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      It wasn’t long ago that on a day like today, Ashley Medearis would have been dodging taxis, buses, and throngs of people as she made her way through the busy streets of Manhattan. She would have popped into her favorite coffee house for a cup of joe to go, then to a nearby street vendor for a churro before reporting into work. She would have held her breath as she passed alleyways reeking of urine, sidestepped garbage, and double-checked for her wallet after being bumped into. Sirens, honking horns, and chatter would have filled the air.

      But it felt like an eternity. That was all before her life got turned upside down. Before she’d taken a left when she should have taken a right.

      Before she’d died.

      For four long minutes, her heart had stopped. Not long enough to cause brain damage. At least, that’s what the doctors said. Ashley didn’t know if she agreed with them. How else could she explain the oddities? The people no one else saw? The voices no one else heard?

      Either she had brain damage, or she’d gone crazy in those four long minutes.

      Neither was a good option for a cop.

      So, she’d taken leave, intending to give herself time to heal. For the figments of her imagination to disappear. But for someone used to being on the go, sitting around binge-watching one show after another lost its appeal quickly. She’d needed a change of scenery, both physically and mentally, which is how she ended up in Camden Point, Connecticut. Population just under ten thousand. That was like one neighborhood in the city. It was sheer luck she landed a job as a receptionist at a private investigation firm.

      Or maybe it was fate.

      If someone had asked her six months ago if she believed in stuff like ghosts, karma, and destiny, she would have said no. Now? She still wasn’t sure, but she knew she was exactly where she needed to be.

      As she strolled down this Park Ave., she didn’t have to worry about crazy traffic or crushes of pedestrians. There were no smelly alleys, and pickpockets were the last thing on her mind. Instead, she focused on the email she’d received earlier that morning from her police lieutenant asking her when she was returning to the force.

      It was a valid question. One that she had no clue how to answer.

      Just as she reached the door of LexaKat PI Services, she heard a familiar voice call out to her. Ashley turned to see Devin Blackwell, a local and internationally known artist and friend, heading her way. The two had met through her new boss, Kat, when Ash first came to town.

      Devin wore a cute summer dress, topped with a sassy denim jacket and strappy sandals. It wasn’t really sandal weather yet, in Ashley’s mind, hence her own outfit of jeans, a sweater, and boots. But Devin didn’t let something as minor as the weather dictate her choices. Today Devin’s hair was black as midnight, although it could change on a whim.

      She reached out to hug Ashley, causing her to play a balancing game with the three cups of coffee and the box from Elsie’s Diner.

      “I’m glad I caught you. Tomorrow night. My place. Girls’ Night. Dinner, drinks, and shenanigans.”

      Ashley wasn’t sure if she was being ordered to show or merely invited. “I don’t know if I can make it.”

      “Of course you can. Lexie and Kat will be there, as well as Shay McNamara and Kadie Kennedy. Maybe a few others. It’ll be fun. What else would you be doing?” Devin asked.

      “Work?”

      “I already talked to Lexie and Kat. They said you guys aren’t working on any high-priority cases. Unless by work, you mean something else. Maybe something to do with the new yummy police detective?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Ash glanced across the town square toward the local police department. She didn’t want to think about Nate Daines and his sexy, sad smile. Or the fact that she missed him. But she had no one to blame but herself and she couldn’t even talk about it with her friend because she’d kept the whole thing a secret. And now it was over, so what was the point?

      “Fine, but you can only live in denial for so long.” Devin released a dramatic sigh that was in sync with her artistic soul. “Tell me you’ll come tomorrow.”

      Ash looked down at her cooling coffee. A part of her wanted to say yes. She hadn’t come to Camden Point to make friends and sink roots, but it was hard not to with someone like Devin, someone who was welcoming, engaging, and fun. Not that Lexi and Kat hadn’t attempted to include her. Ashley had come to Camden Point for a purpose, a mission, one that she hadn’t fulfilled yet.

      After a moment or two, Ash shrugged. “Sure, I’ll be there. How about I bring dessert? Say, berry tiramisu?”

      “Yes! Oh, my god, yes. That sounds delicious.” Devin hugged her and backed away. “Okay, got to run. My manager wants to talk about setting up a new show for me in Paris.”

      As Ash reached for the office door handle, her phone buzzed. Why does everyone want to talk to me when all I want to do is drink my coffee while it’s still hot?

      She balanced the coffees and her morning muffin on top of the bakery box, then dug her phone out of her back pocket with her free hand.

      “Mom.” Ashley looked longingly at her coffee, knowing there was no chance she’d enjoy it hot now. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Can’t I call my baby girl without something being wrong?”

      Ashley grimaced. “Sorry, you just don’t normally call during work.”

      “I meant to call earlier, but your dad had a doctor’s appointment.”

      “Is everything okay?” Her gut clenched at the thought. She’d known for years that Ric wasn’t her bio dad. Her mom had let that tidbit slip one day during a trying teenage moment. But it didn’t mean Ashley loved Ricardo Medearis, the man who legally made her his daughter and loved her with everything he had, any less than she had before.

      “He needs to eat better and exercise. His cholesterol is too high. He’s borderline diabetic.”

      “Good luck getting him to do either. He loves his ice cream too much.” Ashley glanced down at her box of muffins. Totally the pot calling out the kettle. Ashley considered herself a strange mix of nature vs. nurture. She had a lot of Ric in her, and apparently, a lot of her bio dad. Like all the bad parts. “He’s going to be okay, Mom. I know you’re worried, but Dad loves you too much not to listen to the doctor.”

      “I hope so.” A soft sniffle tugged at Ashley’s heart. When she was fifteen, her mom had confessed everything. How she’d loved another man, had planned a life with him, but before she could share her joyful news, he’d disappeared. She’d met Ric Medearis shortly after. Her mom loved Ric. Ashley was sure of that, but it was clear that Eve Quilling had never forgotten her first love.

      “Is something else going on, Mom?”

      “I miss you.”

      “You know, it’s only a two-hour drive. You and Dad should come up for a weekend. My place is right on the beach. Walking on the sand is great exercise.”

      “I’ll talk to your dad, see if he can get some time away. Have you made any progress in your quest?” It was the first time her mom had asked about the search. Ashley understood that for her, there was no happy ending. Ashley’s biological dad had walked away from the woman he supposedly loved. Or he was dead.

      “Not yet. We might never know what happened to him, Mom.”

      “I know. Honestly, I’m not sure if I want to know or not.”

      “Understandable. But I hope you understand I need to try to find him, or at the very least, what happened.”

      Ashley didn’t know why she had this obsession with finding her biological father. Ric was a great dad. He’d walked the floor at night with Ashley as a baby. He’d taught her how to ride a bike, helped her with her homework, and terrorized her first boyfriend. He’d been there at her high school graduation, then her graduation from boot camp, and his was the first face she’d seen in the hospital after being shot. Ashley could rely on him, no matter what. So why was she chasing a ghost of a man who might have walked away from his family?

      It was a good question. And she only had one honest answer…

      Because what if he hadn’t left on his own?

      After high school, Ashley joined the Navy to give her some direction and steer her away from a path better not explored. She’d seen what happened to her best friend, witnessed the arrest, and knew Chrissy was still in prison thirteen years later. The military gave Ashley a start in police work, but her drive to find her father led to the NYPD. Luck landed her in the missing persons division. She planned to use all of her training, experience, and skills to bring some peace to her mom—and herself.

      Her mom had stayed quiet for a few moments, probably processing the idea of what would happen when Ashley succeeded. “I get it, baby. I just don’t know if I’m ready to face the past. Whatever that may be.”

      “I know.”

      “How’s the new job going?” Her mom’s sudden switch of topics didn’t surprise Ashley. Eveline Medearis didn’t sweat the small stuff or things out of her hands. She tackled the problems she could handle and left the rest up to fate. Ashley could learn a thing or two from her mom. Maybe then she wouldn’t still be single.

      “Good. Kind of quiet right now, but that’s not a bad thing.”

      “And you, are you still having daily headaches?”

      Ashley hadn’t been having headaches, but it was an easier explanation than telling her family she saw and heard people that no one else did.

      “Feeling great. I ran five miles this morning, but I should get to work before my bosses think I skipped out or something.” Ashley cradled the phone between her ear and shoulder, grabbed the office door, then hooked it with her foot. At least this way, Lexie and Kat would know she was there.

      “Ashley?” Her mom hesitated, then said, “When are you coming home?”

      Before she could answer, Ashley’s gaze landed on a man sitting in front of Lexie. He propped his feet on the edge of the desk. But that wasn’t what caused her to almost drop her load. It was the fact that she could see Lexie... through him.

      She stood there, rooted to the spot. She sort of remembered her mom on the phone and promised to call back soon as she took in the scene before her. Kat was on the phone, and Lexie was working on her computer. Neither seemed to pay any attention to their visitor or her, which gave Ashley time to study the man. Dark hair with gray threaded throughout. Casually dressed in jeans and a Yankees jersey. At least he had good taste in teams. Olive skin, early to mid-forties. While neither woman looked her way, the man seemed to notice the minute she entered the room. Even with his hands clasped behind his head, she could see the sudden tightness in his shoulders, the slight shift of his head. He reminded her of an animal about to bolt.

      Kat hung up the phone. She held out her hands. “Coffee. Finally. We really need to get a new coffeemaker.”

      Ashley stared at the man. He’d turned around, watching her, not saying a word. He had dark chocolate-brown eyes, heavy brows, and as he smiled, something familiar tugged at her brain.

      “Is everything okay?” Lexie sat back in her leather chair. She trained her gaze on Ashley, but for the briefest of moments, it had flicked toward the man. Still, neither of her bosses said anything about him. Nor did they introduce him like they usually would with a client.

      “Uh, sorry. The coffee is probably cold by now. I ran into Devin.”

      Kat plucked a to-go cup from Ash’s drink tray and headed toward the back room. “Oh, yeah. Did she tell you about Girls’ Night at her place?”

      “She did.” Ash handed Lexie a cup and then sat the box of muffins on Kat’s desk. It would drive the woman nuts, but Ash wasn’t feeling too steady at the moment. She was looking at a ghost.

      At first, she’d thought her eyes, or the light, had played a trick on her. But nope. She could see the chair through the man. Maybe Lexie and Kat didn’t know they were being haunted. But why was she seeing him?

      A gift she brought back from the other side.

      Or brain damage.

      “You’re going, right?” Lexie asked.

      “Going?” Her mind blanked as she stared at the man smirking at her. “Oh, to Devin’s? Yeah, I told her I’d bring dessert. So, what’s on the agenda today?”

      If the other two women couldn’t see their guest, there was no way Ashley was going to mention they had a dead guy in the office.

      Just ignore him, and he’ll go away.

      “Nothing exciting,” Lexie said.

      The man disappeared in the blink of an eye, only to reappear in the hallway. Her gaze pinged his way, then back to her boss.

      “Aw, man. Lexie, you know you just jinxed us.” Kat sat down at her desk with her reheated coffee. “Last time you complained about our cases, Holly and Alan’s house got robbed, and look how things went from there.”

      Lexie rolled her eyes at her best friend and grinned. “Yeah, I got engaged.”

      “Not what I meant,” Kat replied. She picked up a file and handed it to Ashley. “We’ve got some background checks to do. Want to go interview some people for me?”

      “Sure. Work’s work.” They’d hired her as a receptionist, but that changed to an investigator on the second day.

      The man disappeared and reappeared again, this time across the room, where Ashley couldn’t steal a glance without being obvious. It was like he was testing her. She opened the folder as she sat in the chair on the pretense of studying the assignment. In reality, she was watching the man. He slipped behind Lexie’s desk, whispered something in her ear, all the time watching Ash. Lexie didn’t acknowledge him.

      Or did she?

      For a brief second, her hands had stilled over her keyboard.

      Was her boss thinking? Or had she heard the ghost? Kat focused on her coffee. Actually, the woman sat at her desk, eyes closed, and inhaled the rich aroma. Kat had three loves: her husband, Shawn, chocolate cream pie, and coffee.

      The ghost hadn’t taken his eyes off Ash. His presence explained a lot of the odd feelings she’d had since coming to work for LexaKat. Like why she was constantly freezing in the office. Then again, she’d experienced that same feeling of being watched, cold chills, and the continual urge to look around her in many places since coming to Camden Point.

      Which made her ask.

      Was the whole town haunted? Or was this guy haunting her?
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        * * *

      

       

      Vinnie rounded on the other two the minute the door closed behind Ashley. “Did youz two see that?”

      “See what?” Kat asked, still sipping her coffee.

      “Did I see you screwing with Ashley?” Lexie’s voice cut straight through him, or would have if he’d been corporeal. “Yes, and we’ve told you a hundred times. Let her be. We can’t afford for you to chase her off. She’s manning the office next week while Kat and I go away with the guys.”

      “I wasn’t messing with her.” Vinnie paced back and forth.

      “Vin.” Lexie grabbed her cup and headed toward the back room. “You were popping all over the office and giving her the stink eye. Ashley might not have seen you, but I did. It was distracting, and I have to finish up these reports today.”

      “That’s just it.” Vinnie dropped into the vacated leather chair and swiveled around toward his girls. “She saw me.”

      “What?” they both said together.

      “We made eye contact.”

      Kat laughed. “That sounds like something out of a romance movie. You better stick with Marilyn.” She referred to Vinnie’s girlfriend, whom he’d been dating since last fall. They’d met during a case that had almost cost Kat her life. Vinnie shuddered at the reminder. One dead woman in his life was enough, and if he could, he’d die all over again to save either Lexie or Kat. Thank goodness it hadn’t come to that.

      Dying sucked. And it hurt like a motherfu⁠—

      “I’m being serious here. Ashley looked me dead in the eye. She was watching youz two to see if you would react to me. I think she was testing you.”

      Lexie leaned against the doorframe. “Do you think she’s seen you before now?”

      “I don’t think so. If she has, she hid it well.”

      “You’ve thought she was hiding something since she first arrived.” Kat took a sip of her coffee, brows drawn down tight. “Do you think that’s what she’s been hiding all along?”

      “I don’t know, but I know how to find out.”

      “Vinnie.” Lexie’s voice, irritated and sharp, grabbed his attention. “Do not chase our only employee away. I’ve been looking forward to this trip for weeks.”

      “Hey, she ain’t your only employee. What am I, chopped liver? You’re killing me, kid.”

      “You can’t answer the phone, Vin.” Kat fought the smirk. “Just give it a rest. If I were Ashley and saw a ghost at work, I wouldn’t say anything either. People would think I’m crazy.”

      “You two can see me.”

      “Yeah, but she doesn’t know that, Vinnie.” Lexie shooed him out of her chair. “Please tell me you’re going to leave her alone.”

      He had no plans to leave Ashley Medearis, if that was even her real name, alone. The woman saw him. She didn’t freak out like others had done before. It was like she was used to seeing dead people. Who sees dead people except for that little kid in the movie? Other than his girls. They were different. Lexie and Kat had been best friends their whole lives. They were born at the same hospital, just minutes apart, which happened to be right about when Vinnie departed the plane of the living for the land of the dead. For whatever reason, his soul instantly attached to the two of them. He hadn’t been told the reason behind his assignment to watch over Lexie and Kat. It wasn’t like death came with a user’s manual.

      It was probably redemption. He’d admit it. He hadn’t been the best person in life. Hadn’t been the worst either. But ratting out the mob family had cost him his life and his honor. The girls, watching out for them, was like his second chance at a place upstairs.

      He didn’t know what Ashley’s game was about. She was supposed to be a cop on sabbatical. Wasn’t that for old people? She had to be like twenty-nine or thirty, tops. She’d never given a reason when she interviewed for the job. Seemed odd. Like someone hiding a dirty secret. And he planned to uncover it.

      Hey, I can play the nice guy. Did it a thousand times before.

      Vinnie shrugged. Ashley meant nothing to him. She was just like any other mystery. “Fuggedaboutit.”
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        * * *

      

       

      Detective Nate Daines hated starting over. Unless it was a fresh case. As he completed yet another form—this one for his 401(k)—he reminded himself that he’d accepted the job with the Camden Point Police Department. He could have stayed at his former place in a neighboring town. No one forced the move on him. But budget cuts meant less time, fewer people, and more work. It was also a hot-bed of temptation for dirty cops. Camden Point had the money. It also had less crime. He’d see if it had less corruption.

      His twenty-one-year-old self would have sneered and called him old. Daines liked to think it wasn’t a matter of aging, so much as getting wiser. After all, thirty-five wasn’t one step away from a nursing home. Although there were days he saw things, heard things that made retirement look inviting.

      But not this week. His first week on the job with CPPD was all paperwork and sipping coffee. Not even crap coffee. Nothing but the best for Camden Point’s finest. Since he lived on caffeine, he wouldn’t complain, at least about the coffee.

      “Hey, Rafe,” he called out to the only other detective on the force. “I’m going stir-crazy. Tell me someone called in a robbery. Or someone’s cat is stuck up in a tree.”

      “Sorry, buddy. Cats in trees are the fire department’s territory.” Rafe sat in the chair opposite Nate at his desk. “You regretting taking the job?”

      “Hell no. Just not used to sitting around all day on my ass.”

      “Yeah, well, next week it’s all on you. Don’t call me when the sky comes crashing down. I promised Lexie no work.”

      Gary Wyman interrupted their conversation. The salt-and-pepper hair and the deep creases at the corners of his shrewd, clear eyes hinted at years on the job. Longer than either Nate or Rafe, but the man was still in uniform. Nate wasn’t sure if that was by choice or circumstance. From what he’d seen, Wyman showed up on time, did the job assigned, and went home to the wife every night at the end of his shift.

      “What’s up?” Rafe asked.

      “Probably nothing, but Preston Sweeney is here. Says his daughter, Hailey Sweeney, age twenty, didn’t come home last night. She also didn’t show up for work this morning, either, which is out of character for her.”

      “I’ll take it,” Nate offered as he reminded himself to be careful what he wished for. “You’ve got a pretty wife and Lake George calling.”

      “Thanks, man.” Rafe turned back to his desk as Nate followed Wyman to talk to the father.

      “You know either of the Sweeneys?” he asked.

      “Not well. He’s the new bank president. She’s in college. Mom passed before they moved to town a couple of years ago.”

      “Local college?”

      “Yeah, up in Norwich.” Wyman tapped the folder he’d been carrying against his thigh. “If you want, I can send an officer out to do a well-check. The kid probably stayed the night with some guy and overslept. Just thought I should let you and Rafe know first.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve got nothing else going on.” Nate thanked the officer and stepped into the small conference room. “Mr. Sweeney, I’m Detective Daines. I understand you’re worried about your daughter.”

      “She didn’t come home. She’s missed work, and she’s not answering her cell phone.”

      Nate offered the man something to drink, then sat down when he declined. “Has Hailey ever done this before?”

      “No, never.” The father scrubbed his hand over his face. Tired, bloodshot eyes met Nate’s. “That’s not true. Once a couple of months after her mom died. She was having a hard time adjusting, accepting the fact that her mom was gone.”

      “What did she do?”

      “She ditched school. Went to the beach. She said she left her phone in her car. She just wanted to sit on the beach and watch the waves. I could tell by her puffy eyes and red nose, she’d been crying. After that, she seemed to be fine.”

      “Losing someone you love… I don’t have to tell you how hard that is.” Nate knew firsthand. It had been five years. At times, it felt like five minutes.

      “Tina was a great mom, wife, friend. It’s been challenging, but not where Hailey is concerned. She’s a good kid. Responsible. Considerate. She knew that day she took off almost broke me. I thought I’d lost her. She wouldn’t put me through that again, Detective.”

      They talked for about thirty minutes. Nate ran the dad through all the standard questions. He wrote Mr. Sweeney’s contact information down and promised to be in touch shortly.

      He let the dispatcher know his plans and walked out of the station. His gaze swept the nearby street, scanning the area for any threats. Camden Point might be small, but old habits died hard. As expected, nothing in town warranted his attention, except the three women walking on the parallel street on the other side of the town square: Lexie Smith-Barandas, Kat Jones-Randall, and Ashley Medearis. Even if he hadn’t known them, they would have caught his eye. He was a living, breathing man who appreciated the opposite sex. However, he’d been lucky to work a joint case with them a few months back. Between them they’d solved an arson, a murder, and found a scared teen.

      But it was Ashley that made his blood stir. She’d been the first woman to pique his interest for the first time in years, enough that’d he’d forgotten his own baggage for a minute.

      Random drunken hookups weren’t his norm, but Valentine’s Day and baggage had made it seem like a good choice, at the time. As for the second, third, fourth time? He had no excuse except he was a man and Ashley did things to him that reminded him he was still alive.

      Laughter floated across the town square, causing him to stop and consider his next step, but he looked away before making eye contact. Ash had her own baggage to deal with and she’d made it clear after their last hookup that was all she offered.

      It sucked, but he respected her wishes.

      Right then, he had bigger concerns than his nonexistent love life, like locating an errant daughter who had probably—hopefully—overslept. Daines got in his car with one last look in Ashley’s direction. She’d stopped outside of Once Upon a Time bookstore. The other two women had continued down the street. Ash’s gaze drilled into him as she took a step in his direction, then stopped. Maybe she had regrets. He’d make a point of finding her later. For now, he headed toward Hailey’s workplace, the Osprey Inn Kids Camp. With any luck, the young woman had shown up late and was too busy with the little ones to answer the phone. He could always hope. Sadly, Nate didn’t think Wyman was correct, but he could still pray. For Mr. Sweeney’s sake, but mainly for Hailey’s.

      When Nate arrived at the resort, the front desk clerk directed him to the beach. It wasn’t hard to find the camp director. The beach was mostly empty, except for one woman surrounded by five kids, all chasing her with super-soaker-type toys. As he approached, she called time-out and sent the kids to the playground at the edge of the lawn.

      Nate held up his badge and introduced himself. She stepped farther from the children, but stayed close enough to monitor all of them. “Hi, I’m Shay McNamara. I’m guessing since you’re here, it’s about Hailey.” Her shoulders slumped as she expelled a deep breath.

      “According to her father, she hasn’t shown up here or at home, nor is she answering her phone. She was scheduled for work this morning. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, she was supposed to be in at seven thirty. It’s not like Hailey to be late, much less not show up.”

      Nate pulled out a notebook. Not that he really needed it, but he’d found out over the years it made people more comfortable if he took notes. “When was the last time you saw Hailey?”

      She held up a hand, and called out to two children who were trying to go down the slide simultaneously, then turned back to him. “Sorry. Last night. She worked yesterday. Seven thirty to five. We had a few late parents, so I’m going to say it was about 5:20 when she left.”

      “Was that from here on the beach or in the lobby?”

      Shay pointed to a low-slung bungalow down a short walkway. “We were in the Kids Camp office where we store our personal items during the day. She grabbed her stuff, said she’d see me tomorrow, then left.”

      “Do you know if she drove herself to work?”

      “She did. We arrived at the same time, parked next to each other. Our parking lot is just west of the main lot so that parents can avoid the hotel guest traffic when they pick up or drop off.”

      “Can you see the lot from your office?”

      “I can, but I stayed a little longer, doing some paperwork at my desk. I didn’t see her get into her car, but it wasn’t there when I left about thirty minutes later.”

      He made a note of the times both left. “Did you happen to see anyone unusual hanging around yesterday? Either on the beach or in the parking lot?”

      “It’s a hotel. Strangers are our norm, although I didn’t see anyone that set off any warning bells.”

      “Was there anyone else working with you two yesterday?”

      She shook her head as she stepped over to the playground and spoke with the same two kids. When she returned, he repeated the question. “No, during the week, it’s just me and one other right now. I’ve got two other part-time employees, all college students. On the weekends, it’s a bigger crew as we usually have more kids then.”

      “How has Hailey been lately? Any strange or unusual behavior that you’ve noticed?”

      “Normally, she’s a sweet, upbeat person. The kids love her, but she’s been down this week. She didn’t say much, just that she and her boyfriend broke up over the weekend.”

      Interesting. Mr. Sweeney hadn’t mentioned Hailey dating anyone. Had she hidden the relationship from him? Nate would have to follow up with the dad. “Do you happen to know the guy’s name?”

      Shay took a few moments to think, all while breaking up the same two kids arguing. “Sorry, they’re twins. Honestly, if Hailey told me the boy’s name, I don’t remember it.”

      “It’s okay, I’ll find out. One more question, then I promise, I’ll let you get back to work. Does the parking lot outside the camp building have any cameras?”

      “Definitely. Tory, the inn’s manager, is all about safety. If you stop by her office, I’m sure she’ll be more than happy to show you the video files.”

      He thanked her for her time and headed back to the main building. Tory Hudson was in her office and had no issue giving Nate full access to their security system. Unfortunately, it didn’t get him any closer to finding Hailey Sweeney. The timestamp showed the young woman getting in her car at 5:23. Alone. She sat for a few minutes, looking down. Nate surmised she was checking something on her phone. Then she drove off. No one followed. He rewound the file to just before she arrived at 7:27 that morning. The lot had been empty, no one loitering around waiting for her to arrive. Shay McNamara arrived within seconds of Hailey. Both women walked into the building together, chatting.

      A few moments later, a male cut through the lot on foot. He kept his head down, and between the faded black hoodie and ball cap, Nate couldn’t make out much. The guy did pause for a second by the cars to check his phone. In and of itself, innocuous. Probably a bellboy or maintenance worker, but Nate made a note to request the names of all male employees. It wouldn’t hurt to start background checks.

      After speaking to Tory Hudson, who didn’t recognize the guy in the video but promised she’d send the names over, Nate plugged in the address to Hailey’s apartment. He texted Wyman, asking if the father had mentioned a boyfriend. Fifteen minutes later, he pulled into the apartment complex on the north end of town. The building had seen better days, but the lot and surrounding area were clean. Each apartment could be accessed from the outside or via exterior stairs.

      Nate knocked on the door to apartment 205. He didn’t have to wait long until a tall young woman with medium brown hair and eyes answered the door. Definitely not Hailey, who was blonde with blue eyes.

      He held up his badge. “Hi. Detective Daines with the CPPD. I’m looking for Hailey Sweeney.”

      “She’s not here. I’m her roommate, Jules Baker. I told her dad she didn’t come home last night. She’s not answering her phone, either.”

      “Mind if I come in?” He kept his voice light and friendly to put the girl at ease. “You can leave the door open if you like.”

      “Sure, but I’ve only got a minute. My shift at the grocery store starts in twenty minutes.”

      “No problem. I’ve just got a few questions for you.” As he ran her through the same questions he’d had for Shay McNamara, he scanned the apartment. Clean, bright, lots of color. No expensive artwork or high-end electronics. Just what he’d expect to find from two college kids. “How was Hailey this week? Happy? Sad? Anything unusual happen?”

      “Well, she broke up with that douchebag, Austin, last weekend. So yeah, she was pretty pissed off earlier in the week. Then she was sad. Crying a lot. Not that he deserved any of her tears.”

      “Sounds like you’re a genuine fan of the guy.” Nate spotted a shelf of photos and wandered over to look, waiting for Jules to respond.

      “He’s a jerk. Possessive, unfaithful, violent.”

      That got his attention. “Violent? In what way?”

      “He doesn’t like Hailey to talk to other guys. It’s fine if he talks to other girls. It’s even fine if he does other stuff with them, but Hailey can’t even say hello to a guy without him getting mad. Last weekend, we were at a party. Hailey was talking to this guy we knew. Nothing big, just something about a class assignment. Austin grabbed her arm and yanked her away. He left bruises on her arm, and she could barely move it for a couple of days.”

      “Is this when they broke up?”

      “No, that happened the next day. After that little incident, Hailey and I left. We both had to work the next morning. She came out of her room later in tears. It seems after we left, he hooked up with some other girl. It was all over social media.”

      “How’d he take it?” Nate picked up a picture of Hailey and some guy who had his arms around her. Good-looking couple. They looked happy, but he knew you couldn’t take everything at face value.

      “He’s a narcissist. Blamed Hailey for getting him upset. What was he supposed to do when she left him with no one to console his little ego?”

      “Sounds like a real Prince Charming.” He held up the picture. “Is this him?”

      “Yeah. That was taken about two weeks ago. If I’d been Hailey, I would have burned all of his pictures. He’s been calling her all week. She’ll probably forgive him.”

      Young love. “Mind if I take a look around her room?”

      “Sure, but I’ve got to go, or I’m going to be late. Can you just lock up when you leave? Her door is the one on the right.”

      In Hailey’s room, he found more pictures on a board. He snapped a copy that was labeled “Austin’s 21st b-day bash,” noted the date, and sent a note to Wyman to run a check on the ex. Like the rest of the apartment, the room was clean, bright, and filled with books, plants, and pillows. Lots of pillows. Her laptop sat on a desk in the corner, along with a stack of textbooks. In the closet, he found a backpack and a suitcase. A few hangers were empty, but the hamper was full. He found two toothbrushes in the bathroom. Wherever Hailey Sweeney was, it didn’t look like she had planned a night away.
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      The sight before her was something out of a Hallmark movie. Overnight, the Camden Point town square had morphed into a giant party zone. They had a beer tent, food vendors and stations, games, pony rides, and even a Ferris wheel. In the center, the town had turned the flagpole into a maypole with ribbons, and little kids were dancing around singing some song she’d never heard.

      Ash had planned to just drop by the office, check for any messages left on the landline, and then head over to Devin’s soirée. But the music and laughter drew her like a moth to a flame. She wandered around, smiling as people said hello and vendors tried to entice her with their wares. Clearly, they didn’t know she was a New Yorker. In other words, a professional at saying no. After spending all morning working on the routine background investigations she’d been handed yesterday, and then baking, being around people assaulted her senses.

      Growing up in the busiest city in America, noise didn’t bother her. Ashley could sleep through anything—people yelling, music blaring, sirens shrieking. Six months in Camden Point had cured that. For the first three months, she couldn’t sleep. It was too quiet. Then she noticed all the weird sounds. Birds chirping at five in the morning. Frogs croaking. Coyotes howling. The wind whispering.

      Now a simple town celebration was giving her a headache.

      She needed to get back home.

      To the chaos and cacophony. To rehone her survival skills. To stop living in her head and the past. Yeah, the search for dear old dad wasn’t going well, either. With her mom and her boss hounding her to return, along with the lack of progress in her mission, she didn’t know why she was still in Camden Point.

      Maybe she’d give Lexie and Kat her two-week notice today.

      She turned to go. It was getting late, and she’d promised to show at Devin’s get-together…

      But there was Nate Daines in the crowd. The man looked good, dressed casually in jeans and a sweater. He looked good in a suit, and as she knew from personal, up-close experience, he looked damn good in nothing at all. Finding a love connection hadn’t been part of her mission, either. Not that she could call their weekly bootie calls love, but they were a complication, or rather had started to feel like one. She had started to look forward to more than the physical release. She had toyed with the idea of inviting him over for dinner, of staying the night. She had started to have genuine feelings beyond friendship and sex, things which would just lead to heartbreak when she left. Which is why she’d suggested they stop seeing each other. And damn if she didn’t already miss the feel of his hands on her body and it had only been a couple of weeks. Not to mention the sound of his voice or the way he made her laugh or just feel like she mattered.

      Yeah, she really should think about giving her notice, moving back to the city, and getting on with her life before it was too late.

      As Nate walked from one group to another, he held up his phone. When the group shook their heads, he moved on to others. Did someone lose their dog or something? Not much outside of petty crimes went down in CP, not like when she first arrived and a crazed arsonist tried to burn Kat alive.

      Since then, it had primarily been insurance cases, employee background checks, and a few cheating spouses. Nothing to write home about. She wasn’t saying that was a bad thing, just not her norm. The quiet had also given her time to heal from her near-death experience. At least, physically. Unfortunately, it didn’t cure her of her unique abilities.

      An elderly man stepped in front of her. She’d put him near eighty, wearing blue and white striped pajamas, with a dark blue robe, and slippers. He waved.

      “Hello.”

      She didn’t want to be rude, but responding was out of the question.

      “It’s okay not to answer,” he said. “Can you give my son a message?”

      Ashley stared straight ahead. She had no idea who this man was or who his son was, only that the old guy was dead.

      “Tell him his wife knows about the secretary and the off-shore accounts. But it was me who tipped off the Feds. He shouldn’t have run my company into the ground. The putz.” With that, he faded away.

      Even if she knew who he was, she most certainly wasn’t going to deliver that message. Family drama? No thanks. Most of the departed she’d met had been this way—one final, cryptic wish. She’d been trying to make police detective, not miracle worker. It was best to ignore them. They’d find someone else because there had to be someone else out there with this so-called gift who knew how to use it better. She hoped.

      She headed toward the town’s newest detective, intending to just say hello and congratulate him on the new job. Since ending their late-night meetups, Ash had avoided him, hoping to put their relationship back to where it belonged… on the professional side. She’d liked their casual friendship, sharing beers and war stories. She had few friends. Her own fault. She had a wall up. The only one who seemed to get past it was Devin. That woman was like a wrecking ball, in the best kind of way. Thankfully, Devin spent a great deal of time in the city, so she’d still see her. But not Nate. For whatever reason, when Ash had been with him, instead of lowering her defenses, she’d reinforced them. A shrink, or her mother, would probably tell her she had commitment issues or was simply afraid to get hurt.

      Wasn’t that standard for everyone?

      But she was who she was. A dedicated cop who didn’t always follow the rules, who hated coming home to an empty house, but also never wanted to put anyone through the pain of losing someone they loved. She’d already done that once with her parents. Not saying Nate loved her. But no way was she going to be the one to do that kind of damage to the man.

      Hence, casual, no-strings-attached hookups.

      Ah, she hated when a plan deviated. Because she really missed the man.

      As she contemplated the validity of her recent choices in life, a commotion broke out across the town square. Shouting and cursing filled the air. A second later, two guys stumbled out of the beer tent. One guy swung a fist at the other. Missed. Guy number two gut-punched him. Instinct had her moving faster, dodging families and lookie-loos. The two were shouting, but Ashley couldn’t make out their words. The younger-looking of the two shoved the older one, sending him careening into a table abandoned by a group drinking beer. In the blink of an eye, Nate stepped in between the two. The younger one got up in his face. What happened next, Ash couldn’t see as a group of teens stepped in front of her. She barked at them to move it. Her heart pounded as she pictured Nate taking on both men by himself. By the time the teens moved on, the two guys fighting had settled down. A moment later, they shook hands.

      Ashley let out a relieved breath, wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans.

      She didn’t know what Nate had said to them, but it worked better than a hose extinguishing a fire. She’d have to ask what his secret was. Whatever had set the two men off, Nate had it under control. The men handed over their IDs to Nate. While they said nothing to each other and kept their hands to themselves as Nate jotted down their information, it was clear by the heated stares the fight wasn’t over. Probably brothers. Both had the same lean, tall build with mousy brown hair, and their stances mirrored each other. They radiated arrogance. And anger. Ash stayed nearby in case Nate needed backup.

      He didn’t. He radiated authority, and she found that sexy as hell, but she needed to stay strong. Stay focused. Do what she came to Camden Point to do and get back home. But it was hard not to get distracted with a guy like Nate. He handed back their IDs and the two left. Ashley took a step in his direction, only to come up short when a woman bumped into her. She was wearing a long gown, lots of rings, bracelets, and hoop earrings, and had a scarf tied around her head. She didn’t apologize for running into Ashley. Instead, the woman gaped.

      “I’m sorry. Are you okay?” Ashley asked.

      She nodded, but never blinked. “Interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” Ashley was almost afraid to ask. The lady reminded her of a female version of Zoltar, the fortune-teller machine.

      “Are you aware that you have a spirit attached to you?” Her head tilted as she studied something over Ashley’s left shoulder. Her freezing-cold left shoulder.

      Ashley whipped around but didn’t see anyone. As she turned back to the mysterious woman, the chill that had surrounded her all day disappeared. She was so used to the cold. She didn’t even notice it half the time anymore.

      “He’s gone now.” She considered Ashley for another few minutes before grabbing her hand to look at her palm. “Don’t be afraid. He won’t hurt you. He’s never hurt a woman before. That’s not his style.”

      Then what was? She’d said hurt a woman. Did that mean the ghost had hurt a man? Had it been the same one she’d seen in the office the day before?

      “Who is he?” she asked.

      The woman squeezed her hand and sadly shook her head. “That is not for me to tell.”

      “Then what can you tell me?”

      “Listen to your heart.”

      Really? First, she tells me I have a dead person attached to me and now this bull crap. “Did you get that from a song?”

      “Have a care, child. Evil is coming.”

      With that lovely comment, the woman turned and left Ashley standing alone in the middle of the Camden Point May Day Fair.

      It took her a few moments to register that she was blocking foot traffic while standing in the town square with her mouth hanging open, staring at nothing.

      “What a quack.” Ashley turned and headed to her car, unable to deal with people, especially Nate, who might notice her shaking hands if she got any closer to him. “I need to get back to the normal world,” she whispered to herself.

      By the time she arrived at Devin’s house, Ashley had mostly put the bizarre incident behind her. The woman probably hoped Ash would follow her to her palm reading or fortune-telling tent, fork over a ton of money, and be told the usual BS. Something along the lines of she’d live a long, happy, healthy life. Oh yeah, and she’d soon meet the love of her life—just look for the tall, dark stranger. Please. Like she’d fall for that.

      Besides, she’d already met the tall, dark stranger who made her heart skip a beat or two too many.

      Lexie and Kat were already there, each kicked back on a plush leather couch with a glass of wine, chatting with three others. Ash had briefly met each of the women who worked at the local resort over the past few months. Briana and Dana were sitting on a matching love seat while Tory kicked back in a black beanbag chair. Devin jumped up out of her overstuffed chair and bounced over to give Ashley a hug and relieve her of dessert.

      “This looks amazing.” She carried the trifle dish over to the glass-topped table with the other offerings. By the amount of food, Ashley figured they could feed a quarter of the town’s population. Or at least a football team. “I can’t wait to dig in, but first, you need something to drink. White, red, something harder, or something softer?”

      Ashley waved to the others and inspected Devin’s impressive bar selections. “Got any Bailey’s and cream?”

      “Over ice or straight up?”

      “Ice.” She wandered over to stand against the granite kitchen counter, where she could watch the party while Devin fixed her drink. “Sorry, I’m late. I stopped by the office, then checked out the May Day Fair.”

      “Were they busy? I was there this morning. The picture of the maypole and ribbons against the sunrise came out fabulous.”

      Ashley didn’t even know what to say. Who got up before the sun to take pictures? Definitely not her if she could help it. “Yeah, they had a great turnout. I think most of the town is there, so you might have overestimated how much food we needed for tonight.”

      Devin glanced at the table and shrugged as she handed Ash her drink. Nobody could accuse Devin of being a stingy hostess, and Ashley knew that she’d also be sent home with several containers of leftovers. It was her friend’s typical MO. Apparently, she thought Ash didn’t eat enough, which wasn’t the case. Ashley had been blessed with a fast metabolism.

      “We’re just waiting on two more people to show, then we can eat.” She rearranged a couple of the dishes. “Anything exciting going on at the fair?”

      “A fight broke out in the beer tent.”

      “Did you get caught up in that?”

      “No, Detective Daines was there and handled it.” All eyes turned her way at that snippet. “I did get accosted by the fortune teller.”

      Kat’s face lit up at that news. “What did she say?”

      “The usual.” No way was Ashley mentioning that the woman told her she was being haunted. At least, for the moment, the spirit hadn’t followed her to Devin’s.

      “Bummer.” Dana sighed. “I was hoping she would have given you tonight’s lottery numbers.”

      “Even if she had, I doubt they’d be the real deal. The woman was a total whack-job.” Ashley dropped into an empty chair while Devin perched on the arm of the couch as the conversation returned to normal, everyday things like town gossip, vacations, and the upcoming tourist season. Devin teased Lexie and Kat about going on a second honeymoon when neither had been married a full year yet.

      “When you’re married to the person of your dreams, every day is a honeymoon,” Kat said.

      “Aw,” Tory replied.

      “That was so sweet. I think I just got a cavity,” Lexie said, and the rest laughed.

      “And this is why we’re all friends.” Devin raised her glass. “While we all know that was as corny as all get-out. We all get it, and some of us are still hoping for that exact thing.”

      Ash didn’t know about that. Love and a long-term relationship weren’t really on her horizon at the moment. Getting control of this crazy new skill of hers, hearing and seeing ghosts, took top priority. Maybe then she could return to the force and not worry that everyone would think she’d gone nuts. Especially herself.

      A quick knock on the door had Devin jumping up to let in the last two guests, Shay McNamara and Kadie Kennedy.

      “Sorry, we’re late.” Kadie, one of the town bakery co-owners, held up a tray as she walked to the table. “But I brought cupcakes.”

      “Between your cupcakes and that delicious-looking dish Ashley brought, I’m going to gain ten pounds tonight,” Kat bemoaned.

      “Fine, I’ll eat your share,” Lexie said.

      The others, having waited, got up and swarmed the table for food. Ashley held back. Not because she didn’t feel like part of the group. It was the opposite. For the last six months, these women had welcomed her into their lives. The problem was with Ashley herself. She hadn’t come to Camden Point to start over and settle in. She’d be leaving—soon. Getting involved, making these deep connections and friendships, would just muddy the waters when it was time to say goodbye. Hanging back also allowed Ash to notice Shay.

      She, too, hung back. Her eyes were a bit on the glossy side, and the tip of her nose was bright pink. Shay looked up and met her questioning look. She smiled and grabbed a plate. Once everyone had food and sat again, Tory reached over to Shay.

      “Did you get hold of Hailey?”

      Tears sprung to Shay’s eyes as she shook her head. “No, the police are looking for her now.”

      “Who’s Hailey?” Ashley asked.

      Shay explained how one of her employees failed to show for work the day before or come home. “It’s really not like her to just disappear. She’s one of the most responsible people I know.”

      “No, you’re right,” Dana said. “She’s babysat for me several times, and I never worry about my kids with Hailey there.”

      Both Tory and Briana agreed.

      Now she knew what Nate had been showing around the May Day Fair—Hailey’s picture. “I’m sure Detective Daines will find her soon. Even though she’s done nothing like this before, she’s probably having a rebellious moment. We all have them at some point.” Ashley had had more than her fair share growing up.

      “You’re probably right.” Smile tight, Shay picked up a stuffed mushroom. “Anyway, I didn’t mean to bring the party vibe to a screeching halt. I’m sure the police will find Hailey soon, and everything will be okay.”

      The rest of the group agreed, but Ash caught the look that passed between Lexie and Kat. Like her, they had their doubts. Having worked in missing persons for the past few years, Ash knew the statistics. She also knew that Nate Daines was an outstanding cop, and if the girl could be found, he would do it. For the next couple of hours, Ash tried to get into the party mood. She laughed when everybody else laughed. Told jokes. Shared stories. She ate lots and lots of food, but her mind kept going back to all the things on her to-do list. Find her missing dad, wrap up the background cases, give her two-week notice, tell Nate she was leaving. That last item didn’t bring her any joy or sense of relief, if anything, it made her question her decision. And now, her mind also couldn’t let go of the missing girl, Hailey.

      At the end of the evening, instead of heading home to her quiet two-bedroom bungalow on the beach, Ash went into the office. For a change, it wasn’t cold. She’d guess that meant her celestial stalker wasn’t around. She didn’t always see ghosts. Sometimes, she only heard them and at other times, she simply felt their presence when the temperature changed suddenly.

      The half dozen plastic containers of food went into the office fridge, and Ashley powered up her laptop. She could have worked at home, but after spending time among friends, listening to them talk about their lives, spouses, and kids, home didn’t sound inviting. It sounded lonely.

      She planned to do some more research on her missing father, but Hailey kept pushing her way into Ashley’s brain. She could almost hear the girl crying out to be found. The first thing she did was bring up Hailey’s social media accounts. Thanks to Shay, Ash knew which apps to search first. The first one showed a profile picture of a happy, smiling young woman along with the usual selfies. More importantly, it showed Hailey’s friends, including one who appeared to be her boyfriend. In the last week, Hailey had uploaded zero posts, which in Ashley’s experience was unusual, and didn’t follow Hailey’s regular pattern of one to two times a day. She switched over to the next account and found the same, except for a post on Monday. Ashley wasn’t a psychiatrist or police profiler, but the picture of a heart drawn at the water’s edge as the waves washed it away said more than a thousand words. Hailey Sweeney was heartbroken.

      Ash wondered what had happened.

      She scrolled back through the pictures to the Saturday before. Hailey had been at a party. She’d been dressed up. There had been several pictures of Hailey with her roommate, according to the captions. One with the boyfriend and then nothing until the image on Monday. What had happened in between? Did it have anything to do with Hailey’s disappearance?

      Not that any of this had anything to do with Ashley. They hadn’t hired their agency to find the girl. She chalked it up to old habits. As she scanned another site, a chill rippled down her back. Slowly, she lifted her gaze to check the room. No one was there but her—that she could see. Was her otherworldly friend present now? Or was it something else?

      She dropped her gaze back to her computer screen. Was this the same spirit she’d seen earlier in the office? If so, why wasn’t he showing himself now? Did she really want him to? And what was his deal, anyway? For months, she’d been experiencing temperature fluctuations in the office, but that was the first time she’d actually seen a ghost there. Why then? What had changed? So many questions. She could ask, but that could be like opening a can of worms. Maybe they’d never leave her alone after that? She didn’t want to become like the woman on Ghost Whisperer and become some kind of supernatural portal. Unsure of what to do, Ashley ignored her visitor and cranked the heat up to eighty because she was freezing… again.

      She dove back into her research, opening a new window and launching a program that combed for her dad’s name and any likeness. Unfortunately, the one thing her mom didn’t have was a photo of him. Not that, thirty years later, he’d look the same. It wasn’t the first time she’d done this search. But people and companies uploaded new information and records daily onto the internet. One of these days, she’d get a break.

      What she’d do when she found him was still undecided. It wasn’t like she’d had a traumatic childhood with a cruel stepfather. If anything, it was the opposite. But that didn’t erase this burning desire to find the man who helped create her.

      The bell over the front door jingled, and Ashley reached into her purse for her weapon. As the office wasn’t open for business, but the May Day Fair was still going on, Ashley figured she was safe. Still, a single woman, late at night, could never be too careful.
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      Exhaustion coursed through Nate. Hundreds of festival attendees saw Hailey Sweeney’s picture. Many knew her. None knew where to find her. Outside of searching for Hailey, he’d also broken up a fight. Helped find three lost parents. Arrested a pair of teens with swift, sticky fingers and he’d forgotten to eat dinner. He made one final loop around the town square and spotted the lights on at LexaKat PI Services. It was unusual for the women to work this late, but it didn’t surprise him to find Ashley inside.

      “Thought you all were having a ladies’ night tonight?” His gaze automatically went to where Ashley’s hand disappeared behind the desk, and he paused in the doorway. For a moment, he wondered what she’d been reaching for, but then he really didn’t care. He wasn’t too proud to admit to himself, he would have taken any excuse at that point to see her. It’d been weeks since they’d last gotten together and he still hadn’t gotten her out of his system. Doubt he would anytime soon, either. Even at this late hour, she had an air of confidence, of strength, like a warrior goddess ready to take on whatever was thrown her way. He found that to be sexy beyond reason.

      She smirked as she bent over for a minute, then put both hands on the desk. “We were.” Ashley nodded toward the window. “How’re things going with the fair? Saw you had some action earlier.”

      She saw him, but didn’t seek him out. Ouch.

      “It’s winding down now. Swanson’s on duty. I saw the light in here and thought I’d double-check to make sure everything was all right.” He leaned against the door until Ashley waved him in.

      “Yeah, just working on some searches.”

      “You working another missing person case?” He had wondered if Preston Sweeney would hire the agency.

      Ashley’s brow furrowed. “Not really. Heard about Hailey Sweeney. Her boss, Shay McNamara, was at Devin’s tonight. She’s pretty upset over Hailey’s disappearance. Thought I’d do some digging around.”

      He didn’t mind. Ashley had an excellent reputation from her department, and he’d worked with her before on another case with positive results. “Find anything helpful?”

      “Looks like there’s trouble in paradise. Possibly a broken heart? Otherwise, probably nothing you didn’t already find.”

      “What’s your take?” Ordinarily, he wouldn’t talk about an active case with someone outside the department. But Ashley was a cop, just on a break. Plus, he figured Rafe would mention it to his wife and Ashley’s boss, Lexie. So, there was no point in toeing the line on this matter. He ignored the little voice in his head calling bullshit that he was using the case to spend time with Ashley. Honestly, he wouldn’t mind her expertise and yeah, if he could use the case to his benefit personally, he’d take it.

      “I think you need to find Hailey Sweeney. According to the girl herself on social media, she loves her job and school. Is excited about transferring to UConn in the fall. Has a close relationship with her dad. Lives with her best friend. There are no pics of her drunk or looking dazed and confused.”

      “She’s a good kid.”

      “Yeah, she’s a good kid who no one has heard from in over forty-eight hours, which rules out kidnapping for ransom.”

      “Lots of people in town know her or recognize her, but no one has seen her. Miss Elsie said she hadn’t been in for over a week. Apparently, Hailey has a weakness for strawberry milkshakes.”

      “Can’t blame her there.” Ashley closed her laptop, letting her gaze drift down with a scowl forming. He hoped she was remembering what she’d given up. There wasn’t a day that had gone by that he hadn’t thought about what they’d had, or where he hoped it was going before she put the brakes on. He cleared his throat, and she looked away, but he saw the slight smile. “What’re your thoughts on the boyfriend?”

      “Definitely a person of interest. Got a call in to his cell phone. Went to voice mail, and no one was home this morning.”

      Ashley’s left brow shot up before she schooled her face into a neutral look. “Interesting timing to be away.”

      “Yeah. That’s what I was thinking, too. Girl’s roommate isn’t a fan, either. Seems Austin Harris has a bit of temper and trouble keeping his hands to himself.”

      “A real bad boy.” She flashed him a playful smile. “Almost every girl falls for at least one in their life at some point.”

      “Did you?” She never talked about her past. At least not in the personal sense. But he could picture a teenage Ashley, black leather jacket, dark makeup, sliding onto the back of Harley with some guy that would make a mother weep. Which meant that teenage Nate would have never stood a chance with a girl like her. Thank goodness those days were long behind them.

      “I said almost…” She shook her head. “I brought home enough drama. I didn’t need some guy to do it for me. But I’m betting you were a Boy Scout. Probably had dinner every night with your mom and dad at the dining room table. They went to your baseball games, and every year at Christmas, you all had matching sweaters for your holiday card. Am I right?”

      Nate laughed so hard he choked. Bill and Susan Daines’s idea of a family dinner was Swanson’s frozen dinners in front of the TV. He never even played sports until high school, when he could make his own way to practice, much less join the Boy Scouts. And she didn’t even want to know about Christmas. “That’s a story best told over a good Scotch.”





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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