who would have ever thought it?” he asks.

	I take the water from him and set it on a small table against the wall. “I’m different with you.” My mind flashes back to the night I was raped, to me in the shower, blood all over me, and him—Kane—how he handled things. And I condemned him for it. “And you took care of me when—that night.” It’s not something we talk about, and I cut my gaze, ensure the water isn’t too high. Once I know it’s still not where it needs to be, I turn back to him, catching the hem of his shirt. “Let’s get you into the water.” I slide the shirt upward, and he catches it. 

	“Like I took care of you that night, Lilah?” he challenges, and of course he does. I left him over that night. I left him because he did what he had to do to save my badge. And I was wrong.

	“Yes,” I say, without hesitation. “You took care of me. Take your shirt off.” 

	He looks like he might argue, but he must decide he doesn’t have it in him. He pulls his shirt up and over his head, groaning in the midst of cursing in Spanish. 

	“Yeah. I’m feeling it,” he says, tossing the shirt away. He stares down at me before he cups my neck and tilts my face to his. “All I could think about when I was in that water was you, Lilah.”

	 “You knew I’d be pissed if you died, right?” I tease.

	“Extremely pissed,” he confirms.

	Now I laugh, but it’s not really humorous at all. He could have died. He almost did die. That reality is beneath the surface of our conversation, and we’re both burying it there, at least for now. I tug at his pants. “Undress. You need to be in the hot water.”

	He kicks off the sneakers he’s wearing, which are no more his than the clothes are. “Kit brought me clothes,” he replies as if I’ve commented. “He came through for us today, Lilah.”

	For us, I think. I’m now more comfortable with “us” than I thought possible. 

	“He could have communicated better,” I argue, “but I probably won’t kill him since you got home safe.”

	He laughs but doesn’t comment. Instead, he strips away what’s left of his clothes, and stiffly climbs into the tub, groaning as he stretches out. “I’ll get you a whiskey,” I say, and before he can reply I’m in the bedroom at the bar, and I can feel myself barely holding it together. I have a flash of my mother in her movie role as Marilyn Monroe, of her beauty and poise. I’m blessed that I can never forget her voice or her smile. I can always watch one of her movies. It’s not enough and I don’t even have that with Kane. 

	If I lose him, he’s gone. 

	I’m glad I didn’t kill Pocher tonight. I would have done it hard and fast. That’s too good for him. He needs to suffer. 

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	I pour that whiskey for Kane and return to the bathroom, where I find his head resting on the ceramic, his eyes shut. I sit down on the edge of the tub beside Kane and he lifts his head, accepting the glass. “Thanks, beautiful.”

	“What happened, Kane?”

	He sips the whiskey and sets the glass on the edge of the tub. “What you have probably assumed is exactly what happened. The engine went out. I managed to contact Kit as we were going down.”

	“You didn’t trust the coast guard,” I assume.

	“I don’t trust anyone but you and maybe my men on a good day. This wasn’t a good day.” He motions to me. “Get in with me.”

	“We have a houseful of people. I need to go get rid of them.”

	“Kit knew to clear the house. Jay is the only one staying. And in Kit’s defense, he didn’t call you because he didn’t know if I was dead or alive.”

	“I didn’t know until the minute you walked in the door.”

	His eyes darken. “Get in with me, Lilah.”

	I want to press the issue of Kit’s piss-poor communication, but I decide it can wait until tomorrow. I undress and climb into the tub. Kane instantly pulls me on top of him. “What happened to your sore body?”

	“Some things are worth a little pain and that means you, Lilah.”

	Emotion is not done with me and it rushes over me. “I couldn’t bear the idea of losing you, Kane. I was losing my mind. Now I know how you felt.” And just like that, once again, I’ve taken us to the taboo, to the night I was raped and almost killed. Until he found me, he saved me. “Only I couldn’t do anything to save you. Kane, I was wrong to push you away. It wasn’t about me. It was about me. I didn’t know how to deal with who I am and what I am.”

	“And now?” he challenges.

	“Now, I know I deal with it with you.”

	“Careful, beautiful. You’re sounding like you’re all in.” 

	“I’m marrying you, Kane. Of course, I’m all in.”

	“And yet, you aren’t.”

	“I am. I am all in. You have to know that.”

	He studies me long and hard and then says, “Let’s get out of the tub.”

	I don’t argue. He needs the hot soak, but I need him. I lean back and sit up. He follows, standing and taking me with him, lifting me out of the tub. He grabs towels and it’s not long before we’ve ditched them, and are on the bed, naked, facing each other. Not long before he’s inside me and we’re moving together. And everything that has ever between us is with us now, but none of it divides. In fact, what once divided, pulls us together. 

	For maybe the first time ever.

	When it’s over, when we’ve both shuddered into release, Kane tangles his fingers in my hair and tilts my gaze to his. “I hear you went to kill Pocher.”

	It’s not a question, and why would it be? I did. 

	“We do that together, Lilah,” he says roughly. “Call it a date night.”

	And somehow, insane as it is, I know that for me and Kane, that statement is romantic as hell.

	The couple that kills together, stays alive together. And stays together. At least where Pocher comes into play.

	 


CHAPTER NINE

	I wake the next morning to my phone ringing and Kane wrapped around me. Screw the phone, and whoever is calling. Kane is here. He’s alive and I’m hyper-aware of just how easily he might not have been here this morning, or ever again. 

	My phone stops ringing, and my lashes lower. 

	It starts ringing again. Kane groans. Groaning right alone with him, I grab my phone to find Director Murphy calling. Aware that he won’t stop calling until he talks to me, I answer with a murmured, “Director.” 

	Kane rolls off of me, obviously accepting our morning snuggle is over. I’d really like to hear that man say that word—snuggle. 

	“Late night, I hear,” Murphy comments.

	“Early morning,” I complain.

	“It’s noon.”

	“And?” I challenge, forcing myself to sit up, glancing at the clock. Damn, he’s right. It’s noon. 

	“Your brother tells me you lost your shit and tried to kill our friend.”

	That’s all it takes for me to snap. I throw off the covers and I don’t give two fucks that I’m naked. “First,” I say, placing him on speaker and walking into the closet where I set the phone on a shelf, “Andrew’s a drama queen.” I pull on a pair of leggings. “We’re talking about me.” I pull on a bra and tank top. “Almost killing someone,” I continue, “would mean I had my gun at his head and my finger was twitching. I never made it beyond his gate and according to Andrew, he wasn’t home.”

	“As you say, this is you we’re talking about. You would have found him and killed him. So I think we can both agree that your brother saved our friend’s life.”

	“Calling Pocher our friend is really fucking irritating right now, Director. He tried to kill Kane. I know he killed my mother. He is not our friend. And yes, he’s lucky to be alive.” 

	“You’re lucky he’s alive,” he snaps. “I don’t need one of my best assets in jail. And I don’t believe Kane would appreciate his bride being locked away, either.”

	“I walked away,” I argue.

	“Because there was another murder. And just so we’re clear, Tic Tac has updated me on the new murder last night and your dismissal of a connection between it and the crash. Why?”

	“Surely Tic Tac told you why.”

	“Do you believe in coincidences, Special Agent Love?”

	“You know I don’t.”

	“Neither do I,” he replies.

	And with that, he hangs up. 

	I scowl and I dial him back, only to get his voicemail. “Of course,” I murmur, shoving my phone in the side pocket of my leggings, and my feet in fuzzy slippers before I exit the closet. Kane is nowhere in sight and I pray, oh how I pray, he’s making coffee when I should be making it for him. He did crash into the ocean yesterday.

	For now, I hurry to the bathroom and start brushing my teeth while Murphy’s words play in my head, damn him. Do you believe in coincidences?

	“That bastard,” I murmur, before rinsing my mouth. Inspecting my wild hair, I grab my hairbrush and start brushing. Kane appears beside me and leans on the counter next to me, his skin still angry, but far better than I expected this morning, considering how it looked last night. 

	“I made coffee,” he adds. 

	“Thank fuck,” I approve, giving him a once over and deciding he doesn’t look quite as stiff as last night. “How do you feel?”

	“Better,” he says, scrubbing his stubbled jaw, which is now blending into his goatee. “In need of a shave, but coffee first. What did Murphy say to piss you off?”

	Obviously, he didn’t mean the coffee first statement one little bit because I still don’t have coffee. “Aside from calling Pocher ‘our friend’ over and over? That’s the stupidest code word for the devil I’ve ever heard. Call him the devil. That’s what he is. And as for the rest of the call, you need context to understand. There was another murder last night.”

	“I heard.”

	“Right. Because Enrique showed up and tried to interfere. Side note, I was not in a good place. He’s lucky he can still procreate.”

	His lips quirk. “That would probably be doing the world a favor. What about the murder?”

	“The victim was wearing a tuxedo and an anonymous caller said: He’s dead. He’s still in his tuxedo. I told him not to say yes. Now he’ll never get married.”

	His brow shoots up. 

	“Exactly,” I say, knowing he’s following where I’m leading. “After the pig’s blood left for me at the first crime scene, and with you missing at the time, it felt like a message I couldn’t ignore.”

	“Understandably.”

	“And yes, the victim was in a tuxedo, but he wasn’t a groom. He’d been at a charity event. I think the whole thing was opportunistic.”

	“Meaning what?”

	“The killer saw the news about your chopper going down and left that message at the other crime scene but he wanted me there last night when I wasn’t focused.”

	“And yet, he left the blood for you to get you to the assumed first crime scene when you weren’t distracted,” he points out. He doesn’t give me time to let that sink in. “What does that have to do with the call from Murphy?”

	 “He told me not to dismiss that connection between the crime scene and you and then the bastard hung up.”

	“What does he know that you don’t know?”

	“If he knew something, he’d tell me,” I say. 

	 “Would he?” he challenges. “You know how I feel about Murphy.”

	There’s something in Murphy’s past that doesn’t add up to Kane. He doesn’t trust him. And that is just too much to take on without caffeine. “I need that coffee,” I say, stepping around him and heading down the stairs, calling over my shoulder. “And Junior left another note. It was about you.”

	Thankfully, once I’m downstairs, I discover Jay isn’t present. By the time I’ve grabbed two cups and filled them, Kane is on the opposite side of the island studying me. “What note from Junior?”

	I set the mugs on the island, one in front of him, and then head to the fridge for my new favorite Almond Joy creamer. “It said ‘M is for money,’” I say, pouring creamer in his coffee and then mine. “M is also for more,” I add, “and M is for Mendez.” 

	His cellphone buzzes with a text. He grabs his phone and starts typing. I sip my candy bar in a cup. I’m savoring the sweet caffeine fix, and my mind starts waking up and processing more than the fear that consumed all of me yesterday. 

	Kane sets his phone aside and reaches for his cup.

	“What if it is all connected?” I propose.

	“Meaning what?” he asks, sipping from his cup.

	“There was more on top of more yesterday. I got the note, your chopper went down, and then there was another murder. More keeps happening because it’s about money.”

	“And me,” he says. “Where do I fit into this?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Well, here’s a thought,” he says. “It’s all Pocher, Junior included. I would not put it past him to use some mystery note writer to play with your head.”

	“Junior gave me leads to catch several killers.”

	“Which may well have served Pocher in some way. Don’t underestimate his level of deviousness.”

	“But why would Pocher kill you and leave me alive? That’s stupid. He’d know I’d come after him.”

	“Pocher is many things, Lilah, but not stupid. He was ready for you last night. And he would have had an excuse to kill you. Self-defense.” 

	I digest Pocher’s possible murder scheme with a sip of coffee. “Seems legit,” I say and set my coffee down. “Which means he can’t be in the killer’s hitlist or he wouldn’t want you or me dead.”

	“I didn’t know you thought he was.”

	“I’m apparently obsessed enough with Pocher to see him everywhere. But in this case, if I’m dead, I can’t catch the killer. And let’s just face it. He can’t prove it but he knows we killed his brother. He’s pissed and that’s why he came at you, or rather, us.” 

	“Maybe. Or maybe not.”

	“But we both agree Pocher was behind your crash, right?”

	“Maybe. Or maybe not.”

	My lips press together and I want to scream. “Never assume,” I supply. “In other words, you’re telling me we have no clue what the hell is going on.”

	“Not yet,” he says. “But we will.”

	“We have no clue what the hell is going on,” I repeat, and then I do exactly what this situation demands. 

	I walk to the fridge, grab the strawberry pie, and set it between us. I hand him a fork and grab one for myself. We both take a bite of the pie. Kane laughs. “I heard you got pissed about this pie.”

	“Fucking Jay. I thought he was consoling me over your death with a damn pie.” I take another bite and say, “Just to point out what seems obvious. Whoever wanted you dead, and possibly me, failed. They’ll try again. I suggest we set that date night quickly.” 

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	Kane and I shower.

	Together.

	It takes me a while to finally get dressed, but eventually, I end up comfy in black leggings, my Converse, and a pink T-shirt, sprawled out on the floor of Purgatory. I’m busy writing out notecards, trying to piece together the murders while Kane is downstairs with a team of his men, talking through last night’s events. 

	Right now, I’m taking inventory of what I know. I already have cards on my wall for any number of people involved in this case, but I need to write them out again, just to get my mind processing. I find each time I go through this process I write something different about each person and that “something” is often my mind telling me to look here or look there.

	My murder victims include:

	Emma Wells

	—Interior designer

	Naomi Wells

	—Career unknown, but per her landlord, comes from money, but died broke? 

	Rip Vaughn

	—VP of a bank and an MD. 

	I write out a card with all three names and then one for each victim.

	Emma also had a dead ex-husband. I write a card out for him.

	Gibson Moore

	—Accountant to the rich and famous. 

	—Died of a heart attack at 45.

	—Note: Emma didn’t keep his last name. Why? 

	Emma’s fiancé also gets a card.

	Morgan Rockport

	—Attorney to the rich and famous

	Naomi’s ex, Emma’s brother, died before they could divorce. I don’t know his name or his career, and since Naomi died in New York City and I’m not in the mood to deal with the detective Chief Houston assigned lead to on this case, I text Chief Houston directly. He replies quickly and says: Lawrence Wells. Corporate Attorney. How the hell is Kane?

	I ignore his question and ask another of my own: Any chance he catered to the rich and famous?

	Big corporations, he replies, and adds, you do remember I assigned Marco Rollins to this case, right?

	I ignore him and write out another card:

	Lawrence Wells 

	—Corporate Attorney 

	—Died of an aneurysm six months ago

	I text Houston again: Tell Marco Polo I need to know what Naomi did for a living, and if the landlord was right. She had money and died broke. And why that happened. And yes, you can give him my cellphone number. Tell him to text. If he calls me right now, I swear I will call him nasty names that will offend even the most seasoned detective.

	I set my phone down and grab a card and write GAME followed by one more time for the history books.

	Each victim is connected to the game by way of that message.

	There was another connection to that game, though, and what I don’t understand is why a bunch of rich people were playing a game to learn to invest in the stock market. Unless they weren’t. I grab a chocolate from the bag sitting next to me and stuff it into my mouth, followed by another, before I decide the game could be a way of communicating. Or maybe it was a different game altogether. I remember the kinky photos I saw on Emma’s and Rip’s phones. Sex games, maybe? 

	My phone buzzes with a text message. I glance down to read: This is Marco Polo.

	I almost laugh at him using my nickname for him. Almost. He thinks he’s funny. Maybe he is. Maybe he isn’t. 

	Naomi’s father was the CEO of a pharmaceutical company, he continues. He left her a wad of cash. How she ended up broke, I don’t know. Why she wasn’t working, I don’t know. But I’m working on it.

	I reply with Tic Tac’s number: Tell him what you just told me and tell him Lilah sent you. He’ll find out what you need to know. And he’ll let us both know.

	I heard there was another murder last night, he replies.

	Call Chief Love, I answer. Don’t text. He loves phone calls. 

	Andrew hates phone calls, but what is a sister for if not to help the world irritate her brother?

	I stand up, set my phone on the desk, and organize all the cards on my pinboards before I step back and study them. Rip, Lawrence, and Morgan were all catering to the rich and famous in ways that directly involve money. To me, an attorney dealing with the rich and famous is a factor in money and asset management. Emma and Naomi were not. The game caters to those wanting to get rich. This seems to tie to money and the men in the picture. Which could be how they all met, or it could be a bigger clue. 

	I’m just going through all the photos I took at Rip’s crime scene when my cellphone buzzes and I glance at it to find Lucas calling. Considering he was there for me last night and I walked out on him without a goodbye, I answer. “I suck. Sorry about last night.”

	“I was fine. You needed to be with Kane. And for the record, I’m always a little blown away when you act human, Lilah.”

	“Act human? I am, in fact, human. You know that, right?”

	“I’m not always certain, but listen, I’ve been digging for you and I’d rather not talk about it on the phone. I figure you’re not wanting to leave Kane right about now. Will he kill me if I come over?” 

	“He’s not going to kill you, Lucas. That’s silly.”

	“Is it?”

	“Well, not today,” I amend. “He has other things on his mind.”

	“Good because I’m right down the road at the coffee shop.”

	“Oh. Good. Okay. We have security all over the place so let me go give them a heads up. Head this way.” I disconnect and hurry downstairs.

	I find Kane alone, standing at the glass doors of our living room, a glass of whiskey in his hand, dark energy radiating from him. And I remember that energy. I remember the morning after I was attacked. No matter who you are, almost dying affects you. It creates a strange feeling I can’t even put into words. Maybe I shouldn’t have let Lucas come.

	I close the space between me and Kane and step to his side. “What did you find out about the crash?” I ask.

	“The engine was tampered with,” he says, downing his whiskey and setting the glass on a nearby table before reclaiming his spot next to me. “But we knew that.”

	“Any idea how and when it was done?”

	“The airport won’t release the camera footage,” he replies. “They’re afraid of liability.” 

	I’m about to suggest Lucas hack the footage, or maybe Tic Tac, considering Kane’s hate for Lucas, when Kane catches me and pulls me in front of him, hands on my arms. “Did you mean what you said last night?”

	I know instantly what he’s talking about. This is about that night, the night he buried that first body for me. “Absolutely. Every word. And in case that isn’t clear enough, I was wrong to blame you for what happened. And adding another in case here—in case you didn’t know, I never say I’m wrong.”

	He kisses the hell out of me, and I can feel that dark edge beneath his surface. This conversation is about that morning-after feeling when you try to make sense of life and death. It’s also interrupted by the doorbell, and damn it, I know it’s Lucas. Kane tears his mouth from mine and curses, obviously not in the mood for guests. 

	 And who do I deliver unto him? 

	Lucas.

	“I’ll get rid of him,” I say, trying to walk around him, but Kane catches my arm. 

	“Who, Lilah?”

	“He says he has information about the murders—”

	“Lucas.”

	“Right. I’ll get rid of him.”

	“Let him help you.”

	My brows shoot up. “Are you going to kill him?”

	“One day that could happen,” he says, almost nonchalantly. “But I’ll wait until we’re married so you can’t testify against me.”

	“I could testify against you,” I correct. “I couldn’t be made to testify, though, and I wouldn’t. I think that is really the definition of true love.”

	He releases me. “Invite Lucas in. I’m going to empty that bottle of whiskey before he leaves. For his own protection.”

	“Don’t offer him any,” I reply, backing up. “Or he’ll be stupid and you really will kill him.” On that note, I head for the door.

	 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	I open the door to find Lucas standing on the porch, his eyes bloodshot, his blond hair mussed. He’s also wearing the same New York Yankees T-shirt he was wearing last night. I slide a finger under my nose. “Shower much?”

	He sniffs his armpits. “Smells like roses.”

	“And looks like shit,” I say. “You haven’t slept.”

	“I’ve slept many hours in my lifetime. Just not last night. Which is your fault. You gave me a puzzle. I had to solve it.”

	That’s enough for me to welcome him inside. I back up and allow his entry. He joins me in the foyer, lowering his voice. “Kane—”

	“Is alive,” I say. “And so are you.”

	“Yeah, but for how long if I come inside?”

	“I’m pretty sure that depends on you.” With that, I leave him at the door and head toward the kitchen. 

	Kane is at the island, the bottle in front of him, and it’s clear he intends to stay. I swear he enjoys taunting Lucas. And at least today, after what happened last night, I’ll let him get away with almost anything. Whoever said I wasn’t a gentle kind soul lied. I join Kane at the side of the island he’s sitting behind while Lucas pauses in the doorway. He looks at me. He stares at Kane. “I can come back.”

	“Nonsense,” Kane says. “Come have a drink, Lucas.”

	I glare at Kane. “He is not drinking.” I pin Lucas in a brutal stare. “You’re not drinking. The end. I’m the boss here.”

	Kane arches a brow in Lucas’s direction. “Care to wager a bet on that?”

	“Coffee,” I say. “I’m making coffee.” I point to a stool. “Sit, Lucas. And never challenge an alpha in his own den. That means don’t make eye contact. Pull out the computer in that bag on your shoulder and focus on it.” I head to the coffee pot.

	Lucas almost follows orders. 

	He does sit. He does pull out his computer. But he’s looking at Kane. And Kane’s looking at him. 

	“For fuck’s sake,” I murmur, pushing the brew button on the pot before moving to the endcap of the island, where I blast Lucas with my best version of the evil eye, which is pretty damn good, if I do say so myself. Of course, he doesn’t know. He’s still looking at Kane. “What did you find out, Lucas?”

	Lucas jerks his gaze from Kane’s to mine. “I hacked Rip Vaughn’s phone. He’s been in contact with Neal Woodard. Which could mean nothing at all, but he not only talked to him the day he died, Neal was also at the same charity event that Rip attended.” 

	“There was a text message from a woman—”

	“A nurse at one of the hospitals. There was a voicemail from a few days back. Seems like they just met.”

	A voicemail that I should have noticed, but then, I wasn’t myself last night. As for the nurse being someone Rip just met, it fits with his “once was enough” reply to her naked photos. “Back to Neal,” I say. “How long had he been talking to Rip?”

	“Off and on for about a month.”

	“And what’s Neal’s story?” I ask. 

	“He runs a venture capital group called, appropriately, Woodard Venture Capital. A bit like Shark Tank. They all pay him to take part in a bidding war for potential investments that he funnels through the ‘Tank,’ so to speak. He holds an annual Pro Bowl event in the summer. A big deal with lots of money and rich people involved.” 

	“That’s every event in the Hamptons,” I comment. “Any connection to any of the other victims?”

	“Directly, no,” he says, “but I need to dig into Emma’s ex-husband, and present fiancé, as well as her brother, Naomi’s husband.”

	And I’m officially leading Lucas into troubled waters. Hacking is an addiction for him, one that got him in a lot of trouble in the past. “You have a job, Lucas. I can have Tic Tac do this.”

	“I did the work,” he says. “You needed me. Tic Tac has limits.”

	“You do, too,” I say.

	“Whatever, Lilah. Ask the questions you know you want to ask.”

	 I don’t argue. Lives are on the line, but I make a mental note to talk to Murphy and get Lucas some protection. Murphy might tell me to leave Lucas out of our business, but Murphy’s no fool. He knows I won’t listen. He knows I’m always a step away from handing over my badge. And he wants to take down Pocher. He can’t do that with Tic Tac. He has to have a rule breaker. Like me, Kane, and yes, Lucas. “What about the game?” I ask. “Does Woodard have a connection?”

	“Impossible to know with how well that game is protected,” he comments.

	“What about Woodard’s connection to Pocher?” I ask.

	“No connection to Pocher,” he says, “He does everything through some guy in the city. I looked up Kane as well.” He dares a challenging look in Kane’s direction and adds, “And he does have a connection to Woodard.” 

	 


CHAPTER TWELVE

	Kane has a connection to Woodard. 

	My first thought is that I’m not surprised by this. Kane is—well, he’s Kane Mendez, oil mogul—and other things I’ll leave unsaid. 

	My second thought to this accusatory announcement by Lucas is that my cousin is living dangerously.

	My third is, well, there it is: a potential connection between the crimes and me and Kane. And I don’t like it.

	In the meantime, Kane’s energy stabs at the room, sharp and hard. He doesn’t like Lucas, or anyone for that matter, digging around in his affairs. I glance over at him to size up just how irritated he is, and he’s looking at Lucas. 

	“You sure you don’t want a drink, Lucas?” he offers, lifting his glass.

	The coffee pot beeps. I point Lucas to the pot and he smartly obeys and heads in that direction. 

	My attention turns to Kane, eager for an explanation. 

	“My investment guy got me into a few of his short-term ventures,” he says. “They went well and I’ve been out at least a year. As for Woodard himself, he stays out of politics, and oil.”

	In other words, he stays outside of both Pocher and Kane’s realms.

	Lucas returns to his seat and I turn my attention back on him. The coffee in his cup is black and I can’t even look at him while he’s drinking that dirty water. I open the fridge and hand him the creamer. “Does Woodard’s company have any connection to Banking the Billionaire?” 

	“I have no idea and no one is going to give you a better answer. Their servers are in Russia for a reason. They’re protecting themselves and their ownership. In other words, you can try to subpoena the records. And I’ll say good luck getting them.”

	“Yeah, I figured as much, but I had to ask. Bottom line, though, somehow all of these victims connect to that game. And why, why, why do they need to play a game to learn to be rich? They’re already rich.” 

	“They’re obviously using it to communicate,” Kane replies. “No one logs onto a video game using throwaway phones if they aren’t using that game for some sort of communication.”

	“Drugs?” Lucas asks.

	Kane’s eyes land hard on Lucas. “What are you suggesting, Lucas?” 

	I ignore their exchange, focused on finding real answers. “Could it be a sex game disguised as something else?” I suggest. “There were naked pictures of herself on her phone taken during the time she was texting with JJ. Therefore, despite no proof of such in a message, I suspect she sent those naked pictures to JJ, then deleted them. And JJ is who I suspect to be the killer. And then another woman sent photos to the newest victim right before he died. In fact,” I murmur, grabbing my phone, “I need to know who she is.” 

	I text Andrew: Someone sent naked pictures to last night’s victim. I need her name and address.

	“Women send naked photos,” Lucas points out, as I set my phone on the bar. “It means nothing.” 

	“Yes,” Kane says dryly, his eyes warm with mischief, “Lilah, women send naked photos to men.”

	“You get the real thing, Kane Mendez. If that’s not enough, fuck you.” 

	He laughs while Lucas shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “I think I need that drink.” He holds up a hand. “Not really. I haven’t even gotten to the point of why I risked my life by coming over here to see you.” That obvious reference to Kane is glossed over as he adds, “The Pro Bowl site lists its accomplishments. Of interest, considering Rip Vaughn had a medical license, are three medical start-ups, and one pharmaceutical company, which could arguably be medical as well. But the site has no direct connection to Rip.”

	“Can you email me details on those companies you mentioned?” I ask. 

	“I already did,” he says. “I emailed you everything I have. And as for those companies on Woodard’s website, I didn’t dig deep into any of them. There wasn’t enough time.” 

	“Bottom line,” I say. “I need to talk to Neal Woodard like now, before someone else, including himself, ends up dead. Where can I find him?” I grab my bag. 

	“He’s got a home and office in South Hampton,” Lucas says. “But you can’t go see a billionaire investor in leggings and a pink T-shirt.”

	“Sure, I can,” I say, sliding my badge over my neck. “I have pretty jewelry to show off.” I run my hand over my badge and then give him a stern look. “Go home and sleep. After you text me the address. In fact, why don’t I have someone drive you home safely?”

	“I’m fine,” he insists, shutting his computer. “You have the address.” He stands and sets his coffee cup in the sink before giving me a nod and Kane a salute. “King Kane. Thank you for allowing me to visit your castle.”

	Kane just looks at him.

	Lucas shifts awkwardly and heads for the door. 

	My lips curve and I eye Kane. “I think you’re starting to like him.”

	“He wants to fuck you, Lilah. I am not starting to like him.”

	“He’s my cousin.”

	“Step-cousin. Stop using that argument.”

	 I decide we’re done with the topic of Lucas. “Walk me to the car?”

	He stands up and we head toward the garage, neither of us saying much. 

	Because the truth is, that while I’d like to think we know who tried to kill Kane last night, for some reason, in the morning light, it doesn’t seem quite as clear.

	And I know Kane well enough to know that he agrees. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	Men.

	I swear there’s a monster in their pants with an alpha complex that controls their brains, for at least fifty percent of their lives. 

	I grab my coat on the way out of the door and pick Jay up at the front gate. He immediately bulldozes a path to the driver’s side of the BMW instead of the passenger side, knocking on the glass. I roll down the window. “Yes? Can I help you?”

	“I’m driving.”

	“No. You’re standing in the road. I’m driving. And you need your hands free to shoot someone if they need to be shot.”

	He sighs and looks me in the eyes. “Please.”

	I smile. “Well, since you put it that way. I’m a better shot than you anyway.” I put the car in park and get out.

	Once I’m in the passenger side, I check my messages and read out the address Lucas has given me to the GPS. Once we’re on the road, with my super-duper mighty bodyguard, who doesn’t understand he can’t protect me while driving, I dial Tic Tac. 

	“First,” he answers, rudely skipping the greetings, “is Kane all right?”

	“He’s great.”

	“And you?”

	“Kane’s here. I’m perfect.” 

	“Then why, Lilah,” he demands in a high-pitched voice that resembles an angry duck quack, “are you giving everyone my phone number? I do not work for them. I work for you.”

	“And rather than tell you what they told me, I chose to stay home and get naked with my future husband, who almost died. I’m sure you can understand.” 

	Jay shifts uncomfortably in his seat. I love it.

	For his part, Tic Tac is silent a moment. “Okay, I could do without the get-naked part of that explanation, but I was perhaps overreacting. I’m sorry.”

	“What was that? You’re what?”

	“Lilah,” he growls. 

	I laugh and say, “I need stuff.”

	“I have to say, this feels normal. And normal is good. Bring it on.”

	“Neal Woodard,” I say. “He’s a big venture capital mogul and he’s been talking to Rip Vaughn off and on the past month. He was also at the charity event. I’m on my way to see him. I need to have you see if Woodard has a connection to the Banking the Billionaire game, though I understand that’s a near-impossible feat.”

	“About that,” he says, “we can’t get those records. Not when the server is in Russia.”

	“Tell Murphy we need to pressure Russia to get us those records.”

	“You want me to tell Director Murphy? He doesn’t take orders from me.”

	“Suggest, Tic Tac. Suggest. I’ll tell him if I have to. I’m also going to forward you an email from one of my sources. It has the details on the last person Rip Vaughn talked to before he died. Dig around on her. See if you see a connection to anyone in the mix before I go see her.”

	“What else? Because we both know you always want more.” 

	“A bunch of rich people are playing Banking the Billionaire. Why? There’s more to this game. Play it. Get in there and find out firsthand.”

	“I’ve got one of our techs doing that already,” he says. “More soon.” 

	“Is the tech good enough to do more than make your peanut butter and jelly sandwich?” I ask because Tic Tac lives on that combination.

	“You know, why do you have to get personal? I bring peanut butter and jelly because I like it. What’s wrong with that? And I don’t eat it on bread. So nobody is making me a sandwich.”

	“Aside from the fact that eating both out of the jar just doesn’t fit your prima donna personality, you can’t talk when you eat it, at least not in a language humans understand. The fact that you try also doesn’t fit your prima donna personality. Just make sure your ‘tech’ doesn’t miss anything and knows how to speak the language of the snobby rich.” My cellphone beeps. “Text me if you need me. Email on the way.” I hang up. 

	My incoming shows Andrew, and I answer with, “Morning, brother.”

	“It’s three o’clock, Lilah.”

	How do these men not know it’s my version of morning? “And?” I query. 

	“I assume Kane is Kane and he’s just fine?”

	“Yes,” I say, sticky sweet. “Thank you for asking. You’re always so thoughtful.”

	He grunts. “We should meet and talk about the case. That is if you can tear yourself away from Kane.”

	“I’m on my way to talk to Neal Woodard, who had frequent contact with Rip Vaughn for a month before his death, and in fact, was at the charity event. After that, we can meet at the diner. But you’re buying the strawberry pie and coffee.”

	“You think Neal Woodard is involved?”

	“I think Neal Woodard might have something to offer,” I say. “At this point, that’s all I think about Neal Woodard but I’ve got irons in the fire, as Mom would say. Things are happening behind the scenes.”

	“We need to compare notes and coordinate interviews. And we should meet here. I need Officer North in on this and Chief Houston wants him and his man on speakerphone during the meeting.”

	“You can update them,” I say as Jay pulls us to the gates of one of the many vast estates in the Hamptons. “Gotta run. I’ll text you when I head to the diner.” I hang up and I can almost hear my brother bitching me out. He loves me.

	Jay rolls down his window and punches the call button. “Can I help you?” a female voice primly asks. 

	“Special Agent Lilah Love to see Mr. Woodard,” he states. 

	Obviously, Kane texted him the details of my meeting. I’m not sure if I’m irritated or not. I guess not. He almost died last night. We’re getting married in barely over a month. 

	“You don’t sound like a Lilah to me,” the female states. 

	“Holy mother of God,” I snap, leaning over Jay, who groans when I elbow him. “Special Agent Lilah Love. Tell Mr. Woodard I’m here investigating several murders here in the Hamptons. I’d like to either add him to the suspect list or wipe him off.” I flash my badge at the camera. 

	I slide back into my seat and Jay is checking his eye in the mirror. “Got a lash?” I ask.

	He scowls as the gates slide open. 

	He really should have let me drive. Then I would have been on that side of the car to handle our entry. 

	Our path is long and paved, lined by sleepy winter trees which are no doubt green and beautiful in the summer. One thing about the Hamptons—it’s beautiful on the outside but filled with dirty little secrets on the inside. I wonder if that description applies to Mr. Woodard.

	The house is a massive white brick number with a circle drive where Jay parks the BMW south of the front steps. 

	Ready to do this and get on to the next interview, I’m already reaching for the car door. That’s when Jay grabs my arm. “I’m going with you.”

	“This is official business. You are not going with me.”

	“Kane says I’m going with you.”

	Kane says, is not a statement anyone says to me and that means he has my attention. Kane’s worried. Which I can only assume means that Kane thinks he was the first target and I’m the next. 

	 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	Jay doesn’t act on his own. Therefore, I don’t ask Jay for an explanation. 

	What is between me and Kane is between me and Kane. 

	And at the root of Jay’s actions is the directive of Kane, and Kane’s intense need to protect me, and while I get it right now, and he’s reeling from last night, keeping me in the dark is not okay. Or safe, for that matter. I mean, holy hell, doesn’t he know I need to know who I’m shooting at? 

	I dial Kane, and he answers on the first ring. “How’d the meeting go?”

	There’s something in his voice, something dark and edgy, but not quite comfortable. “It hasn’t happened,” I say, softening my voice because right now, I’m not in confrontation mode with Kane. This is survival mode for us both. “What don’t I know, Kane?”

	Jay leans his head back on the seat and squeezes his eyes shut, dread etched on his face. “He didn’t tell me to go in with you.”

	“What?” I demand, easing the phone from my ear. “What the hell are you talking about, Jay?”

	“Lilah,” Kane says in my ear. “What the hell is going on?”

	Now we’re both in the “what the hell” mode which is not a good place to be right now. I quickly return to the call. “Everything is under control,” I say. “Jay and I had a misunderstanding. I’ll handle him. You can bury his body when I’m done.”

	Of course, some might say considering my history I shouldn’t say such things, that I’m mocking the dead, but the only two people I’ve killed are in hell. They can’t hear me there. Or if they can, good.

	Kane, as I expect, knows me well enough to simply say, “I’ll be ready.”

	And that’s that. I hang up and glare at Jay. “Talk.”

	“You were almost killed on my watch once,” he says. “After what happened to Kane last night, I’m not letting that happen again.”

	Over and over he remembers running into an alley to save me from the Umbrella Man, who didn’t want to shoot me, but rather him, and me almost dying. But you know, one thing you learn in this profession is that the human mind protects itself from painful reality. And sometimes that makes getting to the truth a real bitch.

	In this case, remembering the past the way Jay is remembering it is not helping his decision-making. “I didn’t almost die. You did.” I leave out the part where he didn’t listen to me because as always, I remember this man risked his life when he truly thought he was saving mine. That’s exactly why I offer a rare compliment. “I admire how brave you were. You took a bullet you thought was for me. But damn it, Jay, don’t be a dweeb and use Kane as a shield. Have the balls you had that day you took that bullet, and say what’s on your mind.”

	“I just did,” he states. “I’m going in with you.”

	“Fine,” I say. “But don’t talk. Or gasp.”

	“Why would I gasp?”

	I don’t answer. If he doesn’t understand how much drama I can cause by now, I’m probably going to have to save his life again, ten times over. And I’ll do it. The man clearly, really cares about me and Kane. He’s loyal. I can’t say that about many people.

	We head up the stairs and ring the bell. The door opens and a prim and proper older woman—I age her as a cigarette-smoking version of the late fifties, which means she looks ten years older. Surprisingly good bones, though. Maybe she has a rod because her spine is ramrod stiff and her hair is twisted tightly at the back of her severe features. 

	She doesn’t invite us in, so I say, “I’m Jay.” Then I point at the real Jay. “He’s Agent Lilah Love.” 

	She scowls.

	Jay says nothing. He does a brilliant imitation of a statue, in fact.

	I show her my badge. “This is where you invite us in and show concern for the recently deceased citizens of our great town, as well as their grieving families.” 

	“Violet?” a male voice echoes behind her. 

	The woman in front of him is clearly Violet as she turns toward the voice, murmurs something, and then steps aside to allow us a view of the newcomer. The man is of average height, middle-aged, and a bit round in the belly, his gray beard impeccably groomed. His casual wear of slacks and a polo shirt are pressed to perfection. 

	“Special Agent Love,” he greets warmly, offering me his hand. “I’m Neal Woodard.”

	He’s hard not to like and that’s a lot coming from me. There’s an energy about him that is welcoming, someone who exists inside a shrine of money, but is not defined by that money. I shake his hand and he addresses Jay. “Neal Woodard,” he says, offering him his hand. 

	Jay shakes his hand and introduces himself, but not his role in this meeting, which is exactly my preference. 

	“I was horrified to hear about Rip,” he says. “I assume that’s what this is about.” He motions me inside. “Let’s step into my study and sit down.”

	I sense nothing defensive or nervous in Woodard, but I’ll reserve judgment for now. We end up inside a room with lots of wood, bookshelves, a fireplace that is cracking with flames, and comfy leather chairs, four, to be exact. Jay and I sit on one side of the quartet and Woodard sits across from me. 

	He seems like a kitty cat, a bit finicky, but overall, he just wants love.

	Unless he’s not. 

	Snakes have a way of hiding their dark sides.

	That’s what I like about Kane Mendez. You know he has a dark side. You know the minute you’re in the room with him. But you also know he’s a man of great restraint. A man of dignity. A man you don’t want to cross, but you still crave another moment with him. It happens to everyone he meets. He’s not a snake. He’s a man who owns his place in the world.

	It’s time to find out if Woodard is a kitty cat or a snake.

	And therefore, I assume he’s a snake and it’s time for a good game of the lion, me, and the snake, the bad guy. 

	 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	And so we begin.

	“What can I tell you, Agent Love?” Woodard asks. 

	“Why did you assume I was here about Rip?”

	“I called him yesterday. And I saw him last night. It seemed logical.”

	“Why not contact us?”

	“It didn’t feel appropriate. You have a process. And I’m certain the day after his death, that process is highly focused on forensics.” 

	Maybe I should start calling him Rolls Royce, he comes off so nice and smooth. “Tell me about last night,” I continue.

	“It was one of those formal charity events you want to be fun and lively. Instead, everyone walks around uncomfortably, watching what they say, with a stick up their snobby asses.”

	“Yes, but sticks belong up snobby asses,” I point out.

	He laughs. “Yes. Yes, they do, Agent Love. And too often, I want to carry a supply with me.”

	“Was Rip worthy of a stick?”

	“Rip played the Hampton circle quite well. I had a hard time getting a read on him, which is rare for me. I’m good at sizing people up.”

	“Really?” I query, and because I want to know just how smooth under pressure he really is, I put him on the spot. I ask, “How do you size me up, Mr. Woodard?”

	Jay shifts uncomfortably in his chair as if he can’t believe I just asked that question. Woodard laughs. “Let me just say this, Agent Love. I knew your mother.”

	I cannot count on two hands how many times people have said that to me. It’s the beginning of a comparison between me and her, which I do not like. I’m not her. I will never be her. I will never try to be her. She owns that space eternally and I like it that way.

	In this case, though, Woodard has just connected himself to my life, and right now, that might just connect him to this case, or to the attempt on Kane’s life.

	 “She was beautiful,” he continues, “charming and radiated something I can only call magic. You look like her, but you, Agent Love, are her polar opposite. You are not charming, but I believe that’s a solid choice you’ve made, for whatever reason. You do not radiate magic but rather aggression. And I must say, I quite liked your dry sense of humor. That joke at the front door though, you chose the wrong audience. Violet is stone cold.”

	He’s not a kitty cat. He’s that Rolls Royce, too smooth for his own good but not mine. “You left that part out about me, Mr. Woodard. The stone-cold part. And the fact that I handle a gun and a knife much better than my mother.” I’m done with his assessment, but I don’t move on, I just focus on the connection he has to me and my mother. “How did you know my mother?”

	“Your father and I have done business for years. I’m rooting for him in the election.”

	And there it is. 

	My bastard father, who is under Pocher’s wing and control. 

	And I’d bet money that Woodard is part of the Society. 

	“Do you know Kane Mendez?” I ask.

	“Of course. I’ve been stalking your fiancé since he was practically in diapers. We did a small venture together through his financial guy, and it went well, but he walked away. I would love to take you both to dinner to talk about that.” 

	“I’m not good at public outings like that. I tend to talk too much about dead people and blood splatter. I’ve also been known to pull my gun at inappropriate times. And how do I still have my badge, you might ask? They’re afraid to try and take it.” 

	“Truth,” Jay interjects. “One hundred percent truth.”

	Good timing, my man Jay. 

	But my intent, to distract him and create discomfort, is well in play. It’s time to move on and so I do. “Tell me about your time with Rip at the party.”

	“I chatted with him a few minutes, saw him only that briefly.”

	“What did you talk about?”

	“He wanted to have lunch to review a big project of some sort. He was always pitching me.”

	“Did you see who he was with?” I ask.

	He laughs. “No one that I saw. He was quite the ladies’ man. I got the impression, on every occasion possible, he preferred to keep his options open.”

	Because he was a player, I think. And that seems relevant for many reasons, but certainly revenge could mean jealousy. 

	“What projects did you do with Rip Vaughn?” 

	“None directly,” he states. “But he did give me a tip on a gaming company that I jumped into.” 

	I sit up a little straighter. Woodard is turning out to be quite the talker. “What gaming company?”

	“Banking the Billionaire. It seemed like a sweet deal and I figured if it went well for me personally, maybe I’d take it to my pool of investors. But I got out and I suggested rather sternly Rip do the same. I don’t know if he did.”

	“Why exactly did you get out?” I ask. 

	“I wasn’t pleased with the level of control ownership claimed over the content and unbridled interaction between members that didn’t even have to confirm their identity. It became more of a dating site in my eyes, and I had nightmares of the Craigslist killings. Hookups that ended in a horrifying way. I wanted no part of that kind of liability.”

	My theory of a sort of sex game is looking more and more real, I think. 

	“I did put a call into the FBI and suggest they look into that situation,” he continues.

	“Who did you talk to?” I ask. 

	“I called the local office and spoke to an agent. I’m afraid I don’t have the name. I felt I did my duty by calling at all. I just wanted distance and I couldn’t get it fast enough.”

	“When was this?”

	“A good year back at this point,” he states. “And I didn’t offer either of you a beverage. Would either of you like anything?”

	“No, thank you,” I state because I have manners when appropriate, and with this man, it’s appropriate. “You have some investments in the medical and pharmaceutical business, correct?”

	He perks up. “And proudly. Some of our biggest success stories. Nothing in oil though. Sure would like to talk to Kane about that. I’ve tried to get his attention. Maybe you can help, which I shouldn’t be asking right now. I heard about his crash. My God. I chopper out of here all the time. The next time I’ll be a little more uneasy.”

	I’m not sure if he’s sincere, trying to throw me off, or taunting me.

	“And perhaps you should,” I say. “Rejecting people the way you rejected Rip over and over must create enemies. And you do have a connection to one of the victims.”

	He wets his lips, his eyes narrowing. “Not really much of a connection.” 

	“We can’t say that when we don’t know who killed Rip, now can we?” I challenge. “Did you know Emma Wells?”

	“I did not, but I do believe her husband did work for a few of the people involved in our investment group.”

	Another connection. I’m headed at least close to the right direction, but I don’t ask him for names he won’t want to give up. I don’t want him to close off. Tic Tac will find out that information for me. And if he can’t, Lucas will. 

	I move on. “Are you involved in any military or defense contracts?”

	“No,” he says, but he cuts his gaze for the first time in this conversation.

	“Sometimes no really does mean yes,” I say.

	“No, Agent Love.” 

	I let it go. 

	For now.

	It’s time to end this meeting, but I’m not done with Mr. Woodard.

	He’ll be seeing me again. 

	 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	Once Jay and I are back on the road, I text Andrew to let him know I’m on my way to the diner. Next, I text Tic Tac, asking him to dig around in Woodard’s affairs and find me a defense connection. I’ll call Lucas later to do the same after he sleeps.

	Next, I call Director Murphy. “Agent Love,” he greets.

	“What do you know about Neal Woodard?”

	His answer is fast and easy. “He’s one of them.”

	“You know, I think I need you to give me a list. Kane’s chopper—”

	“You want to know what I know?” he suggests.

	“Of course I want to know what you know.”

	“I expected you to ask this morning. My inside sources tell me our—”

	“He’s not our friend. The devil. Did he do it?”

	“My sources say no. And logically, I have to accept that. He’s too smart and calculated to strike this close to his return to the spotlight. And he’s got an election to win with your father.”

	“Well, we all know how my death would deliver the sympathy vote.”

	“Yes. We do. And there is that. I still think he’s too smart to do that right now. I’ll keep digging.”

	“About Banking the Billionaire and my warrant,” I say.

	“We can’t serve a ghost. Tic Tac is still trying to get that information.” 

	“Exactly. It’s a Russian server and the ownership is hidden. But if we can get access, it could potentially break something big here, and expose a group of powerful people. Lucas is our best chance of doing that but before I let him dig around, I need to know he’s protected.”

	“I’ll get you a contractor’s agreement,” he says a little too easily, considering his “hands-off” attitude about Lucas. But then he’s a savvy one, a manipulator, and more and more, I believe Murphy wants me for who I bring to the table. I thought that meant Kane, but maybe, it’s Lucas, too.

	“And pay,” I say. “A full-time salary.”

	“He doesn’t need the money, but yes, and pay.” 

	“Then I’ll get him to work. If we can find some lower-level connections to the devil, maybe we can get them talking.”

	“Interesting,” he says. “And you have my attention. I’m shocked that you’ve decided to take down the devil without a gun.”

	“I never said anything about my plan to take anyone down. I simply stated what I, a well-behaved agent, has in mind.”

	He snorts and says, “Well behaved, my ass.” He offers no chance for my rebuttal. “I have a few Russian connections. I’ll see what I can do.” He pauses and adds, “Careful, Agent Love. Watch your back. And Kane’s.”

	He hangs up.

	I let the phone settle in my lap and then sit there, the realization hitting me. 

	I’ve been thinking this killer wanted me on this case to ride the tails of the press following my involvement in the Umbrella Man case. But right now, I’m thinking of the woman who came to our house, pretending to be a sous chef and used the second victim’s name. I’m thinking of Kane’s chopper last night. Andrew’s words come back to me. “What about Kane?” he challenges. “Is he in the revenge circle?”

	Maybe for once, my dumbass brother got something right. 

	 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	Jay and I enter the diner and, as planned, he heads to the back, where he plans to keep watch and stuff his face with a burger. Apparently, he didn’t have so much as a slice of strawberry pie today. Andrew waves me over to a corner table not too far from Jay. I’m about to head in that direction and order my own burger when Judith, the pretty young new hostess, motions me to her. “Lilah, this was left for you.” She shoves an unmarked envelope at me. 

	I frown and accept it. “Who’s it from?” 

	“It was just lying here on the hostess stand,” she explains, shoving long blonde hair behind her ear.

	Junior is clearly getting bolder, I think. “When?” I ask.

	“A few minutes ago.”

	“Do you have cameras in the diner?” I ask.

	“Definitely not and I know that because I heard the owner arguing with his wife over the cost of installing them. He was for them. She was against them.”

	I don’t comment. I just can’t do stupid on an empty stomach and the hostess wasn’t the one who was stupid, anyway. “No one saw anyone at the hostess stand?”

	“No,” she says. “Sorry. I asked around. It seemed logical we find out. You are an FBI agent and it’s a little weird.”

	Now we have a smart one. “Let me know if you find out anything before I leave.”

	She quickly agrees and I head toward my brother’s table only to hear, “Lilah.” Then a little more insistently shouted, “Lilah!” 

	It’s not the hostess. 

	But the voice is oh too familiar and I grind my teeth as I pause and turn to find Alexandra, my ex-best friend, approaching. “I’m so pleased I ran into you,” she exclaims, halting breathlessly in front of me, quite agile in her three-inch heels and snug pencil skirt she’s paired with a black silk blouse and jacket. All she’s missing to finish off her pristine outfit is a button that reads “Traitor, bitch, and liar,” or maybe even better, one that says, “I drugged my best friend’s drink so she could be raped and killed because the Society told me to.” 

	I want to slap her every time I see her, but so far, I’ve contained my carnal desires. For now, I blow her off. “I’m in a business meeting with Andrew and then I’m out of here.”

	And of course, she ignores the kick to the curb. “I heard about Kane’s chopper,” she says and almost, just almost touches me, which would be a mistake. She hesitates and pulls her hand back. “My God, I’m so sorry. You know, when I lost Eddie—”

	“I didn’t lose Kane,” I say coldly. “And I’m not going to, Alexandra. Feel free to spread the word.”

	“I ah—right. I need to talk to you about the Emma Wells and Rip Vaughn cases. Can we sit a moment?” 

	“No. There’s nothing to talk about right now. And the first twenty-four hours of a homicide are the most critical. I’ll call you when I’m ready.” I turn away.

	“The DA has pressure on this. He wants to do a press conference.”

	I face her again. “I just did this with the Umbrella Man case. Are we really doing this bullshit again? Too much press works against the case.”

	“Silence freaks out the public.”

	“There’s no danger to the general public, but if I tell you why I know that and you blab about it on the news, I’m fucked. This case is fucked. The next potential victim is fucked right into the grave. But then, you don’t care who dies if it suits your agenda, now do you, Alexandra?”

	She blanches. “What? What are you talking about?”

	I don’t bother to answer. This time, I decisively turn away from her the way she did me the night I became a killer. One day she will push me too far. And Kane won’t have to bury her body. I’ll happily do it myself.

	 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	I settle into the booth across from Andrew and stuff the note I’ve been handed by the hostess into my field bag, at least for the moment. My coat comes off next and the bag goes onto the seat next to me. I’m about to reach for the note again and actually read it when Andrew leans closer and, all snarly and cranky, demands, “You do know Alexandra’s with the DA’s office, right? We need them to do us favors.” 

	 “You might,” I say. “I don’t. And I couldn’t give two flips what she is doing and who she is doing it for. In fact, I couldn’t give two flips if she’s fucking Mick Jagger and the President of the United States, while singing the National Anthem.” 

	“Mom liked Mick Jagger.”

	“Mom isn’t here,” I snap, aware that Mom is on my mind because of that crash last night. “And she never met a President she liked.”

	He studies me several beats. “What happened between you and Alexandra?”

	I blow off the question and blow off the idea of reading the note back in my bag. Anything from Junior is generally worthless, and a pain in my ass that Andrew will only make more of a pain in my ass. “Have you ordered?” 

	“No.”

	I motion to the waitress and we both order cheeseburgers and fries. I’ll worry about getting fat later. After I’m dead. Which will probably be before my metabolism starts acting like the little engine that could but just doesn’t. 

	“Neal Woodard was the last known person to talk to Rip,” I say when the waitress leaves. “The naked photos came from a nurse at the hospital.”

	“How do you know that, Lilah?” he demands. “I don’t even have that information yet.”

	I slide his napkin toward him. “Police.” I slide my napkin toward me. “FBI.”

	“Lucas,” he says dryly. “And he broke the law to hack that information.” 

	“Maybe you should stop being a choir boy since you can’t hold a tune. Like at all. Like, you’re really bad, Andrew. And before you say another word, Lucas is coming to work for the FBI. He doesn’t know it yet, but he is. It’s now official. You can ask him for stuff, too. Then maybe your solve rate will go up.”

	He studies me long and hard and then laughs. “You’re such a bitch.”

	“And?”

	“I love you.”

	“I’m not saying it back,” I reply, but him saying the words pinch my chest and the truth is, if we don’t shift this conversation off this sappy shit, I might cry. Damn it, I’m still reeling from last night, too.

	“But you do love me,” he says, and thank fuck, he moves on. “Tell me what happened with Woodard.”

	“He’s hiding something. My theory is the weapon killing our victims is military, and—”

	“—one of Woodard’s ventures,” he assumes.

	“Yes, but he denied any company that fit that profile.”

	“It could be masked under a totally different industry,” he suggests. “A shelter of sorts.”

	“Sometimes you aren’t stupid, Andrew.”

	“Maybe, just maybe, Lilah, I’m even smart, and that’s why they made me chief.”

	I shrug. “Whatever. Lucas and Tic Tac will be working on finding the shelter. Well, mostly Lucas if we want to do this quickly. Tic Tac is good but he follows the rules. Right now,” I say, grabbing my phone and pulling up my email, “I’m going to forward you the data Lucas and Tic Tac have gathered so far. Unofficially, of course. Read it but only use what you can recreate yourself through proper, legal channels.”

	“Believe it or not,” he says, “now that Lucas is coming on with the FBI, I’m not going to bitch about Lucas getting me early information. Or remind you about his addiction to hacking.”

	“Because you didn’t just remind me?”

	He ignores that question and keeps talking. “I’m feeling heat from above, Lilah. First all that bullshit with the Umbrella Man. Now these murders. The money in this city lends to a helluva lot of pressure.”

	“Alexandra says the DA wants to do a press conference.”

	“They always want to do a damn press conference,” he grumbles. “And I’ll be pressured into doing one.”

	“Just make it fluff, Andrew. If you give away anything—”

	 “I got it, Lilah. What about the nurse?”

	“I don’t think she’s involved, but there’s a caveat to that. Back to Woodard. He was an investor in Banking the Billionaire. And so was Rip. Woodard told me it’s a player’s play, so to speak. Hookups and side deals. He wanted out. He told Rip to get out. Now, this nurse, I have to look up her name, if she was playing the game, that could put her back on the radar.”

	“In other news,” he says, “the chocolate isn’t proving to be easy to track down. North has a team going around to every shop in town. Houston has manpower on it as well to expand the search. We’re working on it, but just a thought: what if it’s a company Woodard owns?”

	“Seems too obvious, but it’s worth a try,” I say. “I’ll get our team working that angle.” 

	Our food arrives and once we start eating, he says, “How’s Kane?”

	“Honestly,” I dare because Andrew is my brother, my only family—Dad doesn’t count, “not that good,” I add. “I know from experience that the day after something traumatic is kind of an out-of-body experience. You feel weird.”

	He studies me a moment, and I can see in his eyes that he’s thinking about my attack. “I would have liked to have been there for you.”

	“Kane was,” I say. “Andrew, I know you have issues with him, but that man would do anything for me.” 

	“I know that. I get that. I do.” He hesitates. “Did Dad call about Kane?”

	I snort and salt my fries and then his. “You know he didn’t.”

	He dumps ketchup on his plate and hands the bottle to me. “You still think it was Pocher?”

	“I think it’s personal,” I say and leave it at that. Because I don’t know any more. 

	From there, we get back to business. Proof Andrew gets me. I need to keep my mind busy with work. We talk through various aspects of the investigation while stuffing our faces, and I almost eat as much as he does. Apparently, stress doesn’t affect my appetite. We’ve just wrapped things up when my cellphone rings. I glance at my caller ID and grimace when I find Houston’s number. I flash it in Andrew’s direction. “He just wasn’t going to wait on your update, was he?” I say, but I answer the damn call. “Yes, Chief Houston?”

	He wastes no time getting to the point. “We just had a woman call in. She says she knew Rip, Emma, and Naomi. She wants to talk, but she’ll only talk to you.”

	I slide my plate aside. “Who is she?”

	 “She wouldn’t give her name and she called in on a—get this—throwaway phone.”

	The relevance of which is the use of throwaway phones being used to play Banking the Billionaire. “How do I call her back?”

	“You don’t. She says she’ll call us back to get your number. Then she’ll set-up a meeting here in the city.”

	My lashes lower with the impact of this hellish information. Holy fuck, I’m going to have to tell Kane I’m getting on a chopper tonight. 

	 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	“Give her my phone number,” I say. 

	“And you’ll get your ass over here?” he challenges.

	“No, I’ll send a decoy,” I say. “What the hell, Houston?” I hang up.

	And even as I do, I decide right then that when this case is over, I’m eloping with Kane, and as quickly as possible. And then we’ll go somewhere wonderful and hide there for a month. There will be hamburgers, pasta, chocolate, and lots of sex. All things that motivate me to talk to this woman who wants to talk to me, now rather than later.

	Andrew arches a brow. I update him because it’s preferable to going home and delivering this news to Kane. 

	“Some person who claims to know the victims wants you, and only you, to meet her,” Andrew repeats. “I don’t like how that sounds, Lilah.”

	“It sounds like about all we have right now,” I say. 

	He doesn’t let it go. “The killer asked for you by name with that jar of blood and now this person is asking for you by name.”

	“I’ll take Kane’s men with me.”

	His lips press together. “I’ll get North on the nurse’s interview.”

	“I’ll come back for it tomorrow.”

	“You know time matters,” he argues.

	“Get surveillance on her. I’ll interview her.”

	His phone buzzes with a text and he glances at it and curses. “I have to go. Apparently one of the higher-profile residents of our great town is raising hell at the police station. Tell them to put this on my tab.” He stands and just like that he’s walking away. 

	I flag the waitress. Andrew returns before she ever makes it to the table. “I just got an urgent message. They found a woman dead in her car at a rest stop just inside the Boston city limits. She fits the description of your fake sous chef that came to your house. Her throat was cut from the inside out.” 

	In other words, someone didn’t want her to be able to identify them. I stand up and fold my arms in front of myself, and set in close to him. “I need to go to Boston.”

	“You need to go to New York. We can’t miss out on what could be a witness or informant. I’ll go myself. I’ll handle it.”

	“Can you afford to leave?”

	“I’ll handle it. We agree?”

	I hesitate, but say, “Yes. You go. No one else.”

	He nods and heads for the door.

	The waitress appears beside me and I handle the bill before pulling on my coat, grabbing my bag, and motioning Jay toward the exit. I’m aware that Alexandra has left the diner. I knew the minute she left, fifteen minutes ago.

	I meet Jay at the door. “I have to go to the city,” I say. “Tonight.”

	“Oh fuck. You can’t tell Kane you have to get in a chopper tonight, Lilah.” 

	“I don’t have a choice,” I say, and I leave it at that. I don’t need to say more. Jay’s right. It’s too soon. He’s not wrong.

	We step outside into a chilly early evening and I remember the note I didn’t want to read in front of Andrew. I pause just right of the door, grab it from my bag and open it. It reads: 

	One.

	Two.

	Three.

	The cat is in the tree. 

	Catch him while you can. 

	What the flipping insanity is this? The cat is in the tree? I am so through with Junior. Hoping Junior is watching, I walk to the bulletin board just outside the diner entrance and pin the note there. And I hope Junior is not only watching, but she has her panties in a wad. I pause a moment, with my reference to “she” and I wonder if Alexandra is Junior. Surely she wouldn’t be stupid enough to be this obvious. Most likely Junior just wants it to seem as if he or she is Alexandra. Either way, I don’t care. This is a game and I’ve played it longer than I do most games without killing someone. 

	I leave the note behind and I hope it pisses off Junior.

	Jay and I load up in the BMW and head toward the house to see Kane. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY

	I find Kane in his home office on the upper level of the house just to the right of our bedroom. He’s standing at a window overlooking the ocean, his back to me, his cellphone at his ear as he talks about oil prices and some rig issue in Texas. He’s dressed in a navy-blue suit, sans the jacket, which tells me he’s been, or plans to go, to the office. 

	He turns toward his desk and when his eyes find me, they warm. They don’t warm for anyone else. People fear him, even if they’re drawn to him. They’re intimidated by the Kane Mendez. They’re unsure of themselves with him, but I never was. I never will be. I’m on the most stable ground on planet Earth when I’m with this man. And he’s not right now. 

	I cross the room and lean on the desk. 

	He ends the call and stares at me with those dark, intelligent eyes of his that seem as if they can read my every thought. “How’s it going?” I ask.

	He walks to this side of his solid black desk and leans on it. “I’m not crying in my whiskey, that’s for damn sure,” he says, obviously reading my concern. “It’s me, beautiful. I’m taking care of business in every definable way.”

	In other words, he’s dealing with the crash, and who might be responsible, while juggling his empire. How very Kane, indeed. I want to ask him if there are developments I need to know about, but then he’ll ask me the same. And I’m not quite ready to tell him about the chopper ride.

	I move to the desk and lean on the edge beside him. He reaches for his glass of whiskey, sips, and offers me a drink. I accept. I’m going to be flying, not driving, and I might need to be drunk for this particular flight. 

	For a moment, we’re silent, and it’s a comfortable silence. I like that about Kane. He’s a man of only important words. I offer him the glass back. He sets it on the table, and catches my arm, easing me around in front of him. I don’t resist, but I remember a time when I both craved his touch and forbid myself that right. I thought he was trouble, too dark for someone like me, someone fighting her own dark side. But now I know that the only way I survive in this world is by embracing who I am. And no one knows how to do that, while still controlling their dark side, more than Kane. We are two of a kind. And that’s why we work.

	“What aren’t you saying, Lilah?” he asks.

	He reads me like no one else, but then, I no longer have my guard up with Kane. 

	My cellphone rings. “There’s something happening,” I say, already reaching into my field bag that’s still at my hip, and grab my phone, glancing at the unknown caller. “I have to take this and then I’ll explain.” I sit down in the chair in front of Kane and answer, “Special Agent Lilah Love.”

	“Agent Love,” a woman says. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to get to you.”

	“Who am I speaking with?” I ask.

	“I’m not telling you my name yet, but eventually the police will at least interview me. And I’ll tell them I know nothing.” 

	“And me? What will you tell me?”

	“Everything I know,” she says, “but it can’t be from me. I’ll end up—I don’t know—punished.”

	I glance at Kane as I respond. “Punished?”

	He arches a brow at that. Yeah, my feelings exactly, I think.

	“You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” she says. “And what they will do to serve their own needs. I want to talk to you. I need to talk to you, but then I want out.”

	“Tell me your name.”

	“Not until I meet you and trust you.”

	“You called me. You asked for me. You must trust me.”

	“You have skin in this game even though you don’t know you do. You and Kane Mendez. And that’s part of the deal, by the way. If I tell you what you need to know, I want his protection.”

	My eyes meet Kane’s. “Kane decides who he protects and who he doesn’t. I don’t.”

	Kane’s expression pinches with amusement and he downs his whiskey. 

	“We both know that’s not true,” the woman argues. “You influence him.”

	“If you have something to say about Kane and you want something from him,” I counter, “he’s coming to the meeting.”

	“Just you,” she states firmly. “I’ll meet you in Midtown. I’ll call you in two hours. If you’re there, I’ll give you an address.” She hangs up.

	Kane is now at the bar in the corner refilling his whiskey. I join him there. He offers me the glass and repeats my words, “Something is going on. And it involves me.” 

	I set the glass down. “A woman called Chief Houston on a throwaway phone, which you remember is how these people all play that Banking the Billionaire game. She said she knows all three of the victims. She has information to give us on the murders, but will only talk to me. She wanted my number to set-up a meeting for tonight.”

	“How did I get involved?”

	“She says we’re connected to all of this, that we have skin in the game. And that she’ll only talk if you offer her protection.”

	“She knows too much if she wants my protection.”

	“Like it or not, you have a reputation. I don’t know if we can assume intimate knowledge of you or your operation.”

	“Who is she?”

	“She won’t give me a name until I meet her. She doesn’t want to talk to the police. She says she has information I need to solve these murders. Information about us.”

	“Where does she want to meet?”

	“Midtown in two hours. She’ll call with a proper location at that time.”

	His jaw flexes but he says nothing. He walks to the table, downs his whiskey, and grabs his phone. He punches a number and says, “We’re going to the city now, tonight.” He listens a moment and then says, “Don’t call ahead and we’ll need extra security once we get to the city.” He disconnects and turns to me. “Kit and Jay will meet us at the airport.”

	“We can drive,” I say. “If we go now—” 

	“Then you’d have to spend the drive talking to me about the wedding. And committing to plans.”

	“We already talked about this. New Year’s Eve with a few friends, nothing more.” 

	His hands come down on my waist, possessive and snug, as he pulls me closer. “You still want to do it here, by the tree?” 

	“No. Anywhere but here. I want a break from New York as a whole. You pick.”

	“We’ll pick,” he amends. “And what about a dress, beautiful?”

	“I have to do my mother proud. Something beautiful.” 

	The people in the Society have taken from me my mother, and the father I once knew and loved. They almost took Kane. I step back from him, uncomfortable with where I’m going with this, aware that last night is affecting me, but I can’t not say this. And maybe, just maybe, it’s the most logical thing I’ve said in a long time.

	“What is it, beautiful?” Kane presses. 

	 “I’m not a person to run. I’m in your face, fuck you, I will kill you, but I also know strategy matters. But we can deal with Pocher and the Society from a distance, and leave this Godforsaken place, Kane. You could move your corporate office. We could get out of the eye of the storm. We’re in the Society’s territory. Let’s make our own and draw them into our own web.”

	“This is my territory and that’s why they hate me.”

	“Because of the cartel,” I state, the words bitter on my lips, and it’s not the question. It’s simply the elephant in the room, over and over and over again. I push away from him. “We need to go.” I start to move away.

	He catches my arm. “They won’t go away because I move away.”

	“I didn’t suggest we want them to go away. I suggested we lure them elsewhere, where we’re stronger.”

	“I am stronger here. We are stronger here, where I own the power.”

	“That’s bullshit.”

	“It’s reality, but this is not the time for this conversation, Lilah. We do need to go. I want to be there when the mechanic I hired inspects our chopper.” He releases me.

	I walk out of the room.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	Kane lays out some ridiculous sum of money to buy someone else’s private chopper for the night, which assures us that no one believed we would ever be on it. After doing so, the new mechanic, Charlie, a tall dude with red hair and freckles, who speaks perfect Spanish—go figure—heads out to inspect the engine. Kit follows him. Jay has yet to arrive. 

	Kane and I step to the window, standing side by side, watching our team work. 

	“I’m going to have to offer her your protection,” I say.

	“I assumed,” he replies.

	We go back to staring out of the window again, an awkwardness between us that is not comfortable or usual. Seconds more tick by before he says, “I’d die for you, beautiful. You think I wouldn’t leave this Godforsaken place for you?” We turn to look at each other and he adds, “It’s not that easy.”

	“Be honest with yourself and me, Kane. You have a hold on the cartel. They don’t have a hold on you. And you like it that way.”

	“My connection to the cartel is why the Society fears me, Lilah. They don’t want me to turn the cartel on their people.”

	That’s when a realization slaps me in the face. “Wait. Could the cartel’s enemies have been behind your crash?” 

	 “I’m not standing in that fire right now. I’ve united, not divided, those who might otherwise see my uncle as an enemy. I’m not the enemy.” 

	I don’t ask why he’s so certain. He’s a Mendez. His father was the kingpin. If he says the cartel isn’t part of this, I have to trust that the cartel isn’t part of this. He’s a part of them and they are a part of him, whether I like it or not. And I don’t like it.

	Jay appears by my side. At the same time, my cellphone rings with Houston’s number. I flash the screen at Kane, and then answer with, “Yes, she called me.”

	“And you didn’t call me? I need to get a team—”

	“No,” I say, walking a few feet from Jay and Kane. “She won’t talk to anyone but me. I’m not risking you spooking her. I’ve got this. I’ll be in touch. I have to board a chopper.” I disconnect. 

	Kit walks in the door and motions us forward. My eyes meet Kane’s and his are dark and unreadable, but no matter how suave Kane Mendez might appear, always and forever, how unflappably in control, there’s no way he’s unaffected by what happened last night. There’s no way he’s not nervous about getting on this flight. 

	I motion Jay onward to the chopper and close the distance between me and Kane, stopping in front of him to say, “I thought of part of my vows. It goes like this: at least if we die, we die together.”

	His hands come down on my arms and he pulls me to him. “Yes. At least if we die, we die together.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	Once our chopper is in the air, Kane lays his head back and shuts his eyes. It’s his way of being Zen, though I’m pretty sure Kane has never used the word Zen in his life. In short, he’s blocking out everything else, finding his place of calm. 

	As for the rest of us—Kit, Jay, me, and the pilot—you can feel the tension as we lift off and level to our flying altitude. I’m sure for Kit, his feelings are magnified by the fact that he and I have yet to have a confrontation about him shutting me out when Kane was off-grid yesterday. But it’s coming. Oh yes, it’s coming in a big, bad way. 

	Bottom line, the chopper is all but imploding with fear. It screams through the silence of our voices and cuts through the engine. 

	I can’t take it. 

	It’s making me crazy and despite Kane not moving, I know it has to be making Kane crazy, too. 

	Since I have no booze to offer up to calm everyone the fuck down, I pass a bag of chocolate—I always have chocolate—around the chopper. Yes, even to Kit. He and Jay, and even the pilot, indulge, and you can almost taste the stress melting away—it’s a bit messy, like a Hershey bar that’s been dropped on a hot sidewalk, but whatever. 

	When we finally land, alive and well—of course, we do, the chopper wasn’t even meant for us—we exit our ride and Kane catches my hand. He doesn’t speak. He just holds on tightly, like he thinks he’s about to lose me again over this cartel stuff. In other words, he’s not going to bend. And we are going to fight. I don’t pull away, though. I’m not interested in fighting with Kane, at least not now. My attention is on catching a killer. 

	We exit the airport and the sun has set, the night crisp but clear. An SUV is waiting on us, and Jay and Kit are our ride-alongs. There’s another SUV of men that follow us. Obviously, Kane isn’t taking any chances but it looks like the damn president is in town, or at least a rock star. 

	We head toward Midtown and Rockefeller Center. We’ve circled the block three times when my cellphone rings. “It’s her,” I say when the screen reads “unknown caller.” 

	“Where are you?” she asks. 

	“Where are you?” I counter. 

	“I’ll meet you at Zibetto Espresso Bar off Fifty-Seventh.” She hangs up.

	“Zibetto Espresso Bar off Fifty-Seventh,” I call out to Jay, who’s behind the wheel.

	“Smart girl,” Kane says. “That’s right by Penn Station, which makes it easy for her to escape.”

	“She won’t be going anywhere until she tells me how any of this has anything to do with us,” I assure him as Jay halts just beyond the door of the coffee shop. I glance at Kane. “Stay close. I might need you.”

	“Always, beautiful.”

	Always.

	Until he’s dead, like his father, because he won’t just flipping kill Pocher and walk away from the cartel.

	But that is another situation in the bloody soap opera that is my life. 

	Right now, I’m replaying my conversation earlier with Andrew and his warning: 

	“Some person who claims to know the victims wants you, and only you, to meet her,” Andrew repeats. “I don’t like how that sounds, Lilah.”

	“It sounds like about all we have right now,” I say. 

	He doesn’t let it go. “The killer asked for you by name with that jar of blood with your name on it and now this person is asking for you by name.”

	He was right. There is far too much asking for me going on in this situation.

	Could this woman be our killer? 

	Maybe. Maybe not.

	All I know is that killers are drawn to me. And I’m drawn to them. The fact that I’m irritated and in a bad mood works for me. It does not work for my enemies.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	I don’t like it when people touch me, with the exception of Kane, of course. But when it comes to my personal Ruger handgun, I prefer it intimately close to my body. Unlike my FBI-issued weapon, which reminds me of an eighties’ cellphone hanging at my side, it’s easy to hide, store, and shoot, without a kickback that smashes me in the face. I exit the vehicle, my field bag under my coat at my hip, with a gun inside, all close and personal. I’d really prefer my Ruger to be at my waist. But this is Manhattan and even a petite baby like mine is a gun, and any gun could become an attention grabber. And while they scare bad guys, they terrify those who drink fluffy whipped cream-topped coffee drinks while debating about whose husband fucked them better or bought them a bigger set of fake boobs. That’s a lot of people around these parts. 

	I enter the coffee shop to an empty store, no one drinking fancy coffee, which really shouldn’t surprise me. This area of town dies down about this time of day, and per the shop sign on the door, they close in an hour, which means me and my mystery woman will have that hour to chat. Smart girl, whoever this is I’m meeting. She set an escape route, as Kane pointed out, and an escape time. I walk to the counter and order a plain coffee. “Got any Baileys to give it a pop?” I ask.

	The pretty blonde behind the counter blinks beneath her dark-rimmed glasses. “Baileys?”

	Obviously, that’s a no. I try again. “Kahlua?”

	“I’m sorry,” she says. “No. But we have an ice cream that has Kahlua.”

	“Rum?” I ask, giving it one last shot. I mean, my man did plunge into the ocean in a helicopter yesterday and he did just tell me he intends to continue to not run the cartel we both know he’s running. 

	“We also have a rum ice cream,” the woman says, shoving her glasses up her nose. “Maybe you could melt it in your coffee.”

	She says it with a straight face. I can’t decide if it’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard or the most brilliant. I decide not to find out. “Just a straight-up coffee,” I say.

	“Cream and sugar?”

	“Black and almost unbearable,” I say, because on second thought, making sure I’m not tempted to drink anything that might kill me, by ripping my throat out, seems rather critical right now. 

	She lifts her brows. “Sure you don’t want that ice cream? It’s really good.”

	“Just the coffee,” I say, throwing cash on the counter. “Keep the change,” I add when she hands me my cup.

	Brew in hand, I walk to the rear of the joint and claim a seat facing the entrance. I shrug out of my coat. My bag is still at my hip, open, with access to my weapon. I sniff the black coffee, turning up my nose at it, when someone comes up behind me. The next thing I know the waitress sits down in front of me and sets a scoop of ice cream in front of me. “It’s on me. The tip was generous.”

	Her hair is down now, while it had been pulled back, and with her apron gone, I can see she’s actually wearing a black dress. 

	“Who are you? And do you actually work here?”

	“No, but I know the manager. And I locked up and turned off the cameras, so we won’t be interrupted. They’re dead this time of day anyway.” 

	Most people think turning off the cameras intimidates the person they’re talking to. They forget that the person across from them might enjoy the freedom it offers. I ignore the ice cream for good reason. I’d prefer not to have my throat ripped out before my wedding day. 

	For all I know, I’m sitting across from the killer and she just offered me the newest flavor of ice cream, named after her hobby of killing people. Death wish.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	I stare at my could-be killer, and she shifts nervously in her seat. I shove the ice cream in front of her. “You eat it. Focus on it and I’m certain you’ll relax. Sensorial stimulation, such as the cold of the ice cream, can ease anxiety. It actually lowers cortisol levels.”

	It’s not bullshit. It’s a real thing. She grabs the spoon and takes a bite. “It’s good,” she murmurs. “I hadn’t actually tried it. I’d just heard it was fabulous. They were right.”

	She hadn’t actually tried it. 

	This means she started out our meeting with a lie by telling me otherwise. Which might not seem like a big to deal to some, but to me, it shows her ease with lies.

	And I hate lies.

	And liars.

	But at least the ice cream wasn’t militarized. That would have sucked.

	“There’s a lot I need to tell you,” she says, after another bite. “You might want to take notes.”

	“Just tell me the juicy stuff, like who murdered Emma, Naomi, and Rip.”

	“It’s not that simple,” she declares.

	Kane’s words.

	Not her best choice of words.

	“Said everyone ever trying to explain why they lied, cheated, or killed someone.”

	“I didn’t kill them,” she objects instantly. “God, no. I didn’t kill them.”

	“Okay then. What’s your name? And how do you know the victims?”

	“Off the record,” she insists. “I’ll give you what you need to know off the record, but on the record, I want to say I know nothing.”

	“What is your name?”

	“You don’t need my name to take down the information.”

	“Some might agree. I don’t.”

	Her lips part and she hesitates. I reach for my coat. 

	“What are you doing?” she asks urgently. 

	“I need to know who I’m dealing with or this meeting is over.”

	“Oh God.” She groans. “Fine. Marilyn Lennox. I work here in the city. I’m a CPA at Becker, Abrams, and Newman.”

	Marilyn Lennox. Now I have a name to a face and for all I know, I’m sitting across from the killer.

	“They’re high profile,” I comment, seeing her job and her life as fitting a theme, as I add, “Clients that are the rich and famous.”

	“Yes, I know. Which is why I can’t get involved in this.”

	“And yet you already are,” I point out. 

	 She slides her hand under her hair and rubs her neck. “Not really, but I know enough to be scared.”

	I set the cup down more decisively. It’s not that damn good and this meeting is becoming tedious. “Can we just get to it?”

	“Promise it’s off the record.”

	“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Off the record. Talk.”

	“I dated Rip Vaughn.”

	“When?” I asked.

	“We broke up over the summer.”

	“And saw each other for how long?” I ask.

	“About six months,” she says. “And we actually got pretty serious.” Her hand trembles and she shoves it under the table. 

	“That’s surprising, considering he was a player,” I say, looking for an emotional reaction from her that speaks louder than a shaking hand that could be nothing more than nerves over a lie.

	“Yes,” she says softly. “He liked women, but I was pretty willing to play to his many different interests. He liked his sex games, too, which you’ll understand as I continue. We were—” she hesitates. 

	My brows lift. I learned that from Kane, but it took practice. It’s not as easy as it looks. 

	“We were swingers. I guess I’m a bit of a player, too, but we did it together. Then it wasn’t cheating.”

	Swinging is at the core of numerous murders I’ve investigated over the years and it’s rarely a single interest as she’s already indicated. My theory of Banking the Billionaire being a secret sex game is looking more and more likely, I think.

	“We had,” she begins and then hesitates, “oh, I don’t really know what we had now. I was going to say we were different, but that’s what every lonely heart says. He wasn’t the person I thought he was and I feel kind of shitty saying that after he died.”

	“Don’t expect me to correct you and make you feel better. That’s not what I do. How did you meet him?”

	“A charity event.”

	“What charity event?” I ask.

	“I attend so many. I think it was for a children’s hospital.”

	“Obviously, the first meeting wasn’t all that memorable,” I comment, “since you aren’t sure which event.”

	“He was memorable,” she assures me. “The event was not.”

	“And then what?”

	“We had sex that night. Like I said, we had a sexual connection. It worked.” 

	“Until it didn’t?”

	“It’s really not the sex that was the issue,” she says. “We had fun fucking each other and other people. But at the core of it all, he told me he loved me. He trusted me. I started going out to the Hamptons with him here and there. We got more and more serious.”

	“Elaborate. What does serious mean to you?”

	“He talked about marriage. He wanted me in his inner circle. He wanted to be sure I felt comfortable there. That’s when he invited me to one of many private events. He called it the ‘Think Tank Tournaments.’ He said that it was a big deal for him to invite me and consider me for the financial board, which he called just the ‘Circle.’”

	“And where was this tournament?”

	“It was held in a hotel conference center in the city. The location changed each time. From what I understood, they’d been going on for about two years.”

	“Why in a hotel? Why not in his office?”

	“They weren’t bank business.” 

	A decent answer, but I think there’s more to it. 

	“Where were they held?”

	“The ones I attended were at the Clementine hotel.”

	“And the others?”

	“I don’t know. I just remember Rip saying he rotated hotels.”

	She cut her eyes with that answer. I set that question aside with the intent of asking it again. People tend to drown in their own lies if given the chance. “What happened at the events?”

	“They had a round table and invited guests presented ideas. If they were viable investments, the financial board would evaluate them to decide if they were worthy of their efforts.”

	“What efforts?”

	“They’d try to package a group of investors.”

	Like Woodard’s business model on the surface, but somehow, it’s got a twist. “Keep going,” I tell her.

	“It’s complicated. They actually did help a few startups in a big way, but you see, they were all already wealthy people, bored with life. They needed entertainment. It was all a game to them. Sex, money, amusement. It was all one big high.”

	“Who are they?”

	“Emma and Gibson, her ex-husband. Naomi and Lawrence, her husband, who of course, passed away. They were divorcing and I think this tournament stuff is why. And then Rip, of course. And me. They wanted me.”

	“And now they’re all dead,” I say.

	“Right? I know. It’s scary. That’s why I don’t want my name involved in this but I can’t in good conscience not come forward and give you anything I can to help.”

	“So you’re afraid for your life?”

	“Maybe. I was with Rip, but I wasn’t part of their inner circle, round table, decisions. I never judged anyone.” 

	“But you wanted to?”

	“I wanted to be with Rip. And that’s what Rip wanted me to do, but once I realized what was really going on, I was pretty disgusted.”

	Doubtful, I think, my mind going back to the list of people she’s just given me. “What about Morgan Rockport, Emma's fiancé? Was he involved in these events?”

	“Oh, he wasn't involved at all. I never even met him. I heard about him, but Emma said she was leaving the group for him. I guess not soon enough.”

	“Was he a swinger?”

	“I don't think so. I don’t think she wanted him to know about her other life at all.”

	Interesting, but I don’t say that. I shift the topic. “All right. How did this group come up with the prospects they invited to present?” I ask. “And how did they choose who to invest with and who to play games with?”

	 “They all had contacts, legit, solid contacts. Those high-end prospects went to the gold events. Gold events were all business, no sex and games. Then there was a silver event for the others.”

	“The others?”

	“Right. The others. That’s where the dark side to all of this is revealed.”

	“Explain.”

	“They created these private rooms on this game called Banking the Billionaire. The game teaches people to invest. So, Rip and his team of cohorts would challenge those players to play. If they scored well enough, they could present their ideas at a silver event, but here’s the catch. They never planned to give them money. They just fucked with their heads. The silver room guests were just fuck buddies and entertainment.” 

	 “How did they let them down?”

	“They’d tell them some big investor they’d sworn was interested in their project backed out. They’d crush their dreams, and in many cases, these people did things they couldn’t afford to do to try to stay in a positive light with the Circle.” Marilyn leans forward and lowers her voice as if someone else is here. “Some of these people spent money they didn’t have to spend to prove a product was viable. Some slept with members of the panel, multiple members of the panel, cheated on spouses, you name it.” She sits back. “It was too much for me.”

	“How many of these events did you attend?”

	“Three. I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t stomach it. I broke up with Rip. And he was like—okay. Just okay. I was a fool.”

	Yep, I think. Either that or she’s covering her ass and never broke up with Rip. I need to know that answer sooner than later. “Did you ever sit on the board?”

	“No. No way, but I was known as Rip’s girlfriend. I’m worried I could be a target.”

	With good reason. No matter what her motivation for coming to me, she’s a valuable resource. She needs that protection she asked for. 

	“How do me and Kane fit into this?”

	“Rip made up interested investors. He’d tell them this person or that person was interested. He’d tell them Kane Mendez was interested. And then he’d say he pulled out.”

	“Holy fuck,” I murmur. “Did he not know the rumors about Kane?”

	“Yes, but that’s why he thought Kane was a good choice. Who would dare mess with Kane Mendez?”

	I think of the pig’s blood and the woman who showed up at our house pretending to be a sous chef. The killer is taunting Kane the way he feels he, or she, was taunted. And therefore, the answer to who would dare mess with Kane Mendez is a person so brilliant, he lacks common sense. So much so that he’s officially stupid. You poke a lion, particularly this one, you don’t just lose a finger. You get your face bit off. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	Suddenly, this case is personal. I’m at the point in this game where I pull a gun while playing Monopoly. 

	The bottom line for me is that Kane’s a target. And the one thing worse than Pocher coming at him is someone we don’t even know coming at him. Marilyn has been informative, but not informative enough. Not yet, at least. 

	“I need a list of all the silver and gold event candidates. And all the fake investor names the Circle used. Those people are in danger.”

	“Rip had a special online storage he kept everything in. I made a copy.”

	“I need that,” I say. “It’ll save lives.”

	“I don’t have it with me. It’s in a lockbox.”

	“Okay. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to check out your story, and if it clears, you’ll get full immunity for handing over that information.”

	Her eyes go wide. “I need immunity?!”

	“Rip and his Circle committed fraud. You were a part of his circle.”

	“I wasn’t on the board.”

	“You were there. You knew what was happening. Did you warn the people they were being tricked?”

	“No. I was afraid of Rip. He knows how to ruin people. I thought he’d ruin me, too.”

	“I need those files. And I’ll get you the immunity and I’ll get you to a safe house.”

	“No,” she says quickly. “No safe house. No police protection. I don’t want my name associated with a reason to need to be in a safe house. I took a vacation. I’m going to go to my grandmother’s place in New Hampshire.”

	“Then we’ll send one of Kane’s men with you to protect you. Someone I trust. I’ll have him meet us here. He’ll take you to the lockbox.”

	“I need that immunity agreement to hand over this information, and a promise in writing that I’m kept out of this. And a promise of Kane’s protection until this is over.”

	“I’ll get it. I’ll have our men take you home to pack so I have time to get the agreement together. I’ll bring it to you at the lockbox. Fair enough?”

	“Yes,” she says.

	“Sit tight. I’m going to make the calls.” I stand up and walk to the front of the building, and call Lucas. He answers on the third ring, sounding half dead. “Yeah.”

	“You're still asleep?”

	“I didn’t sleep last night, Lilah.”

	“Well, I got you a job at the FBI. With a salary. So get the hell up and do your job now.”

	“You what?” he says, sounding instantly awake. 

	“Marilyn Lennox. Find out the last time she communicated with Rip Vaughn. It should be six months ago. Her timeline says she started dating him a year ago. Broke up with him six months ago. And look for anything else I need to know about. Now. It’s urgent.” I hang up on him and dial Chief Houston.

	“Well?” he answers.

	“She all but broke the case. I need an immunity agreement for Marilyn Lennox, ex-girlfriend to Rip Vaughn, as well as a written confirmation that we will protect her identity. And I need it right now. She is trading me data from Rip’s hard drive that is likely more murder targets. Can you do it?”

	“How do you know we can trust her? I need that to call the DA’s office.”

	“Tell them some of the most prominent people in the community are at risk.”

	“Give me names,” he demands. “That will help.”

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t know your hearing aid was fucked up, Chief Houston. I said, she’s giving us the list in exchange for the agreement. I need that agreement and if you can’t get it, I’ll call my people and the FBI will get it done.” 

	“I’ll get the damn agreement. Get your ass here.”

	He disconnects and I dial Kane.

	The minute he answers, I say, “I need a couple of men to go with her to New Hampshire until this is over.”

	“What else?”

	“One of them needs to take her to her lockbox now. I have to go to the precinct and get an immunity agreement. Just send one man now, actually. I don’t want to overwhelm her.”

	“Jay’s coming in.”

	“Send him to the rear. And Kane, I can’t explain now, but I think you’re on the killer’s revenge list. Be careful what you eat or drink.” 

	I disconnect and rush back to the table to check on Marilyn, only to find her missing. Damn it, she got cold feet and ran.

	Holy shit. Now I’m running toward the back door, bursting into the alleyway and I’m not alone. I draw my weapon as my night just gets a whole lot shittier. To my left, I find six armed men and three cars, men I can only call gangsters. One of the men is holding Marilyn who ran from me and found someone worse. One of the men steps forward, a familiar man who I’ve never met, but I’ve seen his picture. He looks like Kane’s father: tall, fit, with a mustache and thick dark hair striped with gray. 

	He’s Kane’s uncle. 

	And he’s not armed, but he doesn’t have to be, not with his men all pointing guns at me.

	“Hello, Miguel,” I say, stepping in front of him and pointing my gun at him. 

	“Agent Lilah Love,” he replies in a heavily accented voice. “About time we met.”

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	Miguel and I make eye contact and I find something familiar there. He’s a killer. I don’t wonder what he sees in mine. Maybe he sees the same in mine. Maybe he doesn’t, but what he doesn’t see is fear.

	“Tell your man to let go of the woman,” I order, “or I swear to you, I will shoot you between the eyes.”

	Kane steps to my side, his presence a punch of power even I can’t deny. “She’ll do it,” he warns. “And then I’ll have to bury another body.”

	“Another body?” Miguel quips. “What the fuck?”

	“Yes,” Kane assures him. “Another body.” Kane eyes the man holding Marilyn and lifts a hand. The man doesn’t hesitate. He releases her and Jay rushes forward and guides her away from the scene. Kane waves at the other men and they lower their weapons and back away, out of the scene as well. Almost as if Kane is in charge, not Miguel, I think sardonically.

	“Lilah, you can put the gun down,” Kane says coolly. “My uncle and I need to have a private conversation.”

	I lower my weapon but it stays in my hand. And I damn sure don’t leave. Not yet. I step closer to Miguel, really damn close, and I say, “If you ever come up on me in an alley like this again, or scare one of my witnesses, I will kill you.” 

	He laughs. “You’re an FBI agent. You won’t do that.”

	I smirk. “Won’t I? You must think I give two fucks about my badge.” 

	I give him my back, telling him I don’t fear him. This time, I step in front of Kane and say, “We can stay. But he won’t last long.”

	His face is stony, but I see a glow of respect in his eyes. I’m not sure how I feel about that right about now.

	I step around him and start walking. No one joins Kane. Because he doesn’t need help. That’s how in control he is. And that very notion defies our many conversations on the topic of the cartel. Kit motions me inside the coffee bar. I charge inside, and pissed off and driven by adrenaline, I step inside the seating area to find Marilyn hugging herself and waiting on me with Jay by her side.

	“What the hell was that?” she demands, her voice trembling as she motions to Jay. “He won’t tell me anything.”

	“That was boys behaving badly,” I say. “Kind of like Rip behaved badly.”

	“Rip is dead!” she exclaims. “Are we going to die?”

	Jesus, I think. For someone who sat by while others were taunted and said nothing for who knows how long, really, she’s easily rattled. “Why did you run?”

	“This whole thing has me spooked. I had second thoughts about coming forward. What if I end up a target?”

	It’s a logical concern, even if I don’t believe her. I think it’s all part of a big act meant to make me believe she’s a scared victim. “You have us here protecting you. As long as that remains the case, you’ll be fine. Right now, you’re going to go home and pack.”

	“Jay’s still her chaperone,” Kit interjects.

	“Jay,” I say, eyeing Marilyn, “would be the man standing beside you who you were just complaining about. Word of advice. Don’t be cranky to the men who swear to take a bullet for you. As I said, he’s going to take you home to pack for New Hampshire.” 

	My cellphone rings and I grab it from my bag, to find Lucas’s number on caller ID. “Talk to me.” 

	“Last contact between Marilyn and Rip was six and a half months ago. And it was about fourteen months ago when his number first started showing up in her records.”

	Seems the kinky blonde bitch was honest about at least some things. Let’s hope that means everything. “Stand by, Lucas,” I order. “I’m going to need you.” I disconnect and glance at Marilyn. “Good news. I confirmed your story. I’m going to pick up your immunity agreement. I’ll call Jay when I have it and you two can meet us at the lockbox. And as a side note, if you’re afraid of Jay, don’t be. He’s my personal bodyguard and a good guy. He took a bullet for me and I’m pretty sure he didn’t even like me at the time. Questions?”

	“Who were those men?”

	“Cartel,” I tell her frankly, and I do so because a) it’s the truth, and b) she needs to have as many reasons as possible to cooperate. “Kane is not his father, who you must know was a very bad man, but I can’t change the fact he’s his son. They’re still protective of him. And this is what happens when you start throwing the Mendez name around.”

	“Oh my God. Are they here for me?”

	“Just a misunderstanding,” I say. “And I’ll keep it that way.” I motion to the front of the building. “Unlock the door for me.”

	With that, I head in that direction, not about to exit into that shit show out back. Marilyn hurries forward and unlocks the door. Kit motions me to the right, toward a black Mercedes. I hate Mercedes. They drive like a basic bitch of a car but still cost a small fortune. Kind of like a cupcake that looks beautiful and tastes like cardboard. 

	I hesitate at the passenger door, frustrated by the scene behind the coffee bar, debating a return to Kane and Miguel.

	“Don’t do it,” Kit says over the roof, about to climb into the car on the driver’s side. “Let Kane do what Kane does.”

	And I have to do what I do right now, I remind myself. I inhale and force myself to climb inside the car. Kit starts the car. “Where to?”

	“To the precinct to see Chief Houston.” 

	By now, everyone on our team knows where to find Houston, and Kit sets us in motion. And by doing so, we leave Kane behind with the cartel. 

	 And while I have no doubt he will survive them just fine, surviving what I have in store for him is another story.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	On the ride to the precinct, I call Andrew and give him the rundown. 

	“Holy mother of God,” he says. 

	“At this point, I don’t think we need to bother her. We need that data file. It could give us the best guess on who’s a target, and who might be our killer.” I shift subjects. “What happened with the fake Naomi sous chef?”

	“Her name is Ann Casey. She has family in Boston. We have the Boston PD aiding us. They’re questioning the family.”

	“Anything in the car?”

	“I don’t know yet.”

	“What do we know?” I ask. 

	“Basics. She’s twenty-eight and was a waitress at a hotel in New York City.”

	“Did she have a background or hobbies that suggest she might be trying to sell some sort of product or invention?”

	“She wanted to be an actress, so no indication of such, but I’ve asked the Boston PD to dig around and find out if there’s more to her than meets the eye. I’m going to be optimistic and say she could be our killer.”

	“She’s dead, Andrew. Killed just like the others.”

	“She was done. She killed the people who taunted her. Now, I’m betting the farm that she killed herself.”

	“First, you have no farm to bet, or I’d take the bet, and take it from you.”

	“My car then.”

	“You know I should say yes just because you’re my idiot brother. But think about it. If you’re so sure of your assumptions, and they are assumptions, then why bother to pull me into the case?”

	“The killer pulled you in, Lilah.”

	“Exactly. Then the killer isn’t done with me yet or there was no point in that jar of blood with my name on it. The dead girl is not the killer.”

	“You want this kept silent or let it go public?”

	“Let it go public. I want Marilyn to think her plan is working. What hotel did Ann work at?”

	“The Clementine,” he states.

	“Interesting. That’s where Marilyn claims she attended Rip’s events. I’m headed to the precinct now. Coordinate with Houston and call the Clementine to confirm. Find out if there were any big events put on by Rip Vaughn. If so, we need to know who attended the event. And a guest registration list for that night. If they won’t get it for you, I’ll have Lucas hack it.”

	“Hack it, Lilah?” he challenges. “This shit has to hold up in court.”

	“I’m trying to save lives here, Andrew. We’ll backtrack into the documentation the right way later, and we’ll do it with more people alive than dead. Put on your big boy pants, Captain America, and be a man about it.” I hang up.

	But I also decide I definitely don’t want to talk to Murphy right about now.

	For now, I dial Lucas, go over what I need with him, and then say, “Do not push your luck with Kane. None of this means you have an invitation to be that stupid. Tic Tac has the final say on what goes in the official records. What he does can be admissible in court. Treat him as such.”

	“Jesus, Lilah, you act like I’m a Neanderthal.”

	“Considering how you acted with Kane this morning, I’m thinking you actually are a Neanderthal, and that I’m an idiot for making this happen for you.” 

	“I need this, Lilah. You know I need this. It’s—”

	“An addiction you can now justify. I know. Don’t fuck it up. I’m calling Tic Tac now. Expect his call, which will be scathing.” I disconnect.

	I dial Tic Tac. “How are you, Lilah?” he asks, his voice gentle. 

	“I just held a gun to a man’s head and promised to shoot him,” I say. “It helped. I have to make this fast because I’m about three blocks from the NYPD and in a rush. Stuff is happening.”

	“And you need stuff.”

	“Yes. And I don’t have time to update you. We hired Lucas. He’s with us now.”

	“Director Murphy approved this?”

	“Yes.”

	“He doesn’t do things right.”

	“I know. Which is why I need you to call him and backtrack and get the same information legally.”

	“You’re kidding me, right?”

	“My jokes are much better than this. You know that. I’ll make this up to you later. Likely with food, because that’s how I communicate, but I’ll do better if you make me. And you really should make me. You have to get a backbone to handle Lucas.”

	“I am not a babysitter.”

	“More like a boss. I think that deserves a raise. I’ll see if I can get you money and food. Would that work?”

	“I’m not happy, Lilah. None of this is good enough.”

	“Oh Tic Tac, baby,” I purr, exaggerating my words. “Please forgive me. I love you and—” He hangs up.

	“Prickly little pear, that one,” I murmur. 

	“You, Lilah Love, are crazy as fuck,” Kit comments.

	“Does that scare you?”

	“Considering I’m there for the blowback,” he says. “Hell yeah.” 

	“Good. You should have called me when you knew he was alive.”

	“You think I wouldn’t have called if I could have, Lilah? I couldn’t risk someone tracking the number I called you from and finding us.”

	“You called Jay.”

	“Before I found Kane, and I called him from a throwaway I tossed.”

	I don’t forgive him because he’s speaking logically. I don’t have that in me right now. “What have you found out about the crash?”

	“The engine was tampered with,” he says. “There was a blackout on one of the cameras the previous night. We assume it happened then. And I’m picking up bits and pieces here. You don’t think it’s Pocher anymore, do you?”

	“I’m not going to make that call yet,” I say and I don’t elaborate, my mind is racing. 

	I’d originally believed the killer didn’t have access to Kane, and thus he couldn’t attempt to kill him in the same manner as the other victims. Though the fake sous chef in our house could have been headed in that direction. 

	Or it could be that the killer divides people into two forms of revenge. Those who played games with him and those who just plain rejected him. Those who played games with him were more personal. He wanted them to die with a weapon of his own choice, of his making, thus the ripped-out throats.

	I reject that idea. The jar of blood with my name on it and the fake sous chef in our house screams of personal attacks. No, the word would be intimate, the way a Black Widow prefers to work. Blood is intimate. Food is intimate. The chopper crash doesn’t feel intimate. It’s violent. It’s brutal. But it’s an impersonal way to kill someone. Some could argue that the person knew about my mother’s death which made this personal but that isn’t intimate. It doesn’t feel like it fits anymore, not with these killings. Not in the light of day with Kane alive and my emotions banked. Not in my gut and my gut has served me well. Maybe the chopper incident has nothing to do with this case at all. This is me and Kane and our life is filled with opposition. We can’t rule out an attack on two sides. Our killer trying to play games with me and Kane. And Pocher trying to kill Kane. Or maybe, just maybe, uncle Miguel wants Kane out of the way.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	I leave Kit in the car when we arrive at the precinct.

	Kane’s people tend to make law enforcement a strange combination of angry and nervous, while Kane tends to challenge them with his cool calculation. In short, Kane makes them even more nervous. And that, I realize, is what I sensed in Miguel. Kane makes him nervous and yet he confronted me, of all people. Interesting and curious.

	Once I’m inside the building, I endure the tedious pass-through security, allowing them to wand me, but there’s a price for sticking things between my legs. In this case, I steal a donut and keep on walking. The guard yells after me, “Hey!”

	“Arrest me,” I call over my shoulder. 

	I’ve just finished licking the icing off my fingers when I walk into the precinct and go straight to Houston’s office. He’s on the phone, towering above his desk. Either he’s antsy and can’t sit or the former football player turned law enforcer plans to bench press the desk. 

	He glances up at me, and says, “She’s here now. I’ll call you.” He hangs up, a pinch between his brows. There’s always a pinch between his brows. That’s what happens when you near forty and you’re always scowling. It marks your face. “That was your brother,” he announces. “He filled me in on everything. We’re exchanging information to follow up on any lead the other person has in hand. But he thinks the waitress is our killer and this is over.”

	“The man watches cartoons. He lives in a fantasy world.”

	Houston scowls. “What’s wrong with cartoons?”

	“Bottom line, Chief, good thing Andrew’s not a profiler,” I say dryly. “There’d be more killers on the streets.”

	“You’re that sure it’s not her?” he challenges.

	“I haven’t even had time to do a proper profile. No one has. And no, I’m not sure. I’m not ruling her out, but I don’t know enough about anyone or anything to do with this case to get that damn comfortable. She is just as easily a victim as she is a killer.”

	“She came into your house, Lilah. That’s an aggressive action.”

	“That she could have been paid to do,” I say. “I didn’t get a killer read off her.”

	“And you know when you’re with a killer?”

	I meet his stare. “Yes. I do.” 

	“Said every victim from the grave,” he retorts.

	 “You need better punchlines. That one was stupid.” 

	He grits his teeth. “Andrew told me Kane’s one of the names this guy threw around as an investor. He’s a target.”

	“Okay. I need the agreement.”

	“That’s all you have to say?”

	“That’s it.”

	He grunts this time. “I talked to our DA’s office, who’s been working with the DA in Long Island. After the Umbrella Man, they’re all so damn desperate to hush any talk of a serial killer, they’ll do just about anything. In this case, Marilyn gets the agreement, signed by both offices, on the condition that everything she tells us is truthful. A lie equals a voided agreement. I’m just waiting on the documents.”

	My cellphone rings and I grab it from my bag to find Andrew calling. I answer. “I’m with Houston.”

	“Put me on speaker. It will save one or both of us repeating ourselves.”

	He won’t get an argument from me. Repeating everything ten times is a curse of the job. I punch the speaker and shut the door. “You’re on with us both, Andrew,” I say, returning to the desk across from Houston. 

	“During the search of Ann Casey’s car, the Boston PD found a box of what looks like pellets for a BB gun, but they look too small. I’m back to facts, Lilah. Ann, the fake sous chef herself, had a partially eaten brownie in her lap. She pulled over to a rest stop to eat it. What better way to die than while eating chocolate?”

	“Why kill yourself when you have chocolate?” I counter. “It solves a lot. There’s serotonin—”

	“She’s our killer, Lilah.”

	Houston’s brows lift, his eyes on me. I ignore him. 

	“Or she’s a distraction,” I argue. “You’re too easily convinced, Andrew. What does the family say about her?”

	“No word yet. Where do you want Boston to send what they found? To the Quantico lab?”

	“It’s certainly unique enough to benefit a look by the best lab in the country, but no, send it to Danica in Suffolk County. She’s already on this, but I need it to her by tomorrow, whatever that costs. As for Ann, she lives and works in Houston’s territory. You two figure out how you want to follow up with local connections. But I need my phone. One of you call the other back.” 

	“Lilah,” Andrew starts.

	“You want this to be over, Andrew. I get that. But it’s not. And by the way, Marilyn says Emma’s fiancé isn’t involved. In fact, she said Emma was leaving the group for him. I don’t know if that makes him more interesting or less. I completely forgot we were supposed to interview him.”

	“I interviewed him when you couldn’t get here for it,” Andrew says. “And I did a lot of checking on him. I don’t think he’s involved. I’ll share all my data with both of you. Now back to Ann.”

	“She’s not the killer.”

	“Why did she have the weapons?”

	“She got paid to help. She was involved. But think about it. She didn’t kill me and Kane and she had the chance. I don’t think she even knew what she had in her car. Who knows what they told her. She was a patsy. They wanted us to think this is over. Don’t fall for it.” And because I know he’ll keep pushing, I end the call.

	There’s a knock on the door and I open it to find an officer there. “This just came for the Chief from the DA’s office via fax.”

	He motions the officer forward and accepts the paper. The officer leaves and Houston glances at the document and then sets it on the desk. “Your agreement,” he says, grabbing a pen and signing it, sliding it in my direction when he’s done, and then glancing at his watch. “It’s almost nine. You won’t get into that lockbox tonight. I take it you have a way of keeping our witness safe in the meantime?” 

	“Kane’s offered her protection. She wouldn’t accept it from the police. She doesn’t want to be connected to the case. Once she hands over the data, her assigned bodyguard will escort her to her family cabin in New Hampshire.” A realization hits me and I add, “Or so she thinks.” 

	His brows dip. “What does that mean?”

	“A majority of New Hampshire is an hour from downtown Boston. And our little fake sous chef waitress Ann was just inside the Boston city limits when she was found dead.”

	“Or maybe she was headed to New Hampshire to find Marilyn by way of Boston,” he supplies. “Which could mean Marilyn is our killer.”

	“Or she was meeting up with Marilyn. Maybe they’re a team. The games this circle of friends were playing were group activities. I’m not ready to rule anything out. Either way, let’s see what Marilyn produces in that lockbox.” I pick up the immunity agreement, fold it, and slide it into my field bag. “And then I’ll decide if she gets this, and any level of protection, that doesn’t include bars.”

	I leave it at that, exiting his office. It’s time to go home and have a little chat with my future husband. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	Once I’m in the precinct stairwell, I hole up there for a moment and dial Jay. “I have the agreement.”

	“I’ll tell Marilyn,” he says. “But the business with the lockbox is closed. Opens at ten tomorrow morning.”

	“Good. We can sleep late. I’ll meet you there at opening time. Oh, and don’t eat or drink anything she gives you. Order in. She might not be as innocent as she seems.”

	“What the fuck, Lilah?”

	“We’ll figure out what to do with her in the morning. Stay alive. We’ll find you.”

	He starts cursing in Spanish and I hang up. I’m starting to like him. I really hope he doesn’t die.

	I head on down the stairs and grab another donut on my way out the door. There is more screaming in response, but this particular creamy pastry has chocolate and it’s worth the yelling. 

	I slide back into the vehicle with Kit. “Where’s Kane?”

	“At the moment, I’m not privy to that information. He wanted me wholly focused on you.”

	He wanted. 

	And Kane always gets what he wants. 

	Sometimes I like that about him. Right now, it just pisses me off. 

	“Take me home,” I say, as I shoot Houston a message: I’d slow the donut consumption around there right about now. Just one delicious bite and someone is dead. 

	He replies back with: Fuck. 

	Sometimes he speaks my language.

	Ten minutes later, Kit valets the car. He has business at the building, as he runs security for our building, however that happened. It’s all part of Kane’s empire and his need for high security. And yet he’s ruled out any chance that the cartel is a part of the attempt on his life. That’s bullshit. And I’ve been so swayed by his dismissal of the cartel that I didn’t even go there mentally when his chopper went down. 

	I leave Kit outside and ride the elevator up to the seventeenth floor. With every ding of the next level, I grow angrier. Kane was in control tonight. Not his uncle. I go back to the fact that no self-respecting kingpin would allow his men to take orders from another, no matter who his dead father was. 

	By the time I reach our door, I’m fuming and the ten thousand security steps I have to follow to get inside only hypes me up all the more. 

	Once I’m finally in the empty apartment, I walk to the fridge, grab a container of strawberries, and a Diet Sprite, because of course, why add more calories? Then I head upstairs to Purgatory, where I need to spend the next few hours profiling our killer. I set the strawberries and drink on the table between the two chairs where Kane and I usually sit. And then I lean on the desk and just process. Something about this room always gets my mind working again. This time is no different. 

	I grab my phone and dial Jay. “Lilah.”

	For some reason, people don’t just say hello to me, but whatever. “Where is the lockbox? A bank?”

	“Some mail center. I have the address.”

	“Text it to me and Kit.” I hang up and dial Kit. “Can you get into a mail center and break into a lockbox?”

	“Yeah. Sure.”

	“Jay is sending us the address. The minute you have whatever is inside, call me.” 

	“I’ll handle it.” I disconnect and I call Jay back.

	“Lilah,” he says again. 

	“Where is Marilyn?”

	“In her room. I’m in the living room, Why?”

	“This is me setting Marilyn up. We’re going to get into the lockbox ourselves tonight. Tell Marilyn the DA called and they won’t release the immunity agreement unless she takes a lie detector test. She may or may not know it won’t end up in court but the idea that it might put her in the hot seat as a suspect should freak her out. The goal here is that if she’s lying to us, she’ll try to run, and we follow. And if she’s the killer, she tries to kill you and we arrest her, case closed.”

	“Are you fucking serious, Lilah?” he whisper-shouts.

	“Yes, so sleeping is a bad idea. Don’t eat, drink, or sleep. I’ll get you backup in a few hours. You can do this,” I say tightly, giving it my best at the cheerleading act, but it falls flat. I tried. 

	I hang up and call Kit back. “You do know I need more than five minutes to make this happen, right?” 

	Men. Always drama queens. I ignore his bitching. “Jay needs backup in a few hours. I just set-up Marilyn. She might try to kill him. I can’t risk him falling asleep.”

	“Mary, mother of Jesus. I’ll send someone.”

	Kane appears in the doorway, that crackle of power he carries with him charging the air. My eyes meet his and my anger collides with his arrogance. The challenge between us is instant.

	“Anything else?” Kit asks. 

	“Nothing now.” I hang up.

	“I see Queen Mendez is taking charge in all kinds of ways tonight.”

	That sets a fire inside of me, oh yes it does. The battle is about to begin.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY

	“Queen Mendez?” I challenge. “What am I the Queen of, Kane? The cartel?” I’ve already closed the distance between us. We’re in the center of the room, facing each other, close enough to wage war in hundreds of ways. “I am not the fucking queen of a cartel.”

	He catches me and pulls me to him, his hand pressing me close, flattening between my shoulder blades. “You’re my queen, Lilah.”

	“We are not going to fuck this away, Kane,” I snap, pressing on his chest.

	“Who said anything about fucking?”

	“Damn it, Kane,” I bite out. “This is what made me leave you. Don’t push us there again.” 

	He walks me backward and presses me to the desk. His hands settle on my hips. “Who’s trying to push us there, Lilah? Me? Or you? More cold feet? Is that what this is? Another reason to back out of marrying me? You back out this time, Lilah, I’m done. I’m not your damn yo-yo.” He shoves off the desk and turns to walk away.

	“Who’s manipulating who here, Kane?” I call after him.

	He stops walking, but he doesn’t turn, his spine rigid, shoulders knotted. 

	“Who’s manipulating who?” I demand again. “Because I didn’t say I was leaving, and you know I didn’t. And I didn’t say I didn’t want to marry you. I’m trying to stop us from going down the same path that destroyed us in the past.”

	He turns to face me. “What path is that, Lilah? Because based on my memory, I saved your life and then you stabbed the guy to death. But when I buried a body for you to save your job, you blamed me for corrupting you.”

	“I told you that I was wrong in all of that. I said I was sorry. And I am. But you know that wasn’t ultimately what destroyed us. You weren’t honest with me about who and what you are.”

	“And who and what is that?”

	“You know I didn’t know a lot of things back then that I know now.”

	“And yet, now I’ve told you everything there is to tell, and here we are,” he counters.

	That pisses me off all over again, and I’m right there in front of him, in his face. “You were in charge out there tonight, not him. Not your uncle. You.”

	“Funny, it seemed to me like you and your badge you don’t give two fucks about were in charge.”

	I force myself to calm the fuck down. “You were in charge,” I say, my voice low, terse. “Miguel was nervous around you. The men listened to you, not him. If you’re the head of that cartel—”

	“I am not, nor will I ever be, the head of the cartel.”

	Frustrated, I rotate away from him. He catches my arm and turns me to him. “I am not the head of the cartel, Lilah.”

	“Then explain why they respect you more than him.”

	“Because I am the rightful head of that empire, and it is an empire. Therefore, I am far more respected than Miguel. If I said I wanted him out, he’d be out. But you know that won’t happen. They inherited him. I inherited my father’s empire. That is just a fact.”

	“Do you take money from the cartel?” It’s a question I’ve never asked him before and I don’t know why. Maybe I just didn’t want to know. But I have to know.

	“Never,” he says with absoluteness. “Not one dime. I make my money in oil, Lilah, and only oil. You know that.”

	“Why was he there tonight?”

	“For the same reason, my father didn’t want me to marry you. They’re afraid of you. And even more afraid of me with you.”

	“He’s afraid of you, Kane. Miguel is afraid of you. How do you know he’s not behind your crash? You have to deal with him.”

	He slides a hand up my back between my shoulder blades and pulls me snugly against him again. “I know. And I will. You know what else I know? You made me look good tonight. The men respected you. You owned Miguel. And you fucking own me, Lilah Love.” 

	“I’m still pissed at you, Kane Mendez.”

	“Show me.” His mouth closes down on mine and that’s all it takes. 

	Because I love Kane Mendez. I have always loved Kane Mendez, and I’m not sure there is anything he could tell me that would drive me away. It’s what he doesn’t tell me that infuriates me. And it’s that anger I make damn sure he tastes on my tongue, in my kiss, and in the way I tug at his clothes, and not gently. 

	 He will tell me the truth. One way or the other.

	And he kisses me with a message, too. I will not leave him. He won’t let that happen. That message catches hold and takes over because he almost left me last night. And with that, I can’t get close enough to him. We end up naked on the bed with him on top of me and I don’t even care if there’s a power play in that, and there is. This is Kane. He’s all about power, and last night, he was power personified. He can have control. For now.

	He presses inside me and all I can think is that we might not have ever been like this again. I grab a handful of his hair and tug. He leans in, his mouth next to mine, his breath hot, and I say, “Sometimes I hate how much you make me need you, Kane.”

	“I will never hate you needing me, Lilah.”

	And then he is kissing me and we are most certainly not fucking. It’s something way beyond that. 

	When it’s over, when we’re on our backs side by side, breathing hard, I look at him and say, “Kane—”

	He rolls to his side, hand on my belly, and says, “Yes, I need to deal with Miguel but you know how this works. If he goes, someone has to take over. It can’t be me.”

	“Who then?” 

	“There’s no one I think can handle it well enough to leave me the hell out of it. Not right now.”

	“There has to be someone.” 

	“No one that is ready. I’m trying to change that.”

	I twist around to face him. “How do you know Miguel didn’t try to kill you?”

	“I had reason to believe he didn’t.”

	“Had?”

	“I’ve reconsidered.”

	“My God. Then you have to get rid of him.”

	“As I said, it’s not that simple.”

	My cellphone rings. “Damn. I have to get that.” I roll off the bed, grab my robe, and pull it on as I rush to the office and grab the phone. The call ends before I manage to get my hands on my cellphone. I glance at the caller ID to find Jay on the log. There’s a text as well from Kit. The general gist is that he has a folder of information from the lockbox and he’s bringing it to us. 

	My phone starts ringing again with Jay’s number and I answer with, “What’s happening?”

	“Marilyn said she’d only take the polygraph if she had something in writing that says her name will not be leaked to the press. She’s worried about her job. I told her I was certain you’d assure her of that.”

	“Perfect. You did good, Jay.”

	“She seems innocent and scared, Lilah.”

	“Birds of prey are beautiful as well, but they will eat your face off. Don’t let her eat yours off.” I hang up.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	Once I disconnect with Jay, I step back into the bedroom where Kane still lies naked, an arm under his head, in deep thought. 

	“Regrettably,” I say, easing a knee onto the foot of the bed to grab his attention, “considering your current state of undress and the fact that I want to know what is in your head right now, Kit is on his way over. I had him break into the mail center and grab the contents of Marilyn’s lockbox.”

	“I heard,” he comments. “A regular felon, Lilah Love,” he says. “And as for Kit, of course, he is. I’ll get dressed.” He stands up and starts the hunt for his clothes. “I told him not to show up without food. Let’s see if he came through. I don’t trust anyone else to feed us right about now.”

	“Good point,” I say, starting to get dressed again myself as well. “Why is it you trust Kit so much? Not that I don’t. I do. It’s just rare for someone who isn’t me to have your trust.”

	He’s in his pants and he pulls his shirt over his head. “I helped his family years back. Since then, he’s been loyal in so damn many ways, we’d need a bottle of wine for me to begin to get into details.”

	“How’d you help his family?”

	“His mom had cancer. They didn’t have the money for treatment.”

	I finish dressing and study him. “Is she alive now?”

	“She is. She’s doing well.”

	I cross and stand in front of him. “You did a good thing, Kane.”

	“I’m not my father.”

	“You don’t have to keep telling me that.”

	“Don’t I?” he queries. 

	“No. You just have to tell me who you are.” I press my hand to his chest. “I don’t want to fight with you, and I don’t want to leave you.”

	He catches my hip and leans in and kisses me. “I wasn’t going to let you.”

	I decide right then that the day he replies any other way, will mean we’re in real trouble. 

	My cellphone buzzes with a text and I groan. “My wish for a honeymoon is that everyone leaves us alone.” I back away from him and grab my phone from my pocket to find a group text that includes Lucas and Tic Tac. The two of them are comparing notes and bringing me along for the irritating ride, which includes about a hundred messages. None of which are helpful. 

	Thank fuck, the doorbell rings.

	Maybe there’s something in the data Kit’s bringing me that will help. 

	Turns out Kit not only has the folder he found in the lockbox, but enough tacos to feed an army. The three of us settle in around the kitchen island with the intent of eating. For me, though, I’m more into the data drive in the folder than the tacos. I did have two donuts. 

	“Any problems getting to the lockbox?” I ask, powering up my MacBook.

	“The mail center won’t even know they had a break-in,” Kit assures me. “How are you going to handle already having whatever that is in the folder?”

	“I have a plan,” I say. “And if she backs out of handing over the info, I’ll say it was dropped off for me anonymously.”

	“Who gives two fucks about the badge, right?” he jokes, referencing what I said to Miguel.

	I scowl at him and Kane laughs, but I’m already dismissing them, sticking the data drive inside my Mac. I do a quick scan of the data, but something about it all looks a little too perfect. There is literally a list of people labeled “fake investors.” Would Rip be that stupid? 

	“Why are you frowning?” Kane asks. “Not what you expected?”

	“It feels like it was created, not copied.” My eyes catch on a name and I groan. “Damn it. Pocher is on the list.” I eye Kane. “If I give this to the police, they’ll warn him to watch his back.”

	“You warn him first,” he says. “It makes you look good. Like you’re protecting him.”

	“He’ll know better.”

	“Which is just another reason we need to go to your father’s fundraiser. Keeping the peace between us and the Society is advised. And Pocher isn’t a fool. He knows it as well.” 

	“You really don’t think he tried to kill you, do you?”

	Kit snorts. “That wasn’t Pocher.”

	In other words, it was the cartel. That’s what they’re telling me. And my questions about those details will be directed to Kane and Kane alone.

	“When is the fundraiser, exactly?” Kane asks, clearly steering the conversation in another direction as well.

	“I think mid-month. I’ll ask Andrew, but that doesn’t mean I’m going.” I pick up my phone from where it rests on the island and find the text message stream between Lucas and Tic Tac continues. Now, instead of the case, they are talking about banana pudding. I don’t want to know why. I reply to them and say: My version of hell is now banana pudding and you two. Take me off this hellish thread of messages. I just want the bottom line. Tic Tac, I’m about to send you both some data provided by a witness, who might actually be our killer. Share with Lucas as you see fit. See what you can both do with it. And I need more on Marilyn Lennox. Get me everything from the day she was born until now. If she sucked her ugly thumb, I want to know. Do the same for Ann Casey. Call Andrew. He’ll explain who she is and why she matters.

	After which, I text Andrew: Tic Tac needs an update on Ann Casey to do free research for you. He’s calling you. And when is the fundraiser from hell happening? 

	I glance over at Kane. “Some news I should tell you before I forget. Lucas is now employed by the FBI.”

	Kane’s head does almost a robot turn toward me. “Really, Lilah?”

	“I told him it’s not an invitation to piss you off and end up dead. Tic Tac will control him. Oh shit. That reminds me. I need to call Murphy and get Tic Tac a raise.”

	I slide off the seat and walk to the living room, dialing Murphy. He doesn’t answer, which is fine by me. I leave a message. “I told Tic Tac he could have a raise for supervising Lucas. If you can’t give it to him, take it out of my pay. If you refuse to do that, or just can’t authorize it, I’ll just pay him out of pocket.” I hang up and walk back into the kitchen. 

	Kit is now gone. I claim my seat next to Kane. He doesn’t look at me. “You’re pissed about Lucas.”

	“I’m not happy about Lucas. There’s a difference. What’s on the drive?”

	“I’ve barely looked at the files. I’m about to send them to Tic Tac. I’ll send you a copy as well.” I key my Mac back to life and shoot off the files. Kane powers up his Mac and my phone buzzes with a text, this one from Andrew: Next weekend. And you’re going. On another note. Confirmed. Danica will have the evidence collected from Ann Casey’s car, including the brownie, since it’s potentially weaponized, tomorrow. Ann’s parents are devastated. They say she was a fine young woman. They didn’t know she was coming home to see them. She’d been busy with random acting jobs and work. 

	I have two thoughts. 

	One, I know Andrew told me that damn fundraiser was mid-month. Next weekend is not mid-month. And two, Ann’s parents didn’t know Ann was headed to Boston. This at least lends merit to the idea that she was meeting someone else, perhaps Marilyn, who is eager to point us in that direction. I grab a taco and place it on my plate. “The fundraiser is sooner than I thought,” I say. “Next weekend.”

	“Maybe you can look for a dress for it at the same time you look for your wedding dress,” Kane suggests. 

	“I have a formal party dress and I’m not combining our wedding with anything Pocher. Ever. Or my father, for that matter. No, he is not invited to the wedding.” I pick up my taco. “I’ll find a dress. You find the location.”

	“New Year’s Eve,” he repeats. “That’s a sure thing?”

	“Yes.”

	“How many guests?”

	“My brother. Kit. Jay. We can talk about it. What matters is us, Kane.” I abandon my taco and face him. “I don’t want the rest of the world there, people with agendas that aren’t ours.”

	“Are you sure you don’t want the big church wedding, Lilah?”

	“I am. I don’t. It would turn into a circus. Famous movie star’s daughter turned FBI agent marries the Kane Mendez, rumored to be just like his father.”

	“It would probably become that, but we can handle it.”

	“Why do we want to handle it? My mother lived for everyone else, always in the spotlight. And so does my father. That’s not who I am. That’s not who you are.”

	“Agreed. Now, where? In the US or someplace romantic like Italy or France, or even Belize?”

	“Let’s stay here.” An idea hits me and I perk up. “What about Boston? I know this case has it on my mind, but it’s on the water. And maybe we don’t move away from here. But what if we had a place in Boston, a little further away, that we could escape to now and then? Our place.”

	“All right,” he says. “I like Boston. I’ll look into it.” 

	“The wedding or us moving there?”

	“The wedding. And a second home could be a good thing.”

	I don’t push. It’s a compromise. We stare at each other a moment and then turn back to our computers. We both start scanning the files and my gaze catches on a name. I turn to Kane. “Pocher’s brother was on this list, Kane.”

	Kane turns to me. “Was he now?”

	“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

	“That suddenly Pocher may have reason to doubt just who really did kill his brother. That’s not a good thing, Lilah. The Umbrella Man killed his brother. The end. If he starts looking for trouble, he may find it in me. And then the Society will declare war. Make that name go away.”

	He says this as if this is no problem at all. As if I’m not an FBI agent that has already handed the data over to Tic Tac, another member of the FBI. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	Kane and I spend many hours locked away in Purgatory. Him on his MacBook in his favorite chair. Me on the floor with my trusty notecards, while exchanging a few text messages with Tic Tac. 

	It’s three in the morning when Kane pulls me off the floor in Purgatory and insists that I come to bed. 

	“Four hours of sleep,” he says. “You know if you don’t get that, everyone is screwed tomorrow, including me.” 

	He’s not wrong. 

	And once we’re in the bed, I don’t even remember falling asleep. 

	The alarm goes off and I wake with exactly the right number of hours of sleep, and after a shower, I’m almost human. Kane and I use our bathroom time to make quick plans to leave for the Hamptons in the early afternoon, which will allow me to meet Danica and of course, Pocher. I also arrange to have Enrique, who took over for Jay last night, drive Marilyn to the police station by way of a back door. We’re going to feed her need for discretion, make her feel we are on her side.

	With all of that handled, I dress in a pink silk blouse and black slacks, leave my long brown hair around my shoulders, and finish it all off with high-heeled boots. A useful weapon or two on the bottom of my feet seems smart right about now, while me looking like a perfectly primped female in pink and high heels confuses people. 

	Perfect. 

	Kane beats me to the kitchen, already there when I arrive, and dressed in a three-piece gray suit, with a matching satin, high-shine gray tie. He’s flashy like that. It works for him. And me. He’s standing but eyeing his open laptop, a steaming cup of hot coffee next to him. His gaze catches on me, and he instantly moves to the coffee pot and pours me a cup of java. I grab the creamer from the fridge and top it off. 

	“I woke up certain of all the things I thought were possibilities last night.”

	“You usually do.”

	“Those ‘lists’ Marilyn gave us were bullshit that amount to a smoking gun. I believe she created them herself to throw us off target.” I sip my heavenly cup of perfectly brewed coffee. “We found no company or person on those lists that fit with a military weapon, which is what our murder weapons appear to be.”

	“So she’s trying to keep you from looking where she doesn’t want you to look,” he assumes.

	“Exactly. She’s a Black Widow, considered a rare, hard-to-pinpoint, female serial killer who kills people she’s in a close, intimate relationship with. She was apparently sleeping with all the victims after all. In this case, she’s also a revenge killer, but those are usually crimes of passion, that are much more brutal. She fits the Black Widow. That’s my working theory.” I glance at the time on my cellphone. “I’m going to get her on that lie detector machine this morning, and officially clear the lockbox with her. If that all goes as planned, I should be ready to head to the island by two.”

	“No need,” he says. “I just found out that Pocher is here in the city. Apparently, he’s spending the week here to prepare for your father’s fundraiser.”

	“Well, isn’t that convenient?” I ask. “Then I’ll call him and ask to meet him about two.” My phone buzzes with a text. I glance at the message from Kit, and say, “Kit’s downstairs to pick me up. And about that.”

	Kane does his arched brow thing. “About what?”

	“Why exactly is Kit with me and not you?”

	“Because you gave away Jay,” he points out.

	“Then give me someone else. You need your man with you. Someone is gunning for you. Miguel, it seems. You didn’t tell me why.”

	“I have men on the inside of the cartel. Those eyes and ears knew of no plot against me. But one of my key men is close to Miguel. So close he couldn’t get word to me. Last night, Miguel gave him a chance to talk to Kit. And there is talk that Miguel might have been behind my father’s murder.”

	“Oh. Wow. I barely know what to say. What are you going to do?”

	He catches my hand and walks me around the island to stand in front of him. “There are some things I am not going to tell you until we get married. I’m not protected, and neither are you. Don’t argue. You know I’m right.”

	“I want to know.”

	“I know you do. And surprisingly how much I have not wanted you to know this side of me, I want to tell you. Just know this. I am not taking over the cartel.” He kisses me. “Go. Do your job. But call me before you see Pocher.”

	“Kit is staying with you, Kane.”

	He grabs my waist. “He’s going with you.”

	“Is there a threat to me?”

	“Miguel cornered you last night. He obviously didn’t know I was there. I’m not taking any chances. Kit goes with you.”

	“And who goes with you? No. Damn it, no. Kit and I will go wake Jay up and I’ll take Jay and Enrique if you keep Kit.”

	“You gave Enrique away.”

	“He’ll be with me because I’ll be with Marilyn and I’m pulling your men after this. Which I meant to mention. I’m cutting off Marilyn. If she’s that afraid, she can accept police protection.”

	“You’ll tolerate two of my men?”

	“If you keep Kit with you.”

	“Deal.”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	I climb into the vehicle with Kit. “We’re going to wake Jay up. You’re coming back for Kane.”

	“Kane said—”

	“He needs you. And Kane and I agreed. I keep Jay and Enrique.” His cellphone buzzes and he glances down at it and then back at me. “I guess we’re going to get Jay.”

	I dial Houston. “Lilah,” he greets.

	“Did I mention I’m bringing Marilyn in for a lie detector test in about half an hour?”

	“Say what? That needs to be planned. I have to have a tech here—”

	“This needs to happen now. We’ve got three murders. Just think of the pressure we’ll be under if there are four.”

	He inhales sharply. “Warn me next time.”

	“It’s been a bad two days. I’m sorry,” I say. “How is that?”

	“Considering I didn’t know you knew those words, that works. Now I’ll work magic. Meet me on the second floor, room 222.” He hangs up.

	I turn my attention back to Kit. “I’m going to need a couple of guys to follow Marilyn when this is over. Possibly to New Hampshire.”

	“I’ll make the calls,” he says, and it’s then that I realize how much I’ve taken charge of Kane’s men. And they let me. Queen Mendez. It does have a ring. 

	“You want them to follow when she leaves the station?”

	“Yes, even if she has police with her, but she won’t. She’s going to decline that. She thinks asking for Kane’s protection is not something that would ever go public, and that it looks good to me, the investigator. Most likely it’s to get me to let my guard down so she can get close to me and Kane and try to kill us.”

	“She got a little too close with that sous chef.”

	“Yeah well, the hand of death has gotten a little too close to Kane lately. I don’t like it.”

	“Agreed,” he says. “Everybody is shaken that we let that happen.”

	I don’t ask if Kane was angry. He’s not a blame game kind of man. He’s a fix the problem kind of guy.

	Not much later, Kit and I are at Jay’s apartment door and I’m knocking. He answers, and he’s already dressed, with a mug in his hand. I grab it, glance inside, and then back at him. “Is that tea? Are you Mexican or British?”

	“Mexicans like tea,” he claims. 

	Kit grimaces. “Fuck no, they don’t. It’s that chick he’s been dating. She’s a damn librarian who likes tea. Put that shit down. That relationship is doomed. Can you imagine her around, Lilah?”

	“Hey hey,” I say. “I mean that is fair and all, but still.”

	“We’re leaving,” Kit says. “I need to get back to Kane.” He turns and starts walking.

	I motion to Jay. “Put the tea down and move away from the door and inside the hallway.”

	I start walking, too.

	Jay scrambles and catches up. 

	With Jay in the driver’s seat of Kit’s car, we drop off Kit at the apartment building again. I slide out of the vehicle behind him. “Take care of him,” I order.

	“Always,” he assures me before he heads inside, offering me nothing more. No he’ll be fine. There’s no threat, Lilah. Nothing. And that’s exactly why he ran away before I could ask more. I need to get this job done and get back to Kane’s side. We’re stronger and more lethal together. I climb back inside the car with words similar to those I’d said to Kane last night back in my head: Live together. Die together.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	Once Jay has us back on the road, I get back to the business at hand. Convicting Marilyn of murder. “Have you talked to Enrique?”

	“Yeah,” he says. “He says Marilyn gives him the creepy vibe. Reminds him of the lady in the village where he grew up who did black magic. He can’t wait to hand her off.”

	And sure enough, we pull into the parking lot, and Enrique’s SUV is already there. Clearly, Enrique is eager to get rid of her. Jay pulls in next to them and as soon as I’m out of the car, Marilyn is out of Enrique’s vehicle, rushing toward me. 

	“I can’t believe they’re making me do this,” she says, her long black trench coat flaring open to expose her black dress pants and blouse. The Black Widow dressing for the role, I think. And playing the upset sweet little angel oh so well.

	“Three people are dead,” I say, “I really don’t think it’s unreasonable. They’re covering their asses, not trying to kick you in yours.”

	“Right,” she says. “I know you’re right. Let’s just get this over with.”

	Indeed, I think. 

	I motion toward the door. “Head on into security. I’ll catch up.”

	She does as I say, and I huddle with Enrique and Jay. “Watch that bitch,” Enrique murmurs low and conspiratorially. “She’ll curse you.”

	“She won’t curse me,” I say. “But she might try to kill me. That won’t go well for her.”

	“And then Kane will kill us,” he argues. “Watch your back, Lilah.”

	“Always,” I say, leaving them outside as I enter the precinct.

	Interestingly enough, security has no donuts today. Someone got smart. 

	Once I get past the stop and frisk, Marilyn and I head upstairs to room 222. Once we’re there, Houston and another tall, dark-haired detective in his forties are waiting for us. It’s Marco Polo, of course, and just another person to clutter up the clutter of this case with more clutter. There are introductions, of course, and confirmation that yes, this detective is Marco. Offers of coffee follow. “You should have some,” I encourage Marilyn. “Then you can say you drank oil and survived.”

	She laughs stiffly. “I think I have enough to survive right now. Namely, a killer and the press.”

	And a lie detector test, I think. 

	Thank fuck that is the last of the small talk. 

	She heads into the room with the technician administering the test. Me, the chief, and Marco head into the observation booth. We line up at the window with the two of them bracketing me. 

	“By the way,” I say. “I’ve offered her police protection, but don’t go to any effort. She won’t take it.” I glance over at Houston. “She wants Kane’s protection which I believe is because Kane is on the list of fake investors. My take is that she tried to kill us with the sous chef. She wants a second chance.”

	“Fuck,” he murmurs. 

	“Yes,” I say. “Fuck.”

	The test begins, and I listen to a few of the questions before I say, “Notice her pause.”

	“What about it?” Marco asks. 

	“She’s asking herself a different question. Like hypothetically, ‘Do you like mushrooms’ when she hates them. That way when she says no, she believes her answer.”

	“Agreed,” Houston says. “She’s been trained.”

	I back up away from the window and dial Tic Tac. “Just who I wanted to scream at,” he says.

	“Pipe down,” I counter. “Not now. Marilyn. There has to be someone military in her background. Maybe a client of her accounting firm. Maybe a family member.”

	“I’ve done a surface check on her. Nothing is clicking. Everything we can legally do without a warrant has been done. We need a warrant.”

	“Yes, I know,” I say, “But we don’t have time for that process to take place before we act. Keep digging your way, by the books, but we have to do more, faster. Right now, we need Lucas. Do you need to call him, or do you want me to?”

	“We do things the right way, Lilah.”

	“Kane’s a target,” I say. “You know that. I need to make sure he doesn’t end up dead, whatever that takes. And if you need more motivation, I’m clearly on this killer’s mind.”

	He inhales and blows it out. “Okay. I’ll get Lucas diving deeper but get me something to justify probable cause for that warrant. And as for targets, Pocher and his brother are on the list, too. Murphy knows.”

	“I’m dealing with that.”

	“You need to talk to Murphy first. He’s going to call you.”

	“Good,” I say. “I left him a voicemail about your raise.”

	“You can’t bribe me,” he snaps. 

	“No. And I like that about you. The raise is because you deserve it. I can’t supervise Lucas. It’s a conflict in ten murderous ways. And I mean that literally.”

	“Oh. Damn. Kane?”

	“Yes,” I confirm. “He doesn’t like him. He doesn’t care he’s my cousin, because he’s a step-cousin. He thinks he wants to get me naked.”

	“Does he?”

	“Yes. Thus why I need you to do this. And I’m about to officially get you that list you’re already working on from Marilyn today.”

	“I have no idea how you’re pulling that off.”

	“Magic,” I say and I hang up, refocused on Houston. “Is it over?”

	“About to finish. What’s the plan here?”

	“Well, obviously, we need a warrant for actual police surveillance.”

	“If she passes that test, we aren’t getting it. I don’t have probable cause. And even if we get a judge that doesn’t think we’re attacking a scared victim, out of desperation, pushing limits bites us later, and sets her free.” 

	He’s not wrong, which is exactly why I’m playing chess with Marilyn with every intention of winning. “She isn’t going to fail the test,” I say. “If she didn’t know how to beat it, she wouldn’t have taken it.”

	The door opens and the test administrator, a quiet, older man with gray hair, and a uniform, says, “She passed, but I question the validity. She took a full minute for every question. Enough to ask herself another question before answering.”

	“We noticed,” Houston says. “Thanks, Joe.”

	Joe leaves the room and Marco joins the huddle with me and Houston. “Now what?”

	“You follow us to the mail center. She gives us what’s inside the lockbox. And then I withdraw the offer of Kane’s men. You offer her police support.”

	“To what end?” Marco asks.

	“Aside from the fact that she will decline police support, she’ll ultimately believe she’s free and clear of the murders.”

	“You think she did it now?” Houston asks. “For sure?”

	“She’s a Black Widow.”

	“That’s a stretch. Don’t they usually kill their lovers?”

	“They were her lovers and yes, there seems to be a revenge element here which makes her all the more complex to read. She seems to be targeting me and Kane, but I believe that’s because to her we’re somehow a part of the world she’d created with them. Perhaps in a way we have yet to fully understand. But everyone she sees as damaging that world, dies.”

	“You’re in her sights,” Marco comments. “That’s a pretty hairy seat to sit in.” 

	“Let’s hope she’s hyper-focused on me and Kane and we’ll be her next targets,” I say. “That takes the heat off of others. But I also expect she’ll head to New Hampshire where she expected to meet Ann, or so I predict. And I will have men following.”

	“All right then,” Marco says. “If you want to take that heat, we’ll go with it.”

	I eye Houston. “I need you to try to get the info we need for that warrant the old-fashioned way. My team is looking hard at Marilyn and her connections electronically. I want to avoid anything that lets Marilyn know we’re looking at her at all. We need her to feel safe enough to do bad things while we’re watching. But you can work the hotel and the hotel staff. Follow leads you get from that angle.”

	“Will do,” he says. “And I’ll get with Andrew and we’ll pool our resources.”

	“Great. And I’ll prepare for the brotherly lecture about always doing things legally.”

	“He’s in a small community,” Houston says. “He has a much narrower view than we do. The idea here is that no one else dies. So you get the facts. We’ll find a way to back into them the right way.”

	“If we catch her doing bad things, she’ll convict herself for us.” I motion to Marco. “Let’s do this. Let’s go make Marilyn feel safe and secure, like our best buddy who is saving the day.”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	Once we tell Marilyn that she passed her lie detector test with flying colors, and watch the satisfaction roll over her features, Houston has her give a written statement and asks her to include details about the Clementine as an event location. Thank fuck, that process is quick and easy, and we’re ready to get the hell out of the precinct and on with this.

	I return to the parking lot with Marilyn in tow. Marilyn heads to Enrique’s SUV. He turns to me. 

	“What the fuck?”

	“We’re going to the lockbox and then you’ll drop her at her apartment.”

	Enrique looks like he just ate a raw oyster with this news. “Why not Jay?”

	“Jay has bad luck. He’ll end up dead.”

	“She’s right,” Jay says. “She’s all yours.”

	“One more thing,” I say. “Insist that for her safety you go in and clear the box.” I reach in my bag and hand him the envelope that was taken out of the lockbox last night. “Walk in with this hidden under your jacket. Don’t let Marilyn know you have it. And then make a big deal of opening the box and grabbing what you already have.”

	“Then I get rid of that bitch.”

	“Yes. Consider getting rid of her a reward for good work.”

	“I’m on it.” 

	“We’ll follow you,” I say, as we both head to our respective vehicles. 

	I laugh as Jay and I climb into the Mercedes. “The cartel Enrique can handle, but not a woman who he believes is nothing shy of a voodoo witch. He’s afraid of her.”

	“So am I,” Jay says. “Word to the wise. Mexicans are superstitious. You get us going down that black magic train of thought, and we’ll lose our shit.”

	Word to the wise, indeed.

	I store that tidbit of information away for future use.

	Enrique pulls out of the precinct driveway and we are right behind him. 

	The drive to the mail center is short. Jay pulls into a parking spot next to Enrique, who gets out of the car and heads into the store. Marilyn stays in the car, and with Jay shadowing me protectively, I walk to the passenger door. She rolls down the window. “Enrique said he wants me to be safe,” she explains. “He wanted me to stay in the vehicle.”

	“Enrique’s a smart man,” I say. “It’s better to be safe than sorry, which is why I’m eager to get you on the road to New Hampshire.”

	Right about that time, Enrique returns and hands me the envelope. I accept it and lift it in Marilyn’s direction. “Can I look?” 

	“I need the immunity agreement first.”

	“Of course,” I say, pulling it out of my bag. “I do need you to read it closely. It states that if you have lied or left anything out, this agreement is void. It’s in all the agreement. It’s standard. You won’t get the DA to take that out.”

	“It’s fine. I took the test. I’m telling the truth.” But she cuts her eyes as she makes that statement.

	“Exactly,” I say.

	She digs a pen from her purse, signs the agreement on the dash, and hands it over to me. I send Enrique inside to make a copy while I hold up the envelope again. “Now can I look?”

	“Of course,” she says. “It’s yours to keep.”

	I open the envelope and pull out the drive. “I’ll make a copy and let you keep this.” I hand it to Jay. “Make a quick copy.”

	His lips quirk and he accepts it from me and walks to our car. Of course, he doesn’t need to make a copy. I already have the drive information. But we have to put on a show.

	“I don’t need a copy,” Marilyn states. 

	“I want you to feel comfortable that you have the material as well,” I say. “And if I ask you questions, you can reference it.”

	“Oh,” Marilyn says. “That seems smart. You want to go get coffee before I leave and review it?”

	She wants to bond with me before she kills me, the sick bitch. What she doesn’t know is that I don’t bond or die easily. “I want to get you out of town as quickly as possible. I’ll call you.”

	Jay returns and hands Marilyn the envelope. “All set.”

	“Great,” she says. “I guess it’s time to get on the road.”

	“Not quite,” I say. “Marco, the detective you met at the precinct, is going to go with you rather than Enrique or any of Kane’s men. We need to swing by and get him.”

	She’s out of the vehicle in two flat seconds. “I don’t understand. You promised me—”

	“I know, but last night, you saw the cartel at the coffee shop. And I’m sure you heard Kane’s chopper went down. We have an emergency situation. If you can deal with Marco now, once we get this behind us, we’ll send Enrique to replace Marco. Just make sure he has the address and directions.”

	“I have them,” Enrique assures me.

	“No to Marco,” she says. “Police have leaks. Government has leaks.”

	Bingo. I was right about her declining. “The agreement protects you from that,” I assure her, just to play the role.

	“Loose lips still flap. I’ll go alone. I’d appreciate it if Enrique joins me soon, though. Please.”

	“I highly advise against you going alone,” I object. “There are three people dead.”

	“I wasn’t on the investors’ board. I should be fine.”

	“By the way,” I say. “Was anyone else on the board? Or was it just Rip, Naomi, and Emma?”

	“Naomi’s and Emma’s husbands,” she says. 

	“Right,” I say. “And they’re dead, too.”

	“And at quite youthful ages,” she comments. “It was heartbreaking at the time. It really gutted the both of them, Emma and Naomi.”

	“I’m sure it did,” I say. “I also meant to ask you, what other hotels did Rip hold his events at?”

	“I only attended events at the Clementine, but I remember him mentioning the Cross Bow and the Regent West. I’m not sure both of those were for these events or not.”

	“And how many events did you attend at the Clementine?” I ask.

	“Three total.”

	“Did you hear the pitches?” 

	“No,” she says. “I wasn’t allowed in because I wasn’t officially on the board.”

	“But you saw the guests at the after-party and even partied with many of them?” I query.

	“I did, but I never talked pitches with them. I was just a part of showing them the luxury of life that success could offer.”

	“Understood,” I say. “Safe travels. Enrique will get you home and make sure you get to your own car safely.

	“Thank you, Special Agent Love.”

	“My pleasure.”

	She climbs into the vehicle and Enrique shuts her inside, giving me a look like “make it end” before he heads to his side of the vehicle. 

	Jay and I load up in the Mercedes. “My pleasure,” he repeats, snorting. 

	“Just playing a role,” I say. 

	“Why didn’t you ask her about military weapons?”

	“Because someone in her past has that background and I don’t want to alert her to the fact that we’re digging that hole for her.” I change the topic. “It’s noon. I need food. Find us something good.”

	“On it, boss,” he says. 

	He gets us moving and I dial Houston. “Well?” he asks. “How’d it go?” 

	“Exactly as I said it would go.”

	“You got the data drive?”

	“I did, but I have to tell you I had a copy last night, and don’t ask how. It’s a smoke screen, a way to keep us busy and looking at these companies and people, and nowhere else. I did get her to give me the Cross Bow and the Regent West hotels as places Rip favored. But she said she wasn’t sure they were where these events were held. She only attended events at the Clementine. So, I suspect those hotels are also meant to keep us busy.”

	“Speaking of the Clementine. The hotel manager is being uncooperative. Now that I have Marilyn’s sworn statement, I’m working on the warrant.”

	“Good,” I say, and thinking of Lucas hacking the Clementine, I add, “I’m working another angle in the meantime.”

	“The same kind of angle that got you that data drive early?”

	“Exactly. For now, Enrique, one of Kane’s men, is dropping Marilyn off at her car. I have two other men discreetly following her when she leaves. So more on that later.” My phone beeps with a call and I glance at the caller ID. “That’s Andrew. Gotta go.” I switch lines. “Yes, brother love? Get it? Brother. Love.”

	He ignores my perfect joke rather rudely. “One of the investigators in Boston snagged a tidbit you need to know. Ann’s parents said that their daughter had recently done so well on Broadway that she’d paid their delinquent mortgage. Apparently, the father broke his back last year putting up Christmas decorations and hasn’t been the same since. Ann wasn’t in a Broadway show. So, where was she getting her money?”

	Of course, I know the answer as sure as Kane now knows who tried to kill him.

	Marilyn Lennox.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	After my call with Andrew, Jay and I end up in a multi-level Taco Bell despite the fact that Taco Bell’s new menu sucks. But you must not protest the hand that feeds you the fastest of them all. At least not on the day they have the shortest line. So short that I barely have time to head upstairs and dial Tic Tac about the Marilyn money trail before Jay arrives with our food in hand and sits across from me. 

	“Gotta go, Tic Tac,” I say. “A burrito is calling. And when a burrito calls, you answer. Find the money trail, which won’t be easy. Marilyn is in accounting at one of the biggest firms in the country.” 

	I disconnect and set my phone down. “Tell me about the tea-drinking librarian,” I say opening my burrito.

	“I met her in a coffee shop by my house.” 

	“Is she blonde and gorgeous?”

	“She is, actually,” he says easily.

	“And she thinks you do what for a living?”

	“I told her I was a bodyguard for a bitch named Lilah Love.”

	I laugh. “I like it. Honesty matters in a relationship.”

	We chit-chat about “Sally” while we eat and until my cellphone rings yet again. I finish off my food and glance at the screen to find Murphy calling. I answer with, “Director.”

	“Tic Tac got his raise. I just told him.”

	“A good raise?” I ask.

	“Yes, Special Agent Love. A more than good raise. And Tic Tac will take care of Lucas’s paperwork, since I understand you’ve named him his supervisor.”

	“Oh yes. I did do that.” 

	“Good thing I’m fine with that, don’t you think?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. He moves on.

	“I hear Pocher and his brother are on that list of fake investors.”

	“Tell Tic Tac I didn’t get him a raise for him to yap to you.”

	“Sadly, you are not yapping to me so he has to.”

	I speak freely in front of Jay, as I always do. “They are on the list, as is Kane. I’m going to warn Pocher after my lunch, but I’m also taking his brother off the list, and yes, I know that’s evidence tampering, but—”

	“Agreed. The last thing we need is Pocher digging around about what happened to his brother. He hired the man he thought was Umbrella Man to kill for him, when we know, it was only Umbrella Man’s accomplice. In turn, he rejected the idea that Umbrella Man would work for him and kill his brother, which was more foolish than a man of his intelligence normally plays anything.”

	“Denial,” I say. “He didn’t want to be to blame for bringing that man into his life and therefore his brother’s life.”

	 “Exactly,” he says. “But in the end, he had to see that a serial killer is a serial killer. It took time, but now Pocher believes the Umbrella Man killed his brother, but he only came to that conclusion after extensive research to disprove that as a façade. That is not a can of worms we want opened again. It’s in all of our best interests.”

	I’m shocked that he’s willing to do such a thing, but then, after some of the feelings Kane has expressed about Murphy, perhaps I shouldn’t be. 

	“On another note, I’m shocked you’ve transitioned from wanting to kill Pocher to warning him about a threat to his life. You obviously don’t think Pocher was responsible for Kane’s crash.”

	“That’s correct, and credit where credit is due, Kane felt it was in all of our best interests to call a truce with Pocher.”

	“Kane is a smart man.”

	“Just one of the many reasons I’m marrying him on New Year’s Eve.”

	“Do I get an invitation?”

	My lips press together. “No one who has an agenda will be at my wedding.”

	Jay’s brows lift and he silently laughs at my boldness. 

	“I see,” Murphy says. “You think I have an agenda?”

	“We both know you have an agenda with me and Kane. We just don’t know what it is. Not yet.”

	“You know my agenda.”

	He means to shut down the Society and avenge my mother, which I believe to be true, but it’s not all there is with him. “There’s more,” I reply. 

	“Hmm,” he says, no denial to him. “Your mother would have loved to see you get married. She liked Kane.”

	“Kane said they merely had a few brief encounters at random events.” 

	“That’s true. But he stood out to her. She told me one evening after an event he attended, a fundraiser, I believe, that she heard the whispers about him. But she praised how magnificently he deflected it all and claimed the room.”

	My heart squeezes at the idea of my mother in the same room as Kane. “I never heard that story.”

	“Consider it a wedding gift,” he says. “How much time off do you need?”

	“A month that will probably turn into a week because someone goes and gets killed.” 

	“Done. Text me after the meeting with Pocher.” He disconnects.

	And that’s when Kane sits down next to me in his six-thousand-dollar suit with a tray of Taco Bell now in front of him. I love it. He’s arrogant but not pretentious. 

	Kit appears at the end of the table with his own tray and motions to Jay, who grabs his food and follows Kit to another table. Once they’re gone, my attention is on Kane. “How are you here right now? Why are you here?”

	“I was hungry, so I texted Jay to see what you were doing for lunch. I told him not to tell you.”

	“Well, it’s good timing. I talked to Murphy. I asked for a month off for our wedding.”

	“And I found us a hotel on one of the Cranberry Isles in Maine.” He takes a bite of his taco and then pulls out his phone to show me the images of islands surrounded by gorgeous ocean waters, as well as a few of a luxury hotel. “It looks more like Belize than Maine.”

	“And yet it’s right here, close to us. You wanted private, you and me, and so do I. This gives us that. There’s a house for sale there too that I think we should look at.”

	“A vacation house,” I supply.

	“An escape. That idea is growing on me. A place we go where we are safe and alone, if we want to be alone.”

	“I’m all in. I’m excited to see it.”

	“Then I think we should fly up before the wedding and take a look at the house and the hotel.”

	“When? I have this case I’m trying to break.”

	“How about after the fundraiser? We can leave that night and come back Monday morning.”

	“Yes. That works.” I glance over at him. “Remember you said you were at a few parties my mother attended?” 

	“How could I forget your mother?”

	“Murphy said she was at a party with you and observed from a distance the way you stood tall in the midst of controversy over your father. She respected that in you. Probably because she so often had to do the same.”

	“Yes, well, respecting my ability to survive and wanting me to marry her daughter are two different things.”

	“She would have supported us,” I insist.

	“And you know this how?” 

	“Because we say live or die together and mean it. She didn’t have that with my father. I wonder—did she with Murphy?”

	His jaw flexes. “You know how I feel about Murphy.”

	“You don’t trust him.”

	“Never have,” he says. “Never will.”

	“He asked for an invite to the wedding.”

	“And you said?” 

	“No. Actually might as well have been hell no.”

	He laughs. “And there you go, ladies and gentlemen. Queen Mendez.”

	I smile, but I also give him a keen look. “Why are you really here right now? And don’t tell me you had a mad craving for Taco Bell. Or me, for that matter.”

	“United we stand, beautiful. Pocher and I are long past due a face-to-face. I’d prefer that not happen at the fundraiser. I’m going with you to see him.”

	“You’re going with me to warn him his life is in danger,” I state. “I’m pretty sure he’ll find that suspicious.”

	“I’m going with you to remind him of our mutual interests.”

	“What mutual interests?”

	“Survival. Pocher is Society, but he’s not the head of the dragon. I don’t even know who that is, but it’s not him. If I stir up trouble in his territory, he looks weak and he risks repercussions. We both want to keep the Society in their lane. Sometimes he forgets that means we have to survive in the same territory. And he needs a little reminder.” 

	“Alrighty then,” I say. “Let’s go see Pocher.”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

	Kane and I load up in an SUV with Kit driving us toward Pocher’s Central Park apartment, while Jay takes Kit’s car back to our place. I don’t ask if we need to call ahead to get a meeting with Pocher. Kane knows Pocher is home or we wouldn’t be headed in his direction. And the minute Pocher hears Kane Mendez is in his building, we’ll have his attention.

	We pull to a stoplight and Kit holds up his phone between the seats to indicate a text and then calls out, “Our men that are following Marilyn, they say she took the Boston exit.”

	Marilyn thinks she’s meeting Ann. Or maybe she’s just making sure she’s dead. 

	A thought hits me and I quickly grab my phone and dial Andrew. “We need to get Ann’s parents out of town or well protected,” I say the minute he answers. “Marilyn is headed that way and I can only presume she thinks she’s meeting Ann.”

	“Hold on while I make the call and make it happen. I want to talk to you.” He clicks to the other line, while I receive another call from Lucas. I answer with, “Quickly. I’m on the other line.” 

	“I’ve done the family tree for Marilyn,” he says. “There’s no military, medical, pharmaceutical, or government connections there.”

	“It’s there. Look harder. And I need to know if we found a money trail connecting Marilyn to Ann.”

	“Several large cash deposits were made into Ann’s account over two months. No withdrawals even close to the amount from Marilyn’s.” 

	“Which is why we need to find out who made the weapons she’s using to kill people. That’s where we’ll find the money, but for now, and I mean right now, I need to know if Ann’s phone is receiving phone calls. I suspect Marilyn is trying to contact her by way of a disposable phone. Text me. I have to go.” 

	I click back to Andrew and he’s gone. I move on and dial Marco. 

	“Special Agent Love. I’m shocked you actually called me.”

	I’m not in the mood for quips and jabs or small talk. I get to the point. “Did you get your warrant?

	“Yes. We’re headed over to the Clementine now.” 

	“Find out if Ann or Marilyn are on the hotel feed together, and I don’t mean a casual encounter created by Ann’s job. Something that says they had a relationship. And look for someone with them, a third or even fourth partner.”

	“I can already tell you they use an ancient system. It records over the feed every three days.”

	“Fuck.”

	“Exactly,” he concurs. “And the staff is not talking any more than management. Almost as if they were paid off.”

	He’s not wrong, I think. “What about records, like call logs? She’s dead. There’s no longer a warrant needed to access her records. Can you see where the Boston PD stands on that?” 

	“Already did. And they say there’s not much to find but they’re sending their reports to the involved agencies. I’ve got a guy over to her apartment to ask questions. Then he’ll head over to Marilyn’s apartment to dig around.” 

	“Ann’s place is fine but pull back on Marilyn,” I say. “The idea here is that she keeps doing what she’s doing and we catch her doing it. We’ll never catch her if she knows you’re looking for her. Get surveillance on her building, her phone, her computer, and an undercover detective in her office.”

	“I’m never going to be able to authorize any of that,” he says. “We don’t have probable cause for a warrant to search, monitor, seize, etc., and again, we don’t have anything but your gut feelings here to go on. I mean add mine to the mix. I believe you’re right about her. I believe all this crap she’s feeding us is bullshit, but bottom line it with me for a moment We can’t show any action that supports a crime committed by her directly. And without probable cause there is no warrant for searches, surveillance, records, nothing.”

	He’s right. We don’t. “I’ll handle it. Just stay, don’t dig around and alert her we’re onto her.”

	I disconnect and text Lucas: Go through the cameras at Marilyn’s apartment and work buildings. See if you find Ann on the feed. Or anyone else interesting.

	He replies with: There are calls coming into Ann’s phone from the same disposable phone.

	In other words, I think, Marilyn doesn’t know Ann is dead. Marilyn didn’t kill her. So either Ann killed herself or someone else did. Marilyn’s partner, whoever that is, is not fully communicating with her. Or Marilyn is ensuring her partner really did kill Ann, as promised. That fits like a glove.

	Kane squeezes my leg and I glance up to realize we’re arriving at Pocher’s building. I shoot a quick last text to Lucas: Call Andrew and tell him I’m walking into a meeting with Pocher. And send me photos of the victims and their spouses, and ex-spouse in Emma’s case. 

	“And here we go,” I say to Kane.

	“Yes, beautiful. Here we go.”

	Kit pulls us up to the front of Pocher’s building for valet parking. By the time I’m outside in a drizzly cold rain, I have my photos. Wind gusts around me as I step on the sidewalk and Kane joins me, flagging the doorman as he does. “Tell Mr. Pocher that Kane Mendez and Special Agent Lilah Love are here to see him. We’re plus one with a bodyguard. He’ll want to know quite expediently, I’m certain.” 

	Kit appears to my right side, making his presence known. The doorman, a middle-aged, balding man, nods, walks to a phone at his check-in post, and places a call. Whatever is said to him, he glances at Kane and then cuts his gaze. A moment later, he hangs up and returns. 

	“Mr. Pocher said to send you up, but only you sir, Mr. Mendez, and Agent Love. The bodyguard will need to stay in the lobby.”

	Kane’s lips quirk, but he gives a slight incline of his chin. He eyes Kit and motions him inside with us. In the lobby, our jackets are taken, Kit argues a bit about us going alone, and loses, which results in me and Kane walking to the elevator alone. “I assume he heard I intended to kill him after your crash,” I comment dryly.

	Kane glances over at me. “A threat he obviously didn’t take lightly or Kit wouldn’t be in the lobby.”

	“He shouldn’t take it lightly,” I say. “He’d be dead if I’d have gotten to him right after you crashed.” 

	Kane punches the elevator button and the doors open immediately. 

	Once we’re on the elevator, we don’t speak. Both of us know the cars have recording devices, especially in one that is not only Pocher’s second home, but in a building he owns. The ride is smooth and short and it’s not long before we’re at Pocher’s front door. It opens before we knock, and a big, burly Black man wearing a shoulder holster under his suit greets us. He backs up and points to a center table inside the enormous, tiled foyer with not one but two grand staircases. 

	“Weapons at the door,” the man states. “Rule of the house.”

	“Well, we certainly don’t want to disobey,” I say. “That’s just not our style.” 

	Kane’s lips quirk and we move forward, silently complying. He pulls a weapon from his ankle holster and lays it on the table. I pull one from my purse and do the same. We both have additional weapons, but there’s no attempt to frisk us. I guess someone thought better of having his team put hands on my body. I did kill the last man Pocher sent my way. The man we all know he sent to rape and kill me. 

	It’s the wrong thing to think about when I still have another gun on me. But killing Pocher will require more finesse than today allows. And I’m not even sure that’s the right punishment. I think making a rich man poor hurts more than death. It’s a day of good ideas, and once again, I store this one for safekeeping. 

	The beefy doorman with the gun motions for us to follow him. Our destination is up one of the grand staircases covered in an expensive rug with a massive chandelier above that twinkles with a million lights. It’s beautiful but overdone, and probably worth twenty thousand dollars. Excess is often the sin of a man’s demise. It leads to gluttonous greed. 

	At the top of the stairs and to our left, we walk a hallway that ends at an open door. The bodyguard motions us forward. Kane steps in front of me, obviously ensuring it’s safe for me to enter. My hero, always trying to protect me when most people want to be protected from me. 

	Like Pocher.

	I follow Kane into the room. 

	Pocher is sitting in a high-backed chair next to a crackling fireplace with two armed guards at his side. Behind me, I can feel the doorman step behind us. We are, for all practical purposes, rats trapped in a cage. And we came here willingly. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	Ted Pocher is in his mid-fifties, with thick salt and pepper hair, aristocratic features, and sharp, intelligent green eyes that watch us for a reaction he won’t find. Neither me nor Kane rattle easily. Pocher’s also not a big man, thus why I assume he’s sitting in a chair, rather than allowing Kane, who is a big man, fit, and well over six feet tall, to tower over him. This way, at least I assume in his mind, it feels as if we are being presented to his throne of one of the richest men on planet earth.

	He surprises me by meeting Kane’s stare and opening with a frank statement. “I wasn’t behind your chopper going down. I’m not a man who plays a fool’s game. Nor do I want your people on my doorstep.” His gaze shifts to me. “Nor do you want my people on yours, Special Agent Love.”

	Bastard, I think. I want to say something about his history with choppers crashing and killing people, and I think he wants me to say it, too. But the bull in the china shop is not the right strategy to end Pocher. Not when he’s backed by the Society. Not when I want to make sure he dies, not us. But his is coming. Soon.

	“I thought you might need a reminder of just how mutually aligned our interests are,” Kane states sharply. 

	“I do not,” Pocher assures him tightly. “But I do believe your future wife does.”

	“The future wife is standing right here,” I snap. “And I’m quite clear on the situation. However, I’m also quite aware that while you may not be guilty of this, you’re guilty as fuck in general where I’m concerned.”

	His lips quirk. “I’m sure you didn’t come here to tell me I am guilty as fuck, as you say, Special Agent Love.”

	“I’m always up for reminding you of the facts, but ironically, I’m here to save your life.”

	He arches a brow. “Really? I’m intrigued. Do tell.” He waves at one of the men. “Get them a drink.” 

	He doesn’t offer us a seat. I guess he doesn’t want us to stay.

	Kane, in turn, waves off the offer for both of us and inclines his chin at me to continue. “I assume you’re aware of the recent murders. One here in the city and two in the Hamptons?” I ask. 

	“I knew about the Hampton murders. I didn’t know there was another here in the city. What do they have to do with me?”

	“Did you know Rip Vaughn?”

	“The name doesn’t sound familiar.”

	Of course not, I think. Rip was beneath him. Most people are. 

	“What about Naomi Wells and Emma Wells?”

	"Not familiar.”

	I pull up the photos of Rip, Ann, Emma, Naomi, and Marilyn on my phone and motion to his guard. “Show him these photos.”

	 The guard doesn’t move until Pocher lifts a finger in his direction. Then, and only then, does the guard accept my phone and hand it to Pocher. Pocher glances at the photos and then holds the phone out to me directly. He’s living brave.

	I close the space between us and take the phone, but like a good little FBI agent, I step back into my spot next to Kane. “Do you know any of them?”

	“I don’t,” he states. “But I assume the man is Rip Vaughn. And I still don’t know what this has to do with me. Get to the point, Agent Love.”

	 “Rip was luring people in to pitch to him and potential investors, and telling them fake investors were interested. They’d lead the people on and those people would do anything they wanted. Then they’d tell them the investor backed out.”

	“And I’m one of those investors,” he assumes.

	“You are.”

	“As am I,” Kane states.

	Pocher’s attention turns to Kane. “Did this person take your chopper down?”

	“Unknown at this point,” Kane says, despite the fact that he knows exactly who came at him, and I know why. It would be weak to suggest one of his own tried to kill him. “But it certainly can’t be ruled out,” Kane adds.

	 “Are you familiar with any company pitching a weapon that the victim would unwittingly ingest?”

	“You mean poison?”

	“No,” I say, “not poison.” I offer nothing more.

	“Whatever that means, it doesn’t involve me. I’m aware of no such thing and for good reason. I don’t invest in military or defense assets. Those things are highly controversial and counterintuitive to my support of my chosen political candidates, such as our future governor, Mayor Love.” He shifts back to the prior topic. “Can you elaborate on the weapon?” 

	“Since I don’t trust you not to use this for some kind of press gimmick,” I say, “no. But for the time being, I’d make sure you know exactly where everything comes from that goes into your mouth. And anything that has not been in your presence since preparation, do not eat.”

	“I’m well protected.”

	“So are we,” Kane says. “And this person got a little too close for comfort.”

	He gives a nod. “Point taken.”

	My cellphone rings and I punch the silencer button. “You’ve been warned,” I say. “I did my job.”

	“Ah yes,” Pocher says. “The FBI agent who spreads a little too much love in all the wrong places. Speaking of, how about spreading it in the right places?” He looks between the two of us. “Can I count on you both to be at the weekend fundraiser?”

	“We’ll attend,” Kane replies. “And do so with the intent of us reaffirming and nurturing our mutually aligned interests as we have in the past.”

	“Does that mean you’ll write a check to support her father?”

	“No,” Kane says. “I don’t like the man.”

	“And neither do I,” I reply. “And as much as I’d like to blame you for that, he’s his own man.”

	“Indeed,” Pocher states. “And the future governor of our great state.”

	“You mean you’re the future governor of our great state, and he’s your puppet,” I say. 

	“I’m but a mere admirer supplying support to a man with a well-decorated and respected career in law enforcement.”

	In that moment, my mother is on my mind. And I want answers. I want them right now. “Too bad my mother couldn’t be here to see this all unfold, don’t you think?”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	“Lilah,” Kane warns softly. 

	At the same moment, my cellphone rings again and I decide it’s best I don’t ignore it right now. Just the act of pulling it from my bag to kill the ringer, brings me down a notch, and the text message across my screen from Tic Tac that reads: Pick up! Urgent! is yet another needed distraction.

	“I have to take this,” I say, stepping behind Kane and placing my back to his while the doorman stands inside the doorframe, blocking my exit. 

	He’d move if I shot him, and I just might before this is over, but right now my phone is ringing again, and Tic Tac is once again on caller ID. “Speak,” I order softly. 

	“Ann, the fake sous chef, did side catering gigs. She was scheduled for your father’s fundraiser. What do you want to do?”

	Well, there’s a bombshell, I think, and as a bonus a way to get out of this damn charity event. “I want you to discreetly get the names of the catering company’s management and ownership, as well as everyone scheduled to work that night. I’ll call you back.” I disconnect and stick my phone back inside my bag before returning to Kane’s side and our little meeting with Pocher. “We have a problem,” I announce.

	“We?” Pocher mocks. “Are the three of us a ‘we’ now?”

	“Depends on how you feel about your guests at the fundraiser dropping dead.”

	He leans forward. “What does that mean?”

	“It means one of the accomplices in these murders was scheduled to work your event. She’s out of the picture, dead actually, but we feel strongly there are at least two other people involved in this. You need to postpone.”

	 “Not happening,” he says dismissively. “There’s no time.”

	“Make time,” I bite out.

	“No,” he bites back.

	“I know you like sympathy press, but people dying at this event is not good for my father’s campaign.”

	“Now you care about your father’s campaign? How sweet.”

	“If my father can’t take care of the guests of a party, why would anyone think he could take care of an entire state? And you know his competition will state as much. He’ll look careless, incompetent, and reckless. Perhaps you will as well.”

	He studies me, his green eyes cutting. “I’ll postpone. For when?”

	“After the New Year.”

	“And if you don’t have the killer by then?”

	“I will,” I say. 

	“You’re confident.”

	“I understand killers extremely well, Pocher. Haven’t you figured that out by now?”

	Something flickers in his eyes before he says, “You’re a worthy queen to the king of the Mendez line. You are nothing like your mother.”

	“That’s true. She died. I survived. And now, I’m done here.”

	“We’re definitely done here,” Kane agrees. 

	We start to turn away from Pocher, but I pause before facing him again. “The man who the world believes was the Umbrella Man was only his minion. But the real Umbrella Man is dead.”

	Pocher’s jaw clenches. “And you know this how?” 

	“You know how I know.”

	He studies me, one second, then two. He must decide I killed the Umbrella Man because he says, “Who was he?”

	He knows who he is. He hired Roger. He used Roger to kill my mother. He just doesn’t know I know that Roger was the Umbrella Man, and not the man the rest of the world thinks was the Umbrella Man. “Roger Griffin, my ex-mentor. He was obsessed with me. He thought I was just like him.” In other words, I’m coming for you Pocher, I think.

	With that, I turn and join Kane at the door. The doorman moves to allow our exit. And side by side, without a word, Kane and I exit the apartment and then the building. 

	Once we’re in the SUV with Kit behind the wheel, only then does Kane say, “You were brilliant, beautiful. You managed to give him the gift of murder and promise him his own. And you made sure he knows you are Queen Mendez.”

	I blink and turn to Kane. “He called me queen. Kane, you do that. You just started doing that. How did he know?”

	“After your encounter with Miguel, the men started calling you that.”

	“Well, someone amongst them is talking to Pocher. That’s what he was telling us. That he’s got control.”

	“The person who is talking to Pocher came to me the minute he was approached. I told him to go along with it, keep the money they give him, plus a healthy fee from me, and I, in turn, feed Pocher information as I see fit.” 

	“You’re in control.”

	“Yes, beautiful. I am in control, but often control is subtle and unassuming, and therefore, far more powerful.”

	My mind is still on my mother and some of Kane’s accusations about Murphy come front and center. “You said Murphy had contact with Pocher up to the time my mother died,” I say, aware that I haven’t followed up on this, aware that I don’t want Murphy to be one of them, one of the Society. I’m also aware that anything I hide from or deny, such as my own self, backfires. 

	“I did,” he confirms. “I have a guy I use to dig things up. He was able to make the connection. They attended a couple of events together. They shared a couple of phone calls. That’s all he found and I had him dig deeper.”

	“Is he as good as Lucas?”

	“I don’t have a way of quantifying Lucas’s skills, but Lucas takes risks you don’t want to take when these two men are involved.”

	“I have to have him try to connect the dots. How do I know that Pocher isn’t using Murphy to do the same with me?”

	“That’s my problem with Murphy,” he says. “You don’t. We don’t.”

	 


CHAPTER FORTY

	Before we’ve even made it home, Andrew calls me. “We need to talk about warning the people on that list Marilyn handed over. And the press conference I’m being pressured to hold.”

	“We’ve talked about the press conference. Just handle it. And as for warning people, I’d be cautious how you do that. Make it individual. Anonymous threats to them, possible tainted food. Mary, Mother of Jesus, do not make it about a serial killer. And on that note, I leave that to you and Houston. I need to disconnect to actually work the backend of the case.”

	“I’m going to hold the press conference in the morning. You want to be there?”

	“Absolutely not.”

	“Danica got the samples and there’s nothing here that helps us much. And can I use Lucas as I wish?”

	“Well, he’s not a blood relative so I suppose you can.”

	“Lilah,” he snaps. “Use Lucas how you wish, but don’t tell me the juicy parts.”

	He hangs up.

	Kane laughs. “You know how to end a conversation.”

	I sigh and say, “I have to call Murphy. We need a military consult on this.”

	“You sure this is a good time to do that?”

	“You’re right. I’ll text.” And so, I do. I shoot him a message. He replies quickly, with a confirmation he’ll help. Nice and easy. No accusations. No anger. Okay, there’s a little anger but only one of us knows about it. 

	For now.

	*** 

	We head home and meet Jay at our apartment. 

	The group of us—me, Kane, Kit, and Jay—have just gathered around the kitchen island when Kit gets word that Andrew is downstairs to see me. “Nice of him to tell me he came to the city. Send him up,” I say, eyeing Kane. “I’ll take him up to Purgatory. I know you have things to talk about with Kit and Jay.” 

	A few minutes later, Andrew is at the door. “I thought you had a press conference.”

	“It’s here and I wanted to get our team together with Houston’s team.”

	I back up. “Well, come on in.” I motion him inside and into the kitchen. 

	“Chief Love,” I say as he brings our present company into view, “meet our cartel. I know you’re always talking about them and thinking of new ways to put them in jail. Let me help by giving you insight into who they are so that you can later be an asshole and try to use it against them.”

	“I’m not trying to arrest anyone,” Andrew states, holding up his hands. 

	I continue. “Jay is my personal bodyguard who’s dating a librarian who likes tea so he’s now pretending to like tea. She’s a blonde babe, so you know how that goes. And Kit doesn’t talk much, so I like him more than Jay. He also eats a lot and thinks we don’t notice. We don’t know his sexual preference because he never seems to date.”

	Kit grunts. “Seriously, Lilah?”

	“And both,” I say to Andrew, poking his chest, “could kick your ass but won’t do it because you’re my brother.”

	Andrew grinds his teeth and looks at Kane. “How’d it go with Pocher?” 

	“Your sister didn’t kill him,” he says. “And he’s still an arrogant prick. To me, that says Lilah’s willpower wins the day.”

	I’m pretty sure that is the most Kane has ever said to my brother. There’s an uneasy comfort to the two of them now, which makes no sense, but somehow, it does. It’s as if they shouldn’t be okay with each other and yet they are. Burying that body together didn’t make them bond. But it changed the dynamic between them.

	“Marilyn is watching Ann’s parents’ house,” Kit says. “Her parents aren’t home. There’s no police presence.”

	“I made sure of that,” Andrew interjects. “Can we get pictures of her there now? Then we get that probable cause we’re going to need for proper surveillance.”

	Kit bristles. “Our surveillance is beyond exceptional.” 

	“He means legal and official,” I say. “But what you’re doing right now helps. Get the photos and have them email them to me.” 

	I motion to Andrew. “Let’s go upstairs.”

	Kane and I exchange a look and he says, “We’ll be in my office.”

	In other words, in a place where he can talk without Andrew listening. 

	I follow Andrew to the stairs and as we head up, I say, “I’m actually going to let you inside Purgatory, which is my private space.”

	“I’ve heard of this place called Purgatory. I didn’t know it was literally a place.”

	Once we’re there, he looks around and picks up the pie I left there. “How old is this?”

	“Damn, my pie. That sucks. It’s ruined.”

	He tosses it in the trash. “This is just like that tiny hideout you had under the stairs you used to go to as a kid to eat sweets.”

	“And hide from Dad. Kind of like Mom with the cottage I inherited until it burned down.”

	He sits on the edge of the desk and I settle on a chair. “Are you going to rebuild it?”

	“I don’t know. I have her on my mind, though. Standing in front of Pocher today, I wanted to make him pay.”

	“And how do we do that?”

	I arch a brow. “How do we do that?”

	“I don’t know if he killed Mom. But I know what he did to you.”

	“You need to stay out of it.”

	“I’m not going to do that. And why the hell hasn’t Kane done something about it?”

	“Because we aren’t just dealing with Pocher. It’s the Society. And Dad’s part of that.” 

	“He called me and told me he had the charity event called off. He wasn’t happy.”

	“It was necessary. And of course, he called you and not me. Considering he had no remorse talking to me about my attack. Makes you wonder why he doesn’t want to talk to me now. Maybe he thinks Kane’s crash will get me thinking about Mom’s.”

	“You really think he was a part of killing Mom?”

	“I have no proof, but if I ever get it, I won’t kill. I’ll put him in jail where he will rot for the rest of his life.”

	“And I’ll help you.”

	My cellphone rings and Murphy is on the caller ID. I think about my mother being with Lucas’s father that night, about the thoughts Lucas and I had about them having an affair. And yet, Murphy says he was the one having an affair with her. I glance at Andrew. “Something about my boss I didn’t tell you,” I say. “Kane says he was involved with Pocher before Mom died, but he says he was in love with Mom. Let’s find out.” 

	Andrew stands up. “Lilah—”

	I answer the call. “Director.”

	“I managed to get to the right person in the right spot of government, and with the right clearances. They’re digging around to find the origin of the weapon we’re dealing with. They also gave me a list of the contract suppliers they use and I’ve gotten that to Tic Tac to begin research.”

	“Perfect. That should help. Tell me, Director Murphy, why exactly were you involved with Pocher for the months leading up to my mother’s death?”

	I glance up to find Kane standing in the doorway and there is no judgment on his face. He knows what I know. When the evidence is slim, sometimes being direct is all you have left.

	“And why didn’t I tell you?” he asks, and he sounds unfazed. “Let me answer both questions. I was investigating your father. That’s how I met your mother. And Pocher was trying to save him. And right or wrong of me, you’d lost your mother. Dirtying up your father more than he had himself didn’t seem necessary.”

	“Investigating him for what?”

	“I’ll send you the file. Share it with Andrew if you wish. And if you want to know why Lucas’s father was killed right along with her, that’s an easy answer. He was going to turn on your father. Read the file. Let me know if you want to talk. And perhaps my judgment to keep you in the dark was poor, but it was in the proper spirit of protecting you. Anything else?”

	“No. I’ll watch for the file.”

	“Goodnight, Lilah.” He hangs up.

	“What just happened?” Andrew asks. 

	I grab my bag that is still at my hip, pull it over my head, and sit at the desk, removing my MacBook and powering it to life. The file hits my inbox and I open it and begin to scan. I turn the MacBook around to let Andrew read what is there. “Murphy was investigating Dad. And Lucas’s father was going to testify against him. Pocher was trying to intervene with Murphy. That’s how he met Mom.” 

	My eyes meet Kane’s. “We both have an immediate situation to handle. Then we get married. And next comes this. We deal with my father once and for all.”

	“Yes, beautiful,” Kane says. “We will.”

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

	Andrew stares at the documents Murphy sent for a few more beats and then straightens, scrubbing the dirty blond stubble there. “I just sent the file to myself. I’m not going to look at it any further until this case is done or I’ll lose focus.”

	“Agreed,” I say. 

	Andrew rounds the desk and pulls me to my feet, holding me close. And for once I don’t hate it. “Damn him,” he whispers in my ear. 

	“Yes. Damn him.” 

	He pulls back and studies me a moment. “You okay?”

	“You know I’m tough.”

	“I know you’re human, but I’m glad you have Kane, Lilah. He won’t let them take you, too.”

	“Then you can come to a New Year’s Eve wedding?”

	“Where?”

	“Boston,” I say. “I’ll email you details. A few people and us, away from all of this.”

	“I’ll be there. I’ll let you work. Let me know what Marilyn does.”

	I nod and he heads for the door. Kane backs out of the doorway to allow him to exit. Andrew says something to him that I can’t make out and then Kane is back. He closes the space between me and him and rounds the desk to stand in front of me. 

	He cups my face. “You are not another version of your father. Decide that right now, the way I did years ago.”

	“As far as I’m concerned, he’s not even my father.”

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

	Sunday morning, I wake up on my belly to rain pitter-pattering on the window and Kane’s leg draped across my legs. I want to stay here forever. But alas, the murders. I have to solve the murders. So instead of luxuriating with my husband-to-be, I grab my phone to find about a hundred text messages. Bottom line, everyone is working hard. One tidbit I grab from the messages immediately: Marilyn dumped the disposable she was using and is now at her cabin in New Hampshire, alone it seems. 

	I set the phone down and roll over to face Kane. “What are you going to do about Miguel?”

	“Good morning,” he says. “How did you sleep, Lilah?” 

	“Good morning. And fine.” I press my hand to his face. “He tried to kill you.”

	“I’m going to replace him, but it will take some time.”

	“So he just gets to carry on?”

	“I could get rid of him now and take over the cartel, but neither of us wants that.”

	“He tried to kill you, Kane. That’s my answer to anything you say about him staying.”

	“I need coffee. You need coffee.”

	He and his naked self get up and leave me in bed. And unfortunately, I have to pee too badly to follow right now. I hurry into the bathroom, pull on a robe, brush my teeth, and head downstairs. There’s a fresh cup of coffee waiting on me. 

	“I have a plan,” he says, setting it in front of me. “Trust me.”

	“Tell me the plan, Kane. This is one of those times when I need you to trust me.”

	“After we’re married.”

	“You really think I’d ever testify against you?”

	“I don’t, but I’m also never going to put you in a position to lie under oath for me, Lilah. Ever. I know what I’m doing. And it’s what’s best for us. In fact, I need to take care of a few things this afternoon. What is your plan?” 

	“I have an army working this case. I think I’ll go look for a wedding dress.” 

	His eyes warm. “That sounds like an excellent plan. And tomorrow we can go get our license.”

	“That works,” I say, claiming a barstool. “But this morning my gut is telling me to go to Boston. Maybe the missing piece of the puzzle I need to stop the killings is there. Any chance you can leave after we get the license? And we can check out the hotel and the island? Wait. Do we need a license in Boston? I’m not sure how this works. I’m a marriage virgin.”

	“If we marry in Boston, we need a license up there, but let’s get both in case you hate the hotel.”

	“I’m not going to hate the hotel.”

	“You’re marrying me no matter what, so if something happens, and we can’t get there—”

	I laugh. “We’ll get a license here, too, just to be safe, despite how overkill that is.”

	“It’s called planning to get what I want. I actually have some company business tomorrow after lunch. I’ll book a room and I can fly up late evening and meet you, but I want Jay and Kit to go with you.” 

	“Jay, yes. Kit stays with you. And I have your two men watching Marilyn.”

	“Take Enrique and Jay.”

	“You do know Enrique is afraid of Marilyn, right?”

	“Afraid? Enrique? Why?”

	“He thinks she’s a witch. Something about a Mexican witch he once knew and something about Marilyn’s ways reminds him of her.”

	“Mexican superstitions.” He refills his coffee cup and sets the pot down. “They still live large and wide. My mother used to make me wear a red string around my wrist to ward off Mal de Ojo, or Evil Eye. I had one practically the minute I was born.” 

	I sip my coffee. “A string?” 

	“Yes. A string. With my father being my father, she felt I needed all the protection I could get.”

	“She wasn’t wrong. I’ll take Enrique and Jay some red string and then put him to work. Jay is the one who needs some protection.”

	“Right now, the fires are simmering, not burning. Pocher is subdued and I have a close eye on Miguel. Catch your killer and let’s go buy a vacation house and get married. We’ve been trying to do this for years. It’s time.”

	He’s right. It is time. Our time.

	I leave the kitchen more motivated than ever to catch a killer. 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

	I inherited my love of clothes from my mother. When I moved away from the Hamptons, Kane, and anything familiar, I cut off anything that made me the movie star’s daughter. Being compared to her was just too damn painful, but I’m done with denial. As time goes on, memories dim, and now that her house burned down, I find myself clinging to anything that reminds me of her. And while I have her wedding dress in storage, I won’t wear something that connected her to my father. 

	Which is exactly why I, with Jay in tow, end up in the bridal store where my mother bought her gown. 

	I laugh at the panic in his eyes, and motion to the sunny sky. “Stay out here. There’s a coffee shop next door. Grab some tea. I know how much you love it.”

	And so, I step inside the shop and sea of white, alone, which is my preference today. 

	Part of me thinks I’m unworthy of white. I’m someone who wears blood red, the color of life and death, which is everything about my life. But Kane and I are the purest thing I know and will likely ever know. Okay, we as people are not, but us together, we are.

	I want to wear white.

	I’ve taken about two steps inside the doorway and I’m recognized. 

	“Oh my God. Lilah Love.”

	This from a slim woman in a pale blue dress that I can’t quite age, as her skin is too perfect to be natural. She’s got money, but then, of course she does. This store is the store where Hollywood stars buy their dresses, and my mother was an icon. 

	“You look like her,” she says softly. “Ah, your mother. She was soft-spoken and humble. Beautiful. Stunning, really. I enjoyed dressing her so very much.”

	 “I’m not soft-spoken and I’m generally not all that humble.”

	“You’re a profiler and need people to feel confident you know your job. And I know this because I read about you. You were on the Umbrella Man case. And you’re marrying the oil mogul himself, Kane Mendez.”

	The oil mogul. It is so nice to hear him described as he should be described. 

	“I am,” I confirm. “And I’m late picking a dress. I need it for New Year’s Eve and I still want something special. Something that will make me feel like my mother is with me. What can you do for me?”

	“You know, the minute you walked in, I thought of a special dress that reminds me of your mother’s. It’s at another store. I’m going to send someone to get it. In the meantime, pick out dresses you might like and I’ll bring you some as well. Let’s get you set-up with a room and champagne. Oh, and I’m Brenda, by the way. Nice to meet you, Lilah.”

	Fifteen minutes later, I’m trying on dresses, but nothing feels right. An hour later, I’m staring at myself in yet another dress when I hear Brenda say, “That’s not it, but this is.”

	I turn and stare at the dress she’s holding, so like my mother’s, and so very beautiful. The bottom is sheer with a slight flare, but the dress itself is fitted with beautiful flowers embroidered throughout from the bodice to the sheer flare. The arms are also sheer, but there are a few random flowers in perfect placement to accent the fitted core of the dress.

	“Please let it fit,” I say softly. 

	“It’s going to fit,” Brenda assures me. 

	And it does. It’s perfect. I stand in front of the mirror certain this is the dress.

	Soon after, I make arrangements to deliver the dress to our apartment, and soon after that, I join Jay outside.

	“New Year’s Eve. Be there. Boston. Our wedding,” I say, as we climb into the SUV.

	“I’m invited?” he asks, sounding surprised.

	“You took a bullet for me, Jay. You’re invited. You’re one of the only people invited.”

	“Lilah. I ah—I don’t what to say—I ah—”

	“Don’t get sappy. I don’t do sappy.”

	He laughs. “Okay. No sappy. I’ll be there.”

	***

	I’m home before Kane and head to Purgatory, happy to have the quiet time to work the case, and thankfully for once, without my phone ringing. I skip the chocolate and Cheetos this time, though. I do have to fit in that dress in a few weeks. The bulk of my time is spent behind my desk reading through everything Tic Tac and Lucas have on Marilyn, her career, and her family. She has no siblings. Her father is dead. Her mother is dead. Her family moved to New York from Boston when she was sixteen and there doesn’t seem to be a real connection to anyone but her grandmother, who is also dead. Cause of deaths all appear natural and spaced out, as would be expected. We’re still missing a connection to her and I decide it has to be someone that attended those events Rip held, someone who created a weapon that rips your throat inside out. Someone we won’t find in the lists Marilyn gave us. 

	I dial Tic Tac. “I know,” he says. “You need stuff.”

	“Yes, I do. Did the New York crew get you the Clementine hotel guest logs?”

	“They did, but I already had them thanks to Lucas. Now I can just admit I have them.”

	“Kind of nice to get a jumpstart on things, right?”

	I can almost feel his prickliness before he ever speaks. “I’m not talking about this right now,” he says tightly. “But we need to talk about this. Later. When I’m composed.”

	“Composed? Oh my. So prickly, Tic Tac. Someone needs chocolate.”

	“So demanding is what you are, Lilah.”

	“I feel like we’re in grade school right now.”

	“No,” he says. “Because grade school students follow the rules. We no longer do.”

	“Well, as much as it breaks my heart not to talk right now, let’s not. Somewhere on one of those guest lists is the killer’s accomplice.” I grimace. “Unless the person was never a guest in the hotel. Do we have anything that shows who attended the events?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Have we gone through all of Rip’s electronic records at least twice to make sure we didn’t miss anything?”

	“Yes, and there’s nothing there. My guess is he kept it online on that Banking the Billionaire app somehow. The private rooms I’ve now been able to access have private file storage. And I doubt he knew the servers were in another country. Most people don’t check their file storage for the country of origin. My thought is the game is an extension of the dark web, but I can’t prove that right now. And we aren’t going to get any information he documented there. We just aren’t. Not with a server in Russia.” 

	We start dissecting what everyone has done on the case, including Andrew’s and Houston’s teams. And we do it without fighting. Surprise. An hour later we disconnect and Kane appears in the doorway. Despite it being Sunday, he’s in a gray suit with a burgundy tie, his power uniform that is part of the image he maintains with almost everyone but me, Jay, and Kit. 

	“You find a dress?” 

	I stand up and meet him on the opposite side of the desk. “I did and it’s perfect. It reminds me of my mother’s. It’s luxurious and delicate. Did I mention it’s perfect? Cost a small fortune, but it’s worth it.” 

	 His hands settle on my waist. “I can’t wait to see it. Another question: what name are you using tomorrow on the marriage license?”

	“Lilah Love-Mendez,” I say without hesitation. “That way when they’re looking for the bitch who gets the job done, they have Lilah Love. When things get a little gangster, they get Lilah Mendez.”

	He laughs. “All right then. Lilah Love-Mendez it is. What about the guest list? We need to firmly pin that down.”

	“I invited Jay so far. We still need to invite Kit, Andrew, and Tic Tac, if you’re fine with him being there?”

	Amusement lights his eyes. “If he’s not too scared to come.”

	“He’ll be terrified, but he’ll come.” I cringe and say, “What about Lucas?”

	His lips press together but he says, “Fine. Lucas. Who else?”

	“I told Murphy he wasn’t invited, but I thought he might be dirty then. In light of the new developments, should we invite him?”

	“I checked out his story today, just to be safe. He’s telling the truth, Lilah.” 

	“I knew that the minute I saw the documents he sent. Should we invite him? I think he did love my mother.”

	“It’s your call, beautiful.”

	“I think we invite him. Strange, isn’t it? Our blood family isn’t always who we end up considering family.” I pause with a thought. “Our blood family isn’t always who we end up considering family,” I murmur again, this time to myself. “I have to—”

	“I know,” he says. “Get to work.”

	I’m already walking to my desk and once I’m sitting down, I start reading the notes I’ve already read ten times again and find what I’m looking for. I dial Tic Tac. “Marilyn’s parents were married for twenty-nine years. She’s thirty-two. Pull her birth certificate and find out if the man we think is her father really is her father.”

	“Hold on,” he says. “I can get to that information.” His fingers click on the keys and I wait impatiently until he says. “We have the right father.”

	“Something is off. There’s time missing.” My mind ticks. “I don’t think she’d take a father figure to one of those sex-for-money events Rip put on. Maybe a step-brother.”

	“Or step-cousin, like Lucas to you.”

	“Exactly.”

	“I need a number to reach Ann’s parents. Text it to me.”

	I disconnect and wait. He sends me the number. At this point, Kane reappears, now in sweats and a T-shirt, with MacBook in hand. He sits down to get comfortable, but I’m pacing. The number comes through. I dial and a woman, pain radiating in her voice, answers. “Hello.”

	“Mrs. Casey?”

	“Yes. Who is this?”

	“Special Agent Lilah Love.”

	“I don’t know if I can talk anymore today.” She sobs.

	Some people think I’m cold. Some people think I’m a bitch. But I’m selective about those things. They’re part of how I work a crime scene. How I survive dead bodies and the betrayals I uncover every day of my life. But when I’m dealing with someone who’s lost a loved one, I possess a profound understanding I wish I didn’t. 

	“I know,” I say. “I really know. This is difficult in every way. And I know because I lost my mother in a chopper crash a few years back. These first few days and months are brutal. You feel like your soul is about to be ripped from your chest.”

	“God, yes. Yes. Yes. Exactly,” she sobs.

	“But I also know that if you want us to find out what happened to Ann, the first few days are critical. Our solve rate goes down rapidly with every passing day. So, I need to ask you, and I will make this quick, did Ann ever mention or bring by a woman named Marilyn?”

	“Oh yes. Marilyn. I remember her name because of you know, Marilyn Monroe. Not many people name their daughter after her. It comes with such expectations, you know?”

	“Well, since my mother was Laura Love, I absolutely do know.”

	“Your mother was—oh my. Honey, I remember when that crash happened. She was so young and beautiful.”

	“She was,” I say, a pinch in my chest. Apparently, getting married is making me all kinds of sappy, after all. “Did you meet Marilyn?”

	 “I didn’t meet her. Ann just mentioned having coffee with her here in the city. Please tell me she’s okay.”

	“That’s what I’m trying to do right now. Make sure everyone is safe. Did Ann tell you anything about Marilyn?”

	“They flew up together a few times. They both had family here. I don’t know much more.”

	“Thank you for your help.”

	“Thank you, Agent Love.”

	I hang up. 

	And I’m right. 

	The missing piece of this puzzle is in Boston. 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

	Kane and I finally do it. On a bright and sunny, but chilly day in New York City, we get our marriage license, at least one of them. And despite all that is going on around us, we manage to silence everyone else’s demands as we stop at one of our favorite spots for breakfast. The silence is probably easier attained because I have everyone looking for the missing person in our puzzle, and so far, no one has an answer. No one knows who the mastermind is behind the weapon used to kill four people so far, including Ann. 

	After breakfast, Kane walks me to the SUV where Team Lilah, otherwise known and Jay and Enrique, await. 

	“The mechanic is meeting you at the airport,” Kane says, before I climb inside. “Your reservation is under Delores Smith.”

	My brows furrow. “Delores? Really? Why Delores?”

	“It’s not a name you’d pick.”

	“A fake name,” I say flatly. “Okay. Well, the fact that I need a fake name is the real issue here,” I say. “I thought you had Miguel under control?”

	“Just being cautious,” he assures me. “I’d gotten too comfortable. We’d gotten too comfortable. You have enemies. I have enemies. And we both have parents that were murdered. We need to be more careful.”

	He’s not wrong. And I’m certainly all for him being more careful. That means I have to give him the same. I grab the lapels of today’s sharp blue suit and thanks to the high-heeled Chanel boots I’m wearing with my black pantsuit, kiss him easily. “See you in Boston, and the sooner the better.”

	When I would turn away, he catches my back and holds me to him. “Call me when you land.”

	“I will.”

	“I love you, Lilah.”

	“Okay, first, I love you, too. Second, you don’t go around just saying I love you all casually. Stop acting like I’m about to crash and burn. I have nerves of steel, but you’re making me uneasy.”

	“Call me.” He releases me and starts walking toward the SUV in front of ours where Kit awaits. 

	 The man really knows how to turn a girl into mush and this time not in a good way.

	“Damn it,” I murmur, climbing into the vehicle with Jay behind the wheel and Enrique in the passenger seat in front of me. “That mechanic is confirmed to meet us at the airport, right?” I ask, despite Kane telling me he is just now, but damn it, Kane’s paranoia is becoming mine. 

	“Yes,” Jay assures me “And he’s going to stay in Boston on Kane’s dime to check out the return flight.” 

	Traffic is hectic and we haven’t left the curb when I spy a gift shop. “Hold on,” I say. “I need something from the gift shop.” I open the door and climb out. Enrique is immediately out and by my side. Sometimes these shadow people get frustrating, but Kane’s right. We have to be more careful. 

	I enter one of the many tourist stores in the city and while they won’t have string, and I don’t have time to go across town to someplace that will, they do have a jewelry section. Sure enough, I find cheap “I Love New York” necklaces dangling on long red strings. I buy four of them and a pair of scissors, ignoring Enrique’s weird looks. Once I’m back in the car I dial Kane. “I forgot to give you something. I’ll meet you in front of your building.” 

	“Hurry, beautiful. I have a meeting.”

	“We’ll be fast,” I say motioning to Team Lilah to get moving. 

	Kane and I disconnect and I open my bag and do some cutting. Soon I’ve converted the four necklaces into five red string bracelets. I put one on my arm and then grab one for Kit and Kane. And just in time. Jay pulls us to the front of Kane’s building and he meets me at his door. “Give me your hand,” I order.

	His brows dip and I slide the bracelet on his arm and tighten it a bit. “Protection from the Evil Eye.” I hand him the extra. “For Kit.” I hold up my wrist. “And I have one, too. Compliments of your mother.”

	He smiles and then cups my head and kisses me. “You’re crazy, woman.”

	“A little, right?” 

	“Whatever works right now. Call me.” He backs away, and I slide back into the vehicle. 

	I hand Jay and Enrique their bracelets. “My mother used to make me wear one of these,” Enrique says. “Protection from Mal de Ojo. And that witch, Marilyn.”

	“Yeah, and we all know Jay needs all the help he can get,” I say. 

	Jay grimaces over his shoulder at me, but he doesn’t take off the bracelet. None of us do. I guess we all have a little superstition in us here and there.

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

	I text Murphy while the mechanic checks out the chopper: You’re invited to the wedding.

	He replies with: Then I guess I’m forgiven?

	No, I reply. But you’re still invited. New Year’s Eve in Boston. I’ll make your hotel reservations. More later, I have a killer to catch before I can get married. 

	Next, I text Tic Tac: You’re formally invited to the wedding of the dangerous and scary Kane Mendez and the super badass FBI Agent Lilah Love. New Year’s Eve. Be there or be square. Should you choose to accept this mission, a plane and hotel room will be provided. No plus one. Too many people want to kill the bride and groom to make it safe. Oh, and bodyguards will be provided. 

	The mechanic waves us forward to board.

	Tic Tac replies with: Really? 

	Of course, I answer. More later. Getting on a chopper now.

	I hurry onto the runway and discover that the pilot is now apparently our full-time personal pilot, banked on Kane’s payroll. Talk about taking being more careful seriously. 

	Me, Jay, and Enrique load up and we’re off.

	The trip is under an hour and a half and I sleep. It’s the easiest way to not think about crashing and I need to be fresh when I get on the ground. Not that I have a real plan, but I’m hoping someone gets me a lead by the time I’m on the ground. 

	They don’t.

	We land and I have only one text message. From Kane: In meeting but are you on the ground?

	He’s more rattled by that crash than I think I really realized, and I thought he was pretty rattled. Just landed, I say. I’m safe. Call me when you head to the airport. 

	After that exchange, my phone is silent. I got nothing. Not even a text message. I went from everyone wanting to talk to me to no one wanting to talk to me because they can’t give me what I want. A real clue. 

	Once we’re on the road, Jay connects with the two men watching Marilyn. After a short call, he says, “Roberto said she’s gardening.”

	I snort. “Maybe she’s growing herbs for witch’s brew.”

	 Gardening, my ass, I add silently. She’s so full of shit. I’m not wrong about her. Not even a little wrong. 

	“To the hotel?” Jay asks as we load our bags into yet another SUV. 

	“Yes,” I say. “Let’s drop off our bags and let me connect with everyone I need to connect with.”

	I start making calls, checking in with everyone and anyone, and getting small updates. With Marco, it’s the warrant for a second hotel and details on running down all the names of people who stayed there during any of Rip’s event nights. With Houston, an update of communication with potential victims. With Andrew, it’s the hell of his press conference and a name I can contact at the Boston PD.

	I call Detective Wallace, and he agrees to meet me in the hotel restaurant in an hour. 

	My next call is to Lucas, who is high on caffeine and no sleep and talking so fast about everything at once that it sounds like tongues. I decide I much prefer Tic Tac’s lectures to this. 

	I call Tic Tac and he answers with, “Her parents weren’t married when she was born but they were together, which I know from credit reports I managed to connect. We still have nothing.”

	We disconnect as Jay pulls us up to the hotel, which looks like a castle on the edge of the Boston Harbor. It’s incredible. 

	For a moment, I forget the case and just enjoy every moment of walking into the glamorous lobby with dark brown and tan décor, a grand piano being played in one corner. Once I’m at my room door, I give Jay and Enrique a chance to get settled in their nearby rooms. I enter a stunning two-level Presidential suite, with a glass and steel staircase to the top floor. The living room and dining room are one and there is a glass-encased balcony overlooking the water, which is where we would get married. 

	On the dining table sits what has to be two dozen roses. I walk to them and grab the card. “Finally,” it reads. 

	I don’t have to ask what that means. I finally said yes. We’re finally doing this. The past is finally behind us. Finally sums up everything about right now. 

	I smile and walk out onto the glass-encased balcony and open a sliding glass window and lean out, inhaling the salty ocean air. This is where I will get married. I savor that thought, but my sentimental moment ends quickly by necessity. I shut the glass. This is where I catch a killer so I can marry Kane without said killer looming over our lives. 

	I walk back into the room and call the Boston detective I’m supposed to meet with, and he doesn’t answer. Next, I call Tic Tac. “Text me the address to Marilyn’s old family home. And find out if anyone still lives in the neighborhood that lived there when Marilyn and her family were there.” I disconnect, grab my coat and field bag and exit my room, knocking on Jay’s door. And keep walking to knock on Enrique’s door. Both join me in the hallway. 

	“What’s the plan?” Jay asks. 

	“You go with me. Enrique, I am supposed to meet the Boston PD here in half an hour. Ask him to call me. I’ll meet him wherever in a couple of hours.”

	He blinks. “You want me to talk to the PD?”

	I pat his shoulder. “Just don’t tell him how many people you’ve killed. You probably shouldn’t tell me either.” I shake my badge at him and motion Jay forward. If I don’t find anything in this neighborhood, I’m just going to go see Marilyn.

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

	The Charlestown area of Boston, which is where Marilyn lived for most of her youth, reminds me of portions of New York City with a touch of San Francisco. Clapboard single-family homes and townhouses line narrow, cozy streets with fingers of space between each other, if that much. 

	Marilyn’s old home is a light blue, single-family home. Jay parks in front of it while I dial Tic Tac. “I’m here at Marilyn’s old family home. What do I need to know?” 

	“Marilyn’s home sold three times since she left. No one there will have any idea who she is. There was a real estate investor who came through a few years back and bought everyone out. You’re barking up the wrong tree.” 

	“There’s no one here that was here back then?”

	“No one.”

	“Didn’t her parents run an accounting firm from home?” I ask, trying to remember what I read in the file.

	“Right.”

	“Can you get a client list?”

	“That’s a hard reach, Lilah.”

	“I know but I need you to try. Text me her high school address. I’m going to see if any teachers remember her and try to pin down old friends.” I disconnect and stare at the house. My gut said to come to Marilyn’s old neighborhood. I just have to figure out why. Obviously, this isn’t it. 

	I glance at Jay. “Let’s grab something to eat and give Tic Tac time to dig, but I want to stay in the neighborhood and think a bit about what I’m missing.”

	“I saw a pizza joint a couple blocks back.”

	“I’m sure they have salad. That works.”

	“Since when do you eat salad?”

	“My dress fits perfectly. I don’t have room to spare.”

	“Well. More pizza for me.”

	He pulls us out onto the road and then in a flash we’re parking at the small mom-and-pop-style restaurant. I exit the vehicle and round the hood to meet Jay at the stained glass door that reads “Charlestown’s finest since 1976.” 

	“This place was here when Marilyn was here,” I say. “And what are the odds a teenager walked here and often?”

	“One hundred percent in your favor,” Jay assures me. 

	“I’m feeling good about this.”

	Jay opens the door and I enter the dimly-lit spot and to my right, bingo, a gaming area. I spy an old-school PAC-MAN machine that must be thirty years old. The smell of pizza permeates the air and my stomach growls, unwilling to give a damn about me fitting in my dress. I decide a hotel like that one we’re in will have a gym. I walk to the wooden counter and an older woman with long gray hair and under-cared-for sunbaked skin greets me. “Table for two?”

	“Actually, we want to place an order to go. Do you have a menu?”

	“Of course.” She hands me and Jay a menu and I glance over at him. “Same as usual?”

	“Yes, but I want some of that cheesy bread they have on the menu here, too.”

	“The pizza is cheesy bread,” I argue. 

	The woman laughs. “It’s different. I promise. I’m Marisol, and my husband and I own this place. I can assure you that the cheesy bread is a top seller since the day we opened in 1976. And it comes with my special ranch dip.”

	 “Sold,” Jay says. “Double sold.”

	“All right then,” I say. “A large pepperoni pizza, cheesy bread, a coke, and a diet whatever you have.”

	“Good choice,” she says. “Better to use those calories on the pizza.”

	“Exactly,” I say. “Why do people not get that? And I’m getting married in four weeks. I was going to get a salad, but it smells so good in here.” 

	“Married. Oh my. Here in Boston?”

	“Yes, actually and we’re looking for a weekend getaway here or in Maine.”

	“Oh my. Let me put your order in and then I want to hear about it.”

	“They have PAC-MAN,” Jay says. “Like the old-school PAC-MAN. Do not leave this lobby without me, Lilah. I have to go play.”

	He disappears into the game room. Marisol laughs. “I can’t tell you how many generations have played that machine. And they all love it. Be right back.”

	I look to my left and there is a huge wall of photos, some faded, some new, all of people eating here at the restaurant. I walk to the wall and start searching, looking for Marilyn. I’m still looking when Marisol returns. “That’s our wall of fortune. We call it that because it’s our fortune to have every guest who visits.”

	“That’s amazing,” I say. “I’m glad I stopped in here.”

	“Tell me about your wedding. I know your fiancée likes PAC-MAN.”

	“Jay? No, he’s not my fiancée. He works with me. My fiancée is flying in tonight.” I tell her all about the hotel and the island in Maine.

	“You look familiar,” she says, and bless her and my mother, I’m going to use her fame. And with good reason, I hope.

	“Well, my mother is, was, Laura Love.” 

	She covers her mouth. “Oh my. Honey. Her story was heartbreaking. It was like Diana dying. She was our sweetheart. She played Marilyn Monroe and yet she became our generation’s Marilyn Monroe.”

	“Yes,” I say. “Yes, she was.” 

	“You know I have a customer that has come in since she was a young girl. Her name is Marilyn. I remember she first visited right about the time your mother had just played Marilyn Monroe and made such a splash. That stood out to me.”

	Bingo times one thousand. “You don’t hear of many Marilyn’s. Is she blonde?”

	“Yes, actually. And very pretty.” She walks to the wall and starts hunting for a photo and then taps one. “Here she is.”

	I step forward and eye the photo and sure enough, it’s Marilyn. There are two photos, one of her as a young girl with a young boy. Then her as an adult with an adult man.

	“She’s pretty. Is that her brother?”

	“Might as well be,” she says. “That’s Desmond Morrison. The two of them are great friends. They met here in the neighborhood. He’s a bright young man but had some struggles. He has some illness. It led to him getting into some trouble, but he seems okay now.”

	“Illness?”

	“Oh, that thing Elon Musk has. It’s like autism?”

	“Asperger’s syndrome? It’s a disorder, not an illness.”

	“Yes, yes. Sorry. I misspoke. I’d never offend him. He communicates a bit uncomfortably, but he is sharp as a tack.”

	“Then she found the love of her life?”

	“Oh no. They are like siblings. And he won’t even talk on the phone. They meet here once a month. And believe it or not, they send each other letters. He’s a researcher of some type. I think he invents things. It’s great to see them so close.”

	“And after all these years they still live in the neighborhood?”

	“Oh no. She lives in New York City. He lives in New Hampshire for the tax credits. Drives in every day, I think.”

	Adrenaline surges through me. 

	“Order up!” someone calls. 

	It’s all I can do to calmly walk to the counter and pay for the order, making small talk as I do. A new customer walks in and I have the opportunity to shoot a photo of the two pictures on the wall. I rush to the game room. “Come, Jay. Now.”

	He glances over his shoulder, looks tormented, and then walks away from the game, with the sound of PAC-MAN being eaten filling the air. 

	We step outside and I hand him the food. “Call our men and tell them she’s not really alone at all. Be careful. And tell Enrique to meet up with them now. We’re on our way there, too.” 

	I’m already at the side of the vehicle, punching in the address in the GPS. After which, I text Tic Tac the photos before calling him. He answers with, “Who is he?” obviously looking at the photos.

	“Desmond Morrison. Her longtime friend with Asperger’s syndrome, who is, get this, an inventor of some type. I don’t know where. He won’t use the phone. That’s why there are no call records, but he meets Marilyn here once a month. I think she’s a mama bear to him. And I think Rip and his cohorts made a fool of him and she went off the deep end and took him with her. And I think he’s at her house. We’re an hour out and on our way there now. Get all you can get me. And update Andrew and Chief Houston.” 

	“On it,” he says. “Be careful. I just pulled him up. He’s had four assault charges over the years. He has a hot temper. Almost beat a man to death. More soon.” He hangs up.

	I call the Boston PD and have them coordinate backup with the New Hampshire law enforcement. But I also ask everyone to stand by and stand down for now. When I end that call, I glance at Jay and know something is wrong instantly. 

	“What is it?”

	“They’re not answering, Lilah. Neither of our men answers when I call.”

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

	The pizza is actually amazing.

	The fact that our men still won’t answer is not.

	The fact that with all I have on Marilyn and Desmond I can’t prove they did these crimes in a court of law just plain sucks, but I have a plan and make the calls to set it all in action. All while shoving food in my mouth. 

	I finish a slice with my MacBook in my lap, as Tic Tac and Lucas both load information about Desmond into a shared file with Andrew on speakerphone, waiting on a chopper home from New York City. 

	“Tell me about him,” he says. 

	“Desmond’s parents are both dead. Causes appear natural. He has no siblings. He’s brilliant, literally. He has a genius IQ. He’s worked in development for several big pharma companies and most recently worked for Danson Defense Contractors. He sees a psychologist on a regular basis, which I know because Lucas hacked his employee records. He himself provided them that information to support his claim of being disabled and in need of accommodations. All employers did, in fact, make accommodations for his conditions, but Desmond doesn’t just have Asperger’s. Asperger’s is not his problem at all. In fact, from what I see, it’s the source of his brilliance and success. But he’s bipolar. And it appears he tends to refuse his meds. He feels they affect his creativity. And when he goes manic, he gets violent.”

	“Damn,” Andrew says. “I have a buddy who is bipolar. The meds make a difference, but I guess we can’t know what it’s like to have Asperger’s and be bipolar.”

	“There are plenty of people with afflictions that they turn into assets,” I say. “I don’t believe these things make him a killer. Or violent. There are other factors. How he was raised. Genetics.”

	“Says my sister, the profiler.”

	“I don’t like these kinds of cases,” I say. “I just don’t believe in blaming a crime on a condition. That’s stigmatizing other people with that condition.”

	“Then you don’t believe in a lesser sentence for mental health issues?”

	“Not necessarily. Mental health is a universal consideration in all individuals.” I read a few more lines. “He beat an old lady half to death. He’s volatile. And our men aren’t answering the phone.” I glance at Jay. “Anything?”

	He shakes his head and worry knots in my belly. I go back to the files. “He made some hefty bonuses over the years, but just never managed to hold a job. He was let go from Danson because he was assigned to a government contract job and his security was declined. He hasn’t worked since. That was nine months ago.”

	“Maybe that’s when Marilyn got him involved with Rip.”

	“He ran through his savings. And that’s not a question. Lucas has a note here about that. And there are cash withdrawals that match the times Ann gave money to her parents. I need to go, Andrew. I need to focus.”

	“Lilah, I don’t think you have enough to make a case against these two. Not yet.” 

	“My two men are missing. I might soon,” I say. “Gotta go.” I hang up.

	We disconnect and I glance at the sky, heavy clouds rolling in just as dusk begins to settle. “How did it get this late?” I ask. 

	My cellphone rings with Tic Tac’s number and considering he’s tracking our men’s phones, I quickly answer on speaker. “The phones are on her property, and I mean solidly on the property. It looks like they’re by a pond. 

	“Fuck,” I murmur. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. We’re almost there.”

	“Marilyn’s phone is still on the premises, but she could have left it behind. However, I used satellite, and her car and one other appear to be there.” 

	“One-mile warning,” Jay says, pulling into a restaurant where Enrique and the New Hampshire PD are meeting us. 

	“I need to focus, Tic Tac.”

	I disconnect and Enrique pulls in beside us. The three of us get out of the car, me with my MacBook in hand, and form a circle at the hood of the vehicle. I pull up the satellite map to the property Tic Tac sent me and outline a plan. 

	When two unmarked police vehicles arrive, unmarked per my request, I meet with Detective Adams alone, without Jay or Enrique. “Did you bring what I need?”

	“I did,” he says, handing me a long-distance walkie-talkie. “It’s good for sixty-five miles. We’ll set-up about a mile out from the property. And,” he reaches into a bag at his side, and hands me a small recording device, “this won’t feed to us. I didn’t have the right equipment to get you wired. We’re a bigger city for New Hampshire, but we’re still small.”

	“This works. I’ll SOS on the walkie-talkie when I have the confessions recorded or if I need help.”

	“Yes, ma’am, Agent Love. Happy to help. God be with you.” He motions to my bracelet. “And a little luck.”

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

	I let Jay and Enrique off a short distance from the cottage and I drive straight up the drive to park. The cottage is blue like her old family home. I wonder if that was her grandmother's doing or her own. I shrug out of my coat, more concerned about ease of movement than I am about the weather. But my bag is at my hip, a gun inside. A knife in my waistband. We all know that’s my weapon of choice. 

	Unease burns in my belly as I exit the vehicle and walk toward the house, intending to tell Marilyn I was worried about her and wanted to check on her. I step on the porch as a plank squeaks, a wind chime clamoring about with a gust of the wind, the taste of rain in the air. I ring the bell but no one comes. 

	I peek in the windows and see no movement. I rotate and scan the grounds, spying the pond, a hanging swing that seems to be swaying unnaturally even in this wind. Someone is calling me. 

	I grab my phone and call Jay. “I’m going out to the pond. Clear the house then back me up. Tell Enrique to take the far side of the pond.”

	“Be careful.”

	I don’t answer him. I disconnect and slide my phone inside my waistband next to my knife for ease of reach. The shadows hover but the sun has not fully set, thank fuck, but the damn the wind pushes against me as I refuse its warning. If our men are alive now, they won’t be later. I keep moving forward, but a gut feeling has me palming my knife and sliding it up one sleeve. The other hand holds my Ruger. Thick trees surround the pond. I don’t like it. 

	“Help!” I hear Marilyn’s familiar voice, nearby, too nearby. 

	Behind me, there’s a gunshot. I back up and some instinct has me turn as someone runs toward me. My blade is out instantly and the minute he’s in front of me, I drive it in his belly. Desmond. It’s Desmond. He tugs the blade from his gut and tosses it. I aim my gun at him. “FBI. Down on your knees. Hands behind your head.” Someone hits me from behind. I stumble and suddenly I’m being sprayed with mace. Thanks to the wind, it misses my eyes and mouth, but holy hell they burn anyway and my cheek is on fire. 

	I’m thrown to my back and Desmond grabs my arms. Marilyn straddles me. “Bitch,” Marilyn says. “You are a bitch. And now you get to die just like the rest of them. You taunted us.”

	 Desmond starts to tie my hands. At least one of my men has to be down. I heard the shot. “We didn’t even know Rip.”

	“You were invited to Emma’s wedding. That’s how I know you were the real deal. They didn’t just throw Kane’s name around. You were friends with Emma.”

	“Everyone wants Kane at their events. They’re scared of him, but they’re obsessed with him. We didn’t know them.”

	“Liar,” she screams and slaps the fuck out of me, the burn right on top of that damn mace that I pray to God she doesn’t use again or I’m finished. That is unless the wind blasts her and Desmond at the same time. But bottom line, my hands are now roped. I have no knife. I have no gun I can get to. I have only my legs and my teeth. And I’ll use both. 

	“He didn’t deserve to be treated like that. He has Asperger’s. I just asked that you people give him a fair chance. What is it? He wouldn’t fuck you and Kane, so that was it? He was out?” 

	She slaps me again and again and then she leans in at my ear. “He created the perfect weapon. We leave for China tomorrow. Rip didn’t want it. Kane didn’t want it. But they want it. But you get it first.” She leans back, holds up what looks like an Advil, and smiles. “Say bye-bye.”

	She maces me again, and this time she gets one of my eyes. She’s a horrible shot but it’s good enough. It burns and the burn is intense. I open my mouth with a gasp. She sticks the damn pill in. Desmond grabs my head to tilt it backward. There’s a gunshot and he falls backward. Somehow, I’ve shoved the pill into the side of my cheek but I can’t hold it long. My eyes. My throat. Marilyn moves, and I catch her legs with mine, roll with her, and then I’m on top, and at least for the moment, I’ve pinned one of her arms under her back and the other with my shoulder. With my hands tied, that won’t last long. And I still have the pill in my mouth and I need it gone. Now. I need it gone now. But it’s stuck to the side of my cheek. And this bitch won’t stop squirming. She’s going to make me swallow the damn thing. And even if I do spit it out, my hands are tied. I have no weapon. Right now, I can barely see and I don’t even know if I have help. That gunshot could have been meant for me. 

	Actually, I realize, I do have a weapon, but just one shot to use it. 

	But it’s my only chance of surviving. 

	I lean down and press my mouth to Marilyn’s, and puff hard over and over until the pill dislodges and flies into her mouth. She gasps in shock and sucks it down her throat. Her throat rips open a moment later. Two birds, one stone. The pill is gone. She’s dead. I roll off of her, preparing to keep rolling for cover, only to hear Kane say, “Lilah. Lilah.”

	I blink through the burn to find a hazy Kane kneeling over me and I don’t know how he has water, but he starts flushing my eyes. When the pain eases enough to be bearable, I sit up, he unties me, and I catch the ground with my free hands—trying to gain my equilibrium and to put everything that just happened together. “You shot Desmond and saved me again, didn’t you?”

	“The bastard didn’t want to die. He came at me after I shot him. But he’s down now. And you’re alive. I told you, you’re not getting out of the wedding this time.”

	I laugh and glance over at Marilyn, my vision getting clearer by the moment. Kane does the same. “Now you can say you kissed a girl and liked it.” 

	“That was my kind of bad joke.”

	“You’re rubbing off on me.”

	“I didn’t use a knife this time. Well, I tried and failed. But you don’t have to bury the body. My hands were tied and she was trying to kill me. Had I rolled off of her, I’d probably be dead right now.”

	It’s only then that the sirens even register and I jolt with awareness. “There was a gunshot. Oh God. Jay and Enrique.” I pop to a squatting position and Kane, still squatting as well, catches my arm. “Jay was shot.”

	My heart races. “Please tell me he’s not dead.”

	“It’s bad. I called an ambulance and Enrique and Kit were trying to stop the bleeding when I came after you.”

	“Who shot him?”

	“We’re not sure. He’s in custody, though, so we'll know soon enough.”

	My world spins and I stand up, launching into a full run toward the house. I get there as they wheel Jay to the ambulance. 

	“How is he?” I demand of the EMS techs.

	“He needs blood. Now.”

	“That’s all they say before they shut the doors.”

	Me, Kane, Enrique, and Kit staring after it. 

	“Where are the other men?” I ask.

	“Dead,” Kane replies. “Desmond killed them.”

	And before this is over, Jay may be dead, too.

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

	“That damn red bracelet doesn’t work worth a shit,” I say standing at the back of the SUV with Kane as I pull off my mace-covered shirt and pull on one of Kane’s T-shirts. It hangs to my knees. A really great look with my high-heeled boots, but I don’t care. I just want to get to the hospital.

	“He’s alive.”

	“He’s fired. He’s not doing this anymore. Anyone this unlucky needs to do something else.”

	 When we finally get to the ER, Jay is in surgery. Per the doctor, the bullet went into his chest but missed his heart. He has a good chance of surviving. 

	For the next hour, me, Kane, and the crew talk with local law enforcement, give statements, and coordinate with Andrew and Houston. It’s over. Let’s just hope it’s not over for Jay.

	Three hours later, we get word that he’s in recovery and he’s going to be okay. The lot of us stay at the hospital until he wakes up. When he does, I’m there. “Damn you, Jay. Stop trying to die on me.”

	“I’m okay. And you’re okay. We’re all okay.”

	“Do you have a number for your girlfriend?” I ask. “Can we call her? Maybe you need to retire and go drink tea with her on some tropical island. I’ll pay you if you will.”

	“We broke up,” he whispers. grimacing. “It was never going to work. I need this life. And hey, that bracelet worked. Missed my heart.”

	“Fool,” I whisper.

	“Bitch,” he whispers right back, and then shuts his eyes, and falls asleep.

	***

	For the next week, me, Kane, Kit, and Enrique stay with Jay around the clock. News slowly trickles in about Marilyn and Desmond. Turns out the man who shot Jay was the groundskeeper, Charlie Henry, a man who’d known Marilyn since she was a child, and believed Kane’s men were intruders. Or so he said. It wasn’t long until he confessed to being more involved and helping Marilyn and Desmond for a retirement payday. Charlie’s a widower, and his wife owned a chocolate shop. He made the chocolates, but he had no idea what they were used for. Desmond did the dirty work of inserting the weapon that killed Rip. Charlie did a lot of talking, but the bulk of the information about the grand scheme of things came from Desmond’s apartment. He didn’t just have a lab. He kept journals that CSI tells me included long rambling notes about all the people he wanted to pay for their sins against him. But until they finish processing them as evidence, I won’t get a look.

	By week two, Jay’s up and moving around and doing well. Kane and I finally really take a moment for ourselves in the Boston hotel and decide it really is perfect for the wedding. We apply and receive yet another marriage license. We also make last-minute plans for the wedding and the guest hotel rooms that should have been made months ago. And then we take a short chopper ride out to Cranberry Island, where the waters are clear and beautiful and life is secluded but not far from a mainland. 

	 The house is more a mansion with its own chopper landing pad, a pool, a full gym, and enough square footage for five families. But then, the men who work with us are family. It’s perfect. And it’s furnished. We can slowly redecorate our way.

	We keep the hotel in Boston for the wedding, with a cake and flowers already planned. The island will be our escape after the wedding. A honeymoon, before a real honeymoon in Paris, we decide. Once the house is a sure thing, and Jay is released, we all head home to the Hamptons. Andrew is at the airport waiting on us and he hugs the hell out of me. And then he turns to Kane.

	“You saved her again.”

	“I’ll tell you what I told her. She isn’t getting out of marrying me this time.”

	Andrew doesn’t laugh. He shakes Kane’s hand and thanks him. 

	I guess my brother loves me. And good news, that bitch of a girlfriend of his doesn’t seem to be around anymore. I haven’t asked, though. I don’t want to know if she is right now.

	On Christmas Eve, Kit, Enrique, and even a stiff, barely-mobile Jay joins us. Andrew, too, and when I find out Lucas is alone, Kane crumbles and lets me invite him. And the whole big lot of us end up in the kitchen cooking. Seems everyone is a little gun shy when it comes to catering in food right now.

	When it comes to gifts, Kane gives everyone but Lucas Rolex watches, even Andrew. And while that might not seem personal to most, each was engraved with the word, Familia, family in Spanish. Andrew stares at the words and then his eyes meet mine. I smile and he raises the watch toward Kane with a lift of his chin, as if he’s saying. Yes. Familia. 

	“What about me?” Lucas says, admiring Andrew’s watch.

	“I let you live this year,” Kane replies. “Next year isn’t guaranteed.”

	“Merry Christmas, then,” Lucas says, downing the whiskey in his glass.

	The room fills with laughter.

	As for each other—Kane and I already have our gifts. Right before going to the island, we went and bought our wedding bands. That’s all either of us wanted this year.

	***

	It’s the day after Christmas and I manage to get inside the CSI lab to study Desmond’s journal. For hours, I sit at a table in a room with concrete walls and just read. He was a sick man, with multiple personalities. One minute he’d praise a particular person. The next, he’d say horrible things about them that didn’t even feel like the same person was writing the words. Turns out, Desmond killed Ann, because Marilyn thought it was for the best, that Ann was a liability but Desmond had those multiple personalities. One of them had a crush on Ann and wanted to save her. But ultimately, he did what Marilyn wanted and killed her. Obviously, I was right when I thought Marilyn was stalking Ann’s phone and her parents’ house to ensure she was really dead. The groundskeeper was next. That man dodged death. 

	Oh, and he was JJ/Jamie, a code name he took playing Banking the Billionaire. It was all part of the sex games he played with Emma, Naomi, and Rip to try to win the funding for his project. That project being Desmond Defense, the company that created, in Desmond’s own words, the perfect weapon—combat and battle-ready. 

	One particular passage in the journal gets my attention:

	Emma says she’s leaving that cult of assholes for this new man of hers. And yet, she can’t get enough of using her engagement as a role play sex game with me. He goes out of town and we meet, drink wine, and fuck, all while she wears her dress. Well, she starts out in the dress. She promised to find me the money I need for my company launch, but all she wants to do is fuck. That’s what she did to the others. Marilyn said so. Marilyn told me all about it. She recorded Rip, Emma, and Naomi mocking me. I was losing my mind over it, but she knew exactly how to end them. Emma, she said, would be an easy target. She always pops Advil before she drinks. One more time for the history books, was about a win on the Banking the Billionaire Game, but it became a sex thing, too. Fucking so damn good we deserved to be in the history books. So I convinced her we’d fuck one last time—one last time for the history books. I knew she’d expect to drink. And I knew she’d take Advil. 

	It’s just one of the many ways the journal makes it clear Marilyn controlled Desmond. He was intelligent, but she was conniving. Her real motive is hard to pinpoint, but it seems to have been both personal and financial and when her little circle of peers attacked Desmond and the defense company, they didn’t stand a chance. 

	And more on Ann. She really was a patsy. Poor girl had no idea what she was involved in. She thought it was all an acting job. I dig for an answer as to how Naomi ended up broke, a question that got lost in everything else, but I can’t find it. There is very little on her murder, either. Which is rather curious.

	Eventually, I leave the CSI lab certain that we’ll find out more about Desmond as we dig deeper. I’m not sure this was his first time to kill. And we have a team working to take down Banking the Billionaire. It will be a battle, but one Murphy seems committed to winning. 

	But no matter what I know about Marilyn, she will always be a hypothetical for me and all of us. We’ll never really get into her head. And while people who knew her can’t believe she was part of this at first, I knew. I recognized the killer in her eyes. 

	 


CHAPTER FIFTY

	New Year’s Eve comes quickly and yet, so very slowly. 

	It took years to arrive, if you consider how long Kane and I have been trying to get to the moment of I do. Everyone I love is here, all in tuxedos. A photographer frets over a million photos and my nerves are all over the place. Tic Tac is adorable with a red tie. A five-foot-five rebel of a man, that one. And Murphy hugs me and whispers, “You look like your mother. Glad to see you embracing that part of you.”

	I want to punch him because he makes me want to cry.

	Bastard. 

	“And the cakes look good,” he says. 

	He’s right. They do. There are two cakes, white and chocolate, and flowers around the room. Lilies because my mother loved them. And roses because Kane’s mother loved them. Everything is perfect. Except my mother and Kane’s mother not being here. I don’t miss my father. At all. 

	And then finally, on a perfect clear evening, as the sun sets behind us, on the glass encased balcony of our hotel room, I join Kane in front of the preacher. His eyes light on me, in my dress, and he captures my hand and leans in close and says, “So damn beautiful.”

	And he is so damn handsome in his tuxedo.

	God, I love this man.

	We face forward and stand side by side in front of a preacher, with those we call family around us. We choose not to say vows in front of other people. What we are and who we are is for us and us alone. But we do say one identical sentence to each other. 

	“Live together, die together,” I say.

	“Live together, die together,” he says.

	And then we say “I do” and the preacher pronounces us husband and wife. 

	We kiss and Kane whispers in my ear, “Finally.”

	And this time, I say, “Finally,” as well.

	***

	An hour later, we’ve taken more photos, eaten cake, and everyone is drinking champagne and enjoying themselves. And there are gifts, lots of silly gifts. Andrew hands us his gift. 

	“Is it a blender?”

	“No,” he says, waving that off.

	“It’s a blender,” I tell Kane.

	“Okay, it’s a damn blender,” Andrew says, “But Mom said, when they have everything, give them a blender.”

	I laugh and tell Kane, “She did say that.”

	“There’s this, too,” Andrew says, offering us another box. “That was at the station. The tag got knocked off. I think it’s from one of the guys. I hope you can figure it out after you open it.”

	An uneasy feeling settles in my belly and that same energy crackles off Kane. He takes the box and opens it, lifting the lid. Inside is a note. A familiar kind of note. A note from Junior that reads:

	Ding dong, the queen is born. The queen is born. Ding dong, the queen is born, the queen is dead. 

	THE END
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	Fear not, the next Lilah Love book, HAPPY DEATH DAY is up for pre-order now! To learn more visit: https://www.lisareneejonesthrillers.com/the-lilah-love-series.html 

	 


    THE NECKLACE TRILOGY
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    In the vein of her Inside Out series, New York Times Bestselling Author Lisa Renee Jones returns with the dark, seductive world of the Necklace Trilogy...

    Allison Wright is delivered a package meant for a different Allison—a unique, expensive necklace. Determined to right the confusion, she seeks out the proper recipient, a journey that takes her to the doorstep of Tyler Hawk, a good looking, recluse billionaire who deals with fine collectibles such as the necklace. She also learns that Allison, his employee, quit her job registering and restoring his vast assortment of collectibles. Ironically, Allison is the daughter of a rather famous archeologist who is also employed by a local museum, and her love of such things has her jumping at the opportunity. Soon she is spending her evening and weekends immersed in the job the other Allison left behind.

    As Allison begins diving into the job for Tyler, secrets about the other Allison begin to surface that have her concerned for her safety. And as she starts hunting for answers, her path crosses with the enigmatic famous author who has a business endeavor with her boss. Dash Black is a man who is dark and edgy, intense and yet quiet. Funny and yet somehow reserved. He draws her in, sets her pulse racing, and her body on fire. She knows there's a dangerous edge to him, but she can't seem to care. She's addicted to everything he is and she simply can't turn away, no matter what the cost. As Allison is drawn into the life and mystery of the other Allison, a mystery demands answers and passion burns hot. Allison will travel a path that leads to shocking truths and a side of herself she never knew existed.

    LEARN MORE HERE:

    https://www.lisareneejones.com/necklace-trilogy.html
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