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        To Jessica Smith

        Thank you for solving this story with a simple solution!
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        10 Years After Sierra Walker’s Disappearance

      

      

      Tick, tick, tick… Every second that past, Sloane’s shoulders grew heavier. Three hundred and fifteen million plus seconds ago, Sloane had watched her sister walk out of their house. It had been a beautiful morning, the sort you woke up to after a storm. Sierra had been on her way to school. Only Sloane’s sister never made it there. In fact, no one had seen or heard from Sierra since.

      Sitting in that very same school’s library now, browsing its archives for clues, Sloane faced the blank page of her notebook. For almost all of those millions of seconds, she had been on the hunt for the truth, with nothing to show for it but busy work.

      Even in that very second, Sloane sat at a large table, a cluster of notebooks, pens, files, papers, and books spread around her. She twirled her pink pen in the air like a wand. And yet no clue or lead appeared on the page.

      Sloane scrunched up her nose.

      Every student in the library had called it a day. From behind her desk the Head Librarian, Mrs Baton was eyeing her and then the massive clock ticking away behind the desk. It was probably a passive-aggressive hint at Sloane to leave.

      It was 4:35pm on a Friday, and Sloane had shown up at the library at 7:59am with a bagful of snacks and stationery, and a heartful of hope. Just like she’d been showing up every so often for the last ten years. The snacks, stationery and hope had all waned throughout the day, another familiar experience. The lack of intel and leads wasn’t anything new either.

      Mrs Baton cleared her throat and placed a wicker basket on her desk. The basket contained packets of crisps and sweeties, a cane hat, a pair of sunglasses, and a book. All the makings for an evening of fun enjoying this rare sunny day.

      Fun things normal people did on a weekend. Perhaps, Sloane should take a page out of Mrs Baton’s book. Unlike the librarian, Sloane was twenty-three. It was her time to live her life. But how could Sloane when Sierra hadn’t even lived to enjoy turning eighteen?

      And yet, what did she have to show for all her work? Perhaps it was time to chalk Sierra’s disappearance up to a tragic accident and let it go. Just like the cops had.

      She picked up her phone, ignoring Mrs Baton and her obnoxiously-loud-for-a-library clock, and sighed.

      Sierra’s photo from her sixteenth birthday was Sloane’s screensaver. Her sister had been so full of life. After she’d disappeared, Sloane had watched that joie de vivre drain out of their house and their parents’ lives. So much so that at twenty, Sloane had found herself an orphan, both parents gone due to cancer and a heart attack, but really it had been due to a broken heart. And yet, no one was going to help Sierra, so Sloane would.

      What did the hot detectives in her favourite romance novels do when they wanted to catch the killer before he or she endangered their lovers?

      Start at the beginning.

      Sloane picked up an old notebook and flipped to its first page. She had brought it along with her for reference.

      Today, JM said he loved me.

      Sierra had scrawled those words down on a piece of paper and shoved it into her blazer pocket. Knowing Sierra, it was probably a part of her diary. She often wrote things she was happy about or grateful for and carried them around with her to look at when life got difficult.

      And unlike Sloane, the misfit, Sierra had a lot to excel at. She was sitting her National 5 exams, representing the school as their Head Girl, training as an athlete, and was the heir to the Walker Traders empire and Walker Foundation.

      There was no room for mistakes or breakdowns. No room to be a sixteen-year-old.

      And yet, Sierra had been just that. But unlike other teens, the only person Sierra could confide in was her sister, Sloane. Everyone else, even best friends, didn’t know the real Sierra.

      That’s why, Sloane was the only person who’d known about JM. Sierra hadn’t told her his entire name, but she had confessed about having a boyfriend. Someone their parents wouldn’t approve, and someone she sneaked out every night to meet. Just like she’d been doing the morning she’d disappeared.

      When Sloane had told this to the man in-charge of the case, DCI Becker had dusted off her intel as a silly teenager’s imagination. His attitude had humiliated and stung, leaving Sloane with a lifetime of hatred of cops.

      Hence why she was here, subjecting herself to Mrs Baton’s glares on a sunny Friday. She would find the truth without the help of cops.

      For ten years, Sloane had hunted this JM. There hadn’t been anyone with those initials in their school.

      So Sloane had to look elsewhere for a JM that was:

      
        
        —Somebody our parents wouldn’t have approved of

        —Not from our school

        —Local

        —Similar age group to Sierra’s (Current Age: 26-30)

        —Possibly, fled the area after Sierra’s disappearance/murder

      

      

      She’d made this list seven years ago. That’s when the busy work had begun.

      She’d been through school registers, newspaper clippings, local council registers, local electoral registers, Sierra’s diary and school newspaper articles… Hell, Sloane had even pushed past her social anxiety and gone to the local meetings and pubs trying to dredge up any old rumours or memories of locals who’d known Sierra.

      Years of research had led her to: Joe Menzies, Jeremy McIver, John Moody, James MacLeod, and Josh MacLeod. The two MacLeods weren’t related, but these five men met her criteria, somewhat.

      Sloane sat back to read the intel she’d gathered on those five men and almost lost her balance on the chair. She flailed her arms forward trying to grasp the table, and ended up knocking her knee into it, hard. ‘Ouch!’

      Her shout caused Mrs Baton to raise an eyebrow. ‘Shush!’

      Sloane bit her lip, tears stinging her eyes. Fuck! ‘Sorry.’

      She dropped her chin and went back to reading her notes.

      Joe Menzies was now happily married to a woman he’d been dating back then. Jeremy McIver had gone into the army aged nineteen a week before Sierra’s disappearance. John Moody hadn’t even been living there at the time of Sierra’s disappearance.

      That left her with James and Josh, or Joshua, MacLeod. An impasse she’d been stuck with for the past year.

      Her research into James had told her he’d moved abroad. He was older than Sierra by about three years. The lad also had dodgy connections.

      She knew her sister had dated someone their parents wouldn’t have approved of, but even Sierra had her limits. She wouldn’t date someone who got in trouble with the law.

      Yet Sloane couldn’t rule him out. Not until she found more information about Josh.

      That entire day, Sloane had scrolled through local news articles about Sierra and the Walker family. After all, at one time their family had been the chief employer in the area–an important family. Surely this Josh would show up somewhere. After all, like in any romance book, there had to have been a meet cute between Josh and Sierra.

      Nothing.

      Sloane reached for the piles of newspapers featuring news articles about Sierra: press releases from her father’s PR company; calls for help in finding her; an account of the police’s investigation; the one pronouncing Sierra was presumed dead; her memorial announcement and a list of tributes.

      Over the years, Sloane had read every detail, no matter how small. Then she’d read it again, looking for intel on Josh.

      Click. The sound pulled Sloane from her thoughts. Mrs Baton was flicking the lights shut. Sloane sighed. It was 4:55pm. She really had stretched this as much as she could. Maybe she could return on Monday.

      Sloane began gathering all the papers and setting them in their respective archive folder when a small snippet in a newspaper clipping caught her eye. It was under the ‘Houses for Sale’ column.

      Considering they lived in a village masquerading as a small town, and this newspaper catered to their region, the articles were pretty niche. And so were the ads.

      ‘Two-bedroom flat back on market.’ The date on it was ten years ago, a day after Sloane had found Sierra’s blazer.

      According to her list, Sierra’s boyfriend had probably left the area after. So what if he or his family had sold their house?

      Sloane read the advert in detail. The house also had a study area and a small garden. It was perfect for a family of two or three.

      Sloane gasped. Could this be⁠—

      ‘Looking to purchase a property, are you Ms Walker?’

      Sloane jumped at Mrs Baton’s voice. ‘Oh no, nothing like that. This is from ten years ago. It’s got a newspaper article on Sierra’s disappearance on the other side, so it was in her file.’

      Mrs Baton began gathering the papers Sloane hadn’t yet put away. ‘The two bedder. It belonged to Marge MacLeod.’

      MacLeod!?

      The librarian continued. ‘My friend’s mother-in-law was neighbours with her. What an odd woman.’ For someone who stayed quiet the entire day, after 4:59pm, she sure loved to talk. ‘Her son was worse. He never showed his face around town, always cooped up at him. And they’d always have raging fights. So loud that people knew his name because of those shouted arguments.’

      Sloane swallowed hard. ‘What was his name?’

      ‘Joshua MacLeod.’ Mrs Baton huffed. ‘He was a couple years older than your sister. I think Marge and her son moved out right around Sierra’s disappearance too. Well, my friend’s mother-in-law – she loves a wee blether, she does – saw Marge leave, but not her son. He left, like he’d been living in that house: unseen.’ Mrs Baton shuddered. ‘She’s had better neighbours since though, thank god.’

      Sloane’s hands were trembling. She leaned forward and asked, ‘do you know where Marge MacLeod moved to from here?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      
        
        20 Years After Sierra Walker’s Disappearance

      

      

      His big hands slid up her thighs, caressing every curve and cupping her arse cheeks. His hot breath tickled her ears. ‘You’re so hot. I can’t wait to be inside you.’

      She gasped when his finger slid over her wet folds, pressing into her opening. Her legs were spread wide for him, her body aching for his cock. ‘I need… I need… I—Oh⁠—’

      ‘Aaaaaahhhhhhh!’

      A bone-chilling scream echoed through the house. Sloane jumped, throwing her ereader into the air. Her precious device sailed towards the carpet, bounced, then fell face first on the floor.

      What the fuck was that scream? It certainly sounded nothing close to one uttered in the throes of passion.

      Sloane stumbled out of the bed, her legs tangled in the cosy blankets. Her clumsy attempts to wrangle free ended with her meeting the same fate as her ereader.

      ‘Oomph!’ With a groan, she turned to sit up and smacked her elbow on the bedside table. ‘Ouch!’

      Sloane shrieked as hot liquid scalded the hand she was currently leaning on. Apparently, she’d also knocked over her tea.

      Cursing at herself, Sloane kicked the blanket off. In this house, there was only one reason to scream bloody murder at 1:07 am. Marge, the woman she cared for, either needed to pee or needed another cup of hot milk.

      Why did Sloane know it was 1:07am? She’d been two minutes from finishing the chapter… until her latest book boyfriend gave his female main character the best orgasm of her life.

      Now they would have to wait mid-action.

      Damn Marge!

      Groaning again, like she was the one in need of a carer, Sloane pushed off the floor. Technically, she was off the clock. But, well, that’s what you got when you preferred bed-and-tea over club-and-cocktails.

      Wrapping a housecoat around herself, because Marge was also the sort who switched off the heating after the 31st of January, Sloane stumbled her way towards the door.

      The house was quiet now, every creak of the floorboards sounding like a ghost’s footstep. Sloane pursed her lips. Not ghosts, just the protests of an old cold house.

      Taking a breath, Sloane gripped the door handle and opened it.

      Cold air from the staircase outside had her shivering. The light of her reading lamp fell into the landing outside, creating more shadows than clarity.

      Sloane didn’t need the big lights. She had walked down this staircase in relative darkness many times. She’d had to seeing as Marge insisted Sloane turn off all lights after Marge went to bed… at 9 pm.

      Leaving her bedroom door open so she didn’t slip on the stairs and break her neck, Sloane stepped out.

      The loud creak of a floorboard stopped her. Hold on. She hadn’t stepped on a creaky board. Was Marge out walking in the dark? For god’s sake! The woman could barely see on a sunny day.

      Sloane picked up her pace. ‘Marge, please wait for me.’

      No one replied.

      Taking the opportunity that the darkness afforded her, Sloane rolled her eyes. Aye, Marge was paying her generously and letting her live in the same house, but she was the personification of a grumpy old woman.

      Sloane reached out a hand, searching for the balustrade that led down to the first floor. Marge had given Sloane the attic to do with as she pleased. The space was cosy – almost as wee as the room under the staircase – but it gave her privacy. Up here, she didn’t have to worry about Marge’s intrusion.

      Sloane gripped the balustrade and descended. Marge had the stairs covered in carpet too, muffling Sloane’s steps. She reached the landing between the attic and first floor. There hadn’t been any other sound. Perhaps Marge had retreated into her bedroom.

      She took the next flight of stairs down. As she neared the first-floor landing, a sliver of light came down the corridor. Marge’s room was down that way. ‘Marge?’

      No one replied.

      Sloane sighed. ‘I’m coming.’

      Her feet hit the first-floor landing. Here the corridor wasn’t covered in carpet thanks to Marge’s strange interior décor ideas.

      When Sloane had first arrived at this Victorian house near Bearsden in Glasgow, she had oohed and aahed over the architecture. The place had the cutest nooks, beautiful display cabinets and decorative mouldings.

      Marge didn’t appreciate any of that. In fact, the house had several spare rooms on the first floor, but Marge hadn’t set Sloane up in any of those. Whatever was in those spare rooms sat locked from everyone except Marge.

      Sloane turned to the right, and her foot slipped. She reached out and gripped the wall. What the hell?

      Oh god, no. It couldn’t be bodily fluids, could it? Sloane peered at the floor. Under the faint light, she could see a blob of something.

      Urgh.

      Sloane clenched her fists and shuffled towards Marge’s bedroom. ‘Marge? Are you⁠—’

      She pushed the door open, expecting to find Marge half sitting on the bed.

      What she wasn’t expecting was the stench of blood, and something else, in the air.

      She reached out to flick on the lights and screamed. ‘Good god.’ The sound seemed to come from afar. Because… Because… In front of her was a scene from a horror movie.

      Marge lay on the floor, face up, her eyes staring blankly at the ceiling. Her entire torso lay covered in her own blood. More blood splattered the wall behind the bed.

      A phone sat crushed right next to her prone hand.

      Sloane took a step towards Marge, but her foot slipped on the liquid on the floor and she went down. A loud thud echoed as Sloane fell next to Marge’s body, and into the blood pooling all around it.

      ‘Oh god! N-no. No…’

      Sloane pushed away from Marge, her instincts finally kicking in. She scrambled back, and burst out the bedroom door, her heavy breaths echoing inside her head.

      The police. She had to call the cops.

      Sloane searched the pocket of her housecoat, but she found nothing but damp cloth. Bedroom. Her phone was in her bedroom.

      A creak made her freeze.

      Sloane turned around, searching for where the sound had come from.

      Whoever was there knew she was here too. If only she’d stayed silent. What a fool! Now she would die, without manifesting a single hot relationship. That thought almost made her chuckle. Then another thought killed any humour: dying would mean she’d never find her sister’s killer.

      Sloane clenched her hands into fists. What if she hid? Or jumped out the window. Surely jumping from a first-floor window didn’t kill you.

      For the first time, she thanked Marge for the silly house rules that meant, even in the dark, Sloane knew the layout of the house better than she knew her own face.

      She hurried towards the nearest fully openable window. She’d just pulled the curtain partially open when an arm grabbed her from behind.

      ‘Sloane… How are you, darling?’

      What the hell…? Sloane pulled up her knee to kick her attacker, but they slammed her face into the wall.

      ‘Now, now. Don’t do that.’ His gruff voice caused her to tremble. God, was he going to kill her? ‘But I suppose you’ve always been the feisty one.’

      A man’s body pressed into hers.

      ‘W-w-what do you want?’

      Sloane felt him smile, his mouth brushing her earlobe. ‘It’s what you want.’

      A bloody knife came into view, its glistening edges gleaming under the moonlight. The perp pressed the knife against Sloane’s skin. ‘Don’t you want to know what happened to your sister?’

      Sloane’s entire body froze. Her sister. How did this man know?

      ‘Or maybe you know. And you’ve rejoiced in her death.’

      Sloane opened her mouth, but her throat had gone so dry, she couldn’t speak. She tried to swallow, say anything. ‘W-w-what?’

      The man rested his head against hers. ‘You deserve much worse than this, bitch. But not yet. It’s not your turn.’

      Then something blunt and hard smashed into her skull.
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        Present Day

      

      

      Joshua MacLeod pressed the phone to his ear, his face buried in the pillow. ‘Huh?’

      ‘Aaaaa—’

      The scream had him bolting up in bed just before the phone went dead. ‘What the fuck?’

      Joshua blinked. What time was it?

      Holding his phone close to his face so he could see through squinted eyes, he picked out the time: 1:07 am. Then the phone dropped from his hands, and he fell face first into bed again.

      Dream. It had to be a dream.

      A loud bang startled him awake. Only he didn’t jump up in bed this time, he just rolled over. Why couldn’t people let him sleep?

      It was – he blinked at the sunlight streaming in through the windows – morning already. So he had slept between the horrendous dream and this.

      The sound of a fist slamming against something solid reached his ears again. Someone was at the door. Most likely his only single annoying pal who thought of herself as an older sister or mother figure. The combination of which spelled smother.

      ‘Fuck off, Cheryl.’

      But, sleeping here in the bedroom, his voice wouldn’t travel through two closed doors.

      He spread his arms wide, groaned. Hell he was freezing.

      It was the first week of February, and the Glaswegian weather was frosty enough to freeze a raging dick.

      Joshua rubbed at his eyes then examined his body. Apparently, his member didn’t care about the cold. All was good in Joshua-land except for the forced celibacy.

      He groaned again, then rolled over to sit up.

      On the floor, he saw the remnants of last night – his gym clothes scattered everywhere.

      Aye, his life was nothing dramatic. After a phenomenally quick divorce, he still hadn’t met anyone. Being a cop – a Detective Sergeant with a shiny new warrant card – meant he couldn’t drink away his sorrows nor find a random person to spend the night with. He couldn’t afford to mess up any more than he had. So he’d found a better stress reliever: exercise.

      And instead of a beer belly, lifting weights had given him a six pack. Which would remain hidden under his work clothes.

      The bang sounded again.

      Joshua picked up the smartwatch he’d dropped on the floor last night. 7:30am. He had to be at work by 9am.

      He pushed off the bed, his muscles protesting. It was the side effect of exorcising your demons.

      Joshua picked up his exercise shorts, but when the stench of dried sweat on dip-n-dry clothes hit his nostrils, he dropped them.

      He should have a clean pair of trousers somewhere.

      ‘Joshua MacLeod. Are you there? I’m coming in.’

      Cheryl was the leech that never left you alone, which meant she had seen him half naked. But he’d be damned if she’d see him in his entire birthday suit.

      Joshua pulled some black trousers from the back of his wardrobe and stuffed his legs in. This size belonged to his old self, the one who didn’t even have a gym membership.

      The trousers hung low on his hips, barely held in place. They would have to do.

      Joshua pushed through his bedroom door, when the snap of a lock sounded and the front door opened.

      DI Cheryl Spiers strode in wearing a navy suit ironed so well the fabric had forgotten what creases even were. Her ponytail, equally tight, swung behind her. She raised a hand to her nose. ‘Oh god, Joshua!’ Then proceeded to open a window.

      When a man walked in behind her, Joshua blinked. He had expected Cheryl to be alone. And if she did turn up with a guy, he hadn’t pictured it to be a stout, grey-haired man with deep wrinkles. When hanging out with Cheryl, he’d seen men appreciating her, although Cheryl had mumped on multiple occasions that her full figure wasn’t the ‘ideal’ standard of beauty, so Joshua was clearly making things up. He wasn’t worried about those men hurting Cheryl though; the woman was tough as diamonds.

      Cheryl dangled a shirt in front of his face. It had to be the one he’d discarded a few nights ago after another intense gym session, because it reeked.

      Joshua shoved his head through the shirt in time to catch the other man studying the living room with a frown.

      ‘Who are you?’

      Cheryl tilted her head. ‘This is DCI Payne.’

      This man?

      DCI Payne stuck his hand out. ‘Nice to meet you, sergeant. I’m guessing the ink on your warrant card is still wet?’

      Joshua cleared his throat. He wasn’t an eejit who didn’t know his own DCI, but their division had just gone through an overhaul after what the previous DCI ‘Dickheadson’ had done. Joshua was still getting used to his new bosses. Not that a DS came face to face with his DCI that often.

      ‘Hello, sir.’ Joshua shook the man’s hand. ‘Er… I could offer you coffee, but⁠—’

      ‘You’ve just woken up,’ Cheryl interrupted. ‘Why don’t you sit? I’ll see what I can whip up.’

      Cheryl was that sort of person. She took charge, her brain working in quick logical steps. That’s how she’d broken the glass ceiling of their male-dominated profession and become a DI, just shy of forty. If Joshua wasn’t a little terrified of her, he’d have suggested she maybe add a drop (or a gallon) of sunshine to the way she addressed her best friends. You know, because they weren’t criminals?

      But Joshua wasn’t keen on finding himself on his arse, so he had to be satisfied with narrowing his eyes and doing as he was told. Gesturing for the DCI to take a seat, Joshua pulled a used pair of knickers from the floor and shoved it behind a cushion. Guess his house needed a clean-up.

      He’d re-worn the hell out of his clothes too, judging by how Payne sat down at the edge of the sofa, as if worried something would stain his trousers.

      Joshua rested on the cushions, studying his DCI. ‘Sir, if I may be direct, are you paying all your detectives a home visit?’

      Payne gave him a tight smile. ‘No, sergeant, we’re here to talk to you.’

      Cheryl arrived and thrust a mug into Joshua’s hands. ‘Black coffee. There was only one clean mug.’ She pulled up a chair, dumped the gym bag that was on it onto the floor, and sat down. ‘Joshua…’

      Joshua narrowed his eyes. Something was up. Cheryl’s grim face, and lack of rebukes at the state of him or his house, gave it away. ‘What’s happened?’ Had they made a mistake in making him sergeant? Had he failed his tests?

      Cheryl leaned her elbows on her knees in the universal gesture of, ‘We need to talk about stuff that’ll make you bawl your eyes out.’

      ‘Spill it,’ Joshua hissed. If this was Cheryl trying to let him down gently about his exams, he was not in the mood.

      ‘Your mother lives in Glasgow’s West End?’ Cheryl rattled off an address.

      Joshua blinked. His mother’s address? ‘What’s my mum got to do with my exams? Just tell me. Has there been a mistake?’

      Payne grunted. ‘Sergeant, we aren’t here about your exams. Your place as a member of the CID is well deserved. We want to know your mother’s address and name.’

      Something niggled Joshua’s detective brain. They asked these questions when they were informing next of kin about… No, no. Joshua shook his head. ‘I spoke to her yesterday morning. She asked me to drop by for dinner today. She was moaning about her neighbour’s Christmas decorations. I told her they’d take them down by mid-March like every year.’

      ‘Joshua.’ Cheryl stood up from the chair and took a seat next to him. ‘I’m sorry to tell you this but… but… we have some bad news.’

      Maybe it was denial, but he didn’t want Cheryl to complete that sentence.

      Cheryl took his hand in hers. ‘I’m sorry, Joshua. Your mum is dead.’

      Dead. His mum?

      ‘It—it can’t be.’ He heard himself say. Of course, it couldn’t be. His mother… ‘I—I’ll call her.’

      Cheryl refused to let go of his hand to let him call his mum. Instead, she tugged his arm so he looked at her. ‘DCI Payne was at the scene when they confirmed it. I’m sorry. We believe it was a burglary gone wrong.’

      A burglary? The call asking for his help! Oh god, had that been his mum?

      Joshua jumped up from the sofa, his eyes searching for the phone. ‘I got a call at around 1am, I think. I was far too exhausted to follow up.’

      He ran into the bedroom, tripping over the clothes on the floor. After a wrestling match with the bedsheets, Joshua found his phone. Footsteps followed him in, but Joshua focused on pulling up his phone log.

      1:07 am… There had been a call from an unknown number. Had his mum used someone else’s phone?

      Joshua dropped his head to his chin. ‘Burglary in her house. Are you sure?’

      It was Payne who replied from the living room. ‘I’m afraid so, son. Her carer was in bed; it was her night off.’

      Joshua frowned. ‘Carer?’

      ‘Yes, Ms Walker is fine,’ Cheryl replied. ‘Would you like to talk to her?’

      His mother’s carer? Joshua shook himself. Scrolling down the phone screen, he found his mum’s last call and hit redial.

      ‘Joshua.’ Cheryl set her hand on his shoulder. ‘I’m sorr⁠—’

      ‘Yes, beta?’ His mother’s voice came over the phone, causing Cheryl to freeze.

      ‘Mum!’ Joshua shouted. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Home, where else would I be?’ She yelped. ‘Oh the milk!’

      Then, with a clatter, the phone call ended. Joshua pulled the phone away from his ear. That had been his mother alright, very much alive and, as always, over-boiling the milk for her tea.

      He whipped around, the shock and seeping sorrow from earlier morphing into anger. ‘Is this some sort of prank on the new sergeant? That’s cheap.’

      But Cheryl and Payne’s expressions were of utter shock.

      ‘I know you’re my superiors, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave. I need to head in for my shift.’ Taking Cheryl’s arm, Joshua led her into the living room.

      She was shaking her head. ‘Wait, hold on. DCI Payne said they’d confirmed it was your mum. I wanted to be the one to tell you, so I didn’t ask them more questions.’

      ‘We did confirm.’ Payne’s voice came from the other side of the room. He held up a picture frame. On the bureau by the wall Joshua had set up some pictures. Sometimes when the sorrow of loneliness hit him, he looked at them: the picture with Cheryl and Robert, his best mates; and the one with his uncle and auntie; and lastly that of him and his mum.

      Payne showed Cheryl the picture of Joshua and his mum. ‘This is Mrs MacLeod?’

      ‘Yes, that’s his mum.’ Cheryl frowned.

      Joshua ran a hand through his hair. ‘My mum’s Swati Krishnan. So Ms Krishnan, not MacLeod. And like every other person who sees us together and asks, no I wasn’t adopted. I doubt a twenty-something immigrant would’ve been the ideal candidate for that either.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Joshua.’ Cheryl turned towards him, slowly. ‘When they said the murder had occurred in the West End, I thought she’d moved to be closer to the hospital… Especially if she needed a carer.’

      ‘My mother doesn’t have a carer! She still lives in Scotstoun.’ Joshua cursed, then waved at his face. ‘I had a Caucasian biological father, hence why I look this way save for my face-cut, the dark hair, and brown eyes. My mum raised me on her own; he didn’t stay.’ Although somehow Joshua had ended up with that bastard’s last name. Why? His mother refused to broach the subject.

      ‘Sergeant, this doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘It does. Genetics is weird sometimes.’ That’s how he explained it to everyone, especially when they argued that his mother couldn’t have given birth to him. It was a strange, annoying conversation to have. So, over the years, he’d just stopped telling people his mother was ethnically Indian.

      ‘No, sergeant, that’s not what I meant.’ Payne pulled his phone out, then showed Joshua a picture of another woman. It was a picture of a picture.

      This woman was Caucasian, her white hair sitting cloud-like around her face. Her blue eyes stared back at the camera.

      ‘This is Marge MacLeod. She was brutally murdered this morning. And you are saved as her emergency contact, relationship: son.’

      What?
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      When she opened her eyes that morning and didn’t find a psycho staring at her, Sloane had breathed a sigh of relief.

      It had all been a nightmare. Then she’d smelt it – the stale horror of last night.

      And reality had sunk in.

      She’d woken up on the floor because Marge’s killer had knocked her out. Marge was dead, and Sloane needed to call the police.

      That’s how Sloane found herself, a few hours later, sitting in a neighbour’s kitchen, wringing her hands, as a salt-and-pepper-haired, important-appearing man interviewed her.  She’d given a formal statement to another cop earlier, but apparently this important man wanted to ‘talk’ to her.

      He’d asked her about the events of the previous night, or early morning. She’d told him everything, including her unceremonious tumble to the floor and her stupid attempts at calling out for Marge while the killer had still been inside the house. Then she’d reached the part about what Marge’s killer had said to her, and the words froze in her mouth. Just like they had when she’d given her statement earlier.

      How had Marge’s killer known who she was? It wasn’t something a random burglar would know.

      Could it be that this wasn’t just an attempt to steal some of the gilded ceramics Marge displayed in those dusty cabinets?

      The important man in front of her clicked his pen shut. Unlike the romantic suspense novels she loved, this law enforcement dude didn’t meet her definition of hot. ‘Is there someone I can call for you?’

      Sloane stared at the skin she’d peeled from the corners of her finger. ‘No.’

      ‘A family member, spouse, partner, boyfriend, er… girlfriend?’

      Boyfriend. ‘Um, no one that can come over. I’ll be fine.’

      Though there was the little issue of her being homeless and with nothing more than the white bunny-suit coveralls the cops had lent her when they’d taken her cosy housecoat as evidence. All of her belongings inside the house were evidence too… and inaccessible.

      A head poked into the kitchen. Sloane almost jumped at the fluff of white hair. So much like Marge, for a second Sloane had wondered if this was some sort of elaborate prank. But the fog of fear cleared, and the slim face of a much younger and kinder Mrs Bailey emerged.

      Mrs Bailey was a neighbour, the sort who’d invited Sloane for a cuppa every time Marge was being difficult. A widow herself, with both of her sons living in Australia and New Zealand, Mrs Bailey loved when someone dropped by. She’d also stayed the longest in the area – Marge had only moved in six months ago – so she knew all sorts of gossip.

      After the commotion from that morning, the older woman had ushered Sloane in, even offered to lend her an old dress. But the thing had been made to fit a young and slender Mrs Bailey, a few sizes too small for Sloane.

      Seeing as her old clothes wouldn’t help, Mrs Bailey had invited Sloane to wait in her house, even spending the morning handing out warming teas and coffees to cops.

      Now Mrs Bailey’s blue eyes fell on Sloane. ‘You poor thing. Would you like more tea?’

      Sloane shook her head. ‘I should find a hotel room.’

      ‘Nonsense! Look at you. Call that man of yours or stay here.’

      The cop had risen to take his leave but paused at Mrs Bailey’s words. ‘You have a partner?’

      His tone was almost accusatory, as if he had any right to pry into Sloane’s personal life. Well, as she was so far the only witness in the case, and also a potential suspect, the man actually did have a right to know.

      Sloane flashed her teeth in an awkward ‘No, I’m not a killer, just an insane dolt’ sort of smile. ‘Er… As I said, he… he doesn’t live here.’

      Mrs Bailey entered the kitchen. ‘He ought to now, at least, mention the future. You’ve been seeing him for a while now. It’s not like in the 1940s when they didn’t know when the war would end. Surely, he can find a job in Glasgow. Why do you want to know about him anyway, officer…?’

      The older man cleared his throat. ‘DCI Payne.’

      Payne. Ah, yes, that’s the name he’d used when he’d first walked in the door. Throughout the morning, Sloane had been more occupied with pulling herself together than keeping a track of all the people she’d spoken to.

      ‘Payne.’ Mrs Bailey nodded. ‘Weans these days, don’t you think they take life casually? Sloane’s man, now, he never shows his face here.’

      Oh god! Mrs Bailey – kind and sweet Mrs Bailey – apparently wasn’t done. Shite!

      Payne’s stare at Sloane darkened. ‘Ms Walker never mentioned a boyfriend.’

      ‘Oh, she’s a quiet sort. They’ve been together for… how long has it been, love?’ Mrs Bailey raised an eyebrow, her waving hands now paused as if frozen to hear Sloane’s answer.

      Sloane cracked another smile, one that was filled with hope that the ground would open and swallow her. Or lightning would strike her down for her lies.

      Instead life and her lie carried on. ‘Five months.’

      ‘Aye, right when you moved in next door to work for Marge. I married my second husband after knowing him for three. What takes you lot so long to decide?’

      Payne crossed his arms, pivoting away from Mrs Bailey and her rant. ‘What’s his number? I’d like to contact him. You said you had the evening to yourself. Did he come by the house?’

      ‘He—he… No. He doesn’t live in the country, as I said.’ Sloane cleared her throat, then stood up. ‘It’s getting late. I need to find myself some decent clothes and a hotel room. Please excuse me, will you?’

      Payne stood up, his broad shoulders blocking Sloane’s exit. ‘Hold on, Ms Walker. I will send a constable with you just until you settle in.’

      ‘I’m fine, thank⁠—’

      ‘Call that man of yours, Sloane.’ Mrs Bailey interrupted again. ‘If he doesn’t take the first flight back, that man’s not worth it. That man of yours… what’s his name again?’

      Sloane’s cheeks heated up. Mrs Bailey was being kind, supportive too, but the woman didn’t know… didn’t know what a big liar Sloane was.

      Sloane laughed, shaking her head. ‘I’ll see you soon, Mrs Bailey.’

      Like a seasoned dodgeball player, Sloane wove her way past Mrs Bailey and was almost squeezing through the gap between the bureau and Payne, when Payne reached out to stop her. ‘Hold on. I’ll send a constable with you.’

      Having been alone most of her life, Sloane didn’t need another human to rely on, as pathetic as that sounded. She shook her head. ‘I’ll be fine, please.’

      Mrs Bailey clicked her fingers, ‘I remember it now!’

      Sloane’s eyes widened. ‘Mrs Bailey, that’s okay. I should get going. See you!’

      Then without waiting for any other goodbyes from either of the two people in the room, Sloane hurried towards the back door. She gripped the handle like her life depended on it. And hell, it did. The last thing she needed was Mrs Bailey remembering the name of her ‘boyfriend’ and Payne asking her questions about the man.

      ‘Ms Walker, if you could, please share your boyfriend’s contact details with me. I’d like to speak to him, even if it’s on the phone.’ The DCI pressed.

      Sloane shut her eyes. Oh no! Oh no! Freedom had been so damned close. If she turned and ran like her life depended on it, and her sanity surely did, Payne would have her arrested.

      She clutched the doorknob.

      ‘You never told me his name, Ms Walker.’ Payne repeated.

      Just then Mrs Bailey clapped her hands. ‘I remember!’

      Hell no! Sloane twisted the door handle hard, yanking the door open so quickly, the whoosh sent her hair flying.

      And startled the man outside who had his hand raised to knock⁠—

      ‘Like Marge’s surname, aye!’ Mrs Bailey clapped again. ‘Joshua⁠—’

      Sloane shoved her way out the door, not anticipating the man outside would move towards her at the same time.

      ‘MacLeod! That’s his name!’

      The man grunted, as if answering someone calling him, before his hard body slammed into Sloane’s.

      No one had knocked the breath out of her before. Not like this. But the impact of that man’s chiselled body – it had to be like one per cent body fat – caused Sloane to lose her balance.

      Breathless, she tumbled straight into his arms, her soft curves giving way to his defined ones.

      Arms as solid as lead enclosed her, creating a protective bubble, just as the world tilted and their entangled bodies hurtled to the ground.

      Sloane found the last vestige of breath in her body and used it to scream.

      A dull ‘oumph’ was all the sound the man made as his back collided with the ground, and Sloane landed heavily on top of him.

      Legs entwined, their bodies aligned… and their heads pressed together… Sloane lay there on the floor tangled in the arms of a stranger just as Mrs Bailey proudly announced, again: ‘That’s right! Joshua MacLeod, that’s her boyfriend’s name.’
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      When Joshua had muscled his way into the crime scene, he hadn’t expected to find himself pinned to the ground by curves, his member stirring at the feel of them against him, alongside a declaration that he was this stranger’s boyfriend.

      Perhaps he had banged his head on the ground a wee bit too hard?

      The woman yelped, the shock of pink hair that blocked his vision lifting before she rolled off him. ‘I—I’m sorry.’

      Before Joshua could push himself up on his elbows, the pink-haired woman retreated a couple of steps, still staring at him wide-eyed, then did an about-face and ran.

      Was she a crime scene technician? He hadn’t seen her before at any scenes, not that he knew the entire SOCO team. Still, her coveralls didn’t match the odd pair of pump shoes she wore, or the wild hair that wasn’t restrained under a cap.

      Joshua jumped up, dusting off his hands. ‘What’d you mean boyfriend?’

      Payne’s narrow eyes assessed him, like they had that morning when the man had been at Joshua’s flat. ‘That is Sloane Walker, our chief witness. Are you just going to let her go?’

      Right. Joshua watched the retreating white apparition of Ms Walker hurrying down the street. ‘Why is she in a forensic suit?’

      ‘The house is a crime scene. We found evidence all over the place. I need you to keep a close eye on her.’ Payne shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘Seeing as you’re her boyfriend and that.’

      ‘Sir, I’ve never met the woman.’

      Payne simply shrugged. ‘Looks like you’ve had a whole other set of family and friends, sergeant. Leading a double life, are you?’

      Hell!

      ‘I’ll find her,’ Joshua muttered then took off after the woman. With her head of pink hair and the white suit, even with her headstart, Joshua could pick her out.

      Hadn’t Cheryl said Marge’s carer’s name had been Walker? That had to be her. The woman who had handed the police his contact details as Marge’s son.

      Joshua picked up the pace. ‘Ms Walker!’

      She only hurried more. Up ahead was a pedestrian crossing. The lights shone green. If Joshua let her get any further away, his chase would be blocked by a fucking traffic light.

      He jogged towards her, but luck was on his side. Just when she reached the lights, they turned to red. The other pedestrian halted, but Sloane Walker?

      She continued right on, just as the cars idling by the lights started up. Fuck!

      Joshua stretched his arms out to pull her back. Instead, all he caught was the hoodie on the white suit.

      That would have to do.

      He clenched the fabric tight in his hand and yanked it towards him.

      An ear-deafening scream pierced the air as Sloane’s arms flailed. Her head and body jerked back, and she staggered right into Joshua’s arms, a split nano-second before a car ploughed through the space she had just occupied.

      For the second time that day, Joshua found his arms wrapped around this utterly perplexing femme fatale.

      Femme fatale. Most people imagined a cocktail-dress-wearing brunette when they thought of those words, but the woman currently in his arms managed to look great in a white Tyvek suit that barely hid her gorgeous curves, rounded hips and generous breasts. And a profile with defined jaw, pink cheeks and the most enigmatic eyes faced him.

      Eyes that were currently spouting Greek fire at him. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

      Joshua leaned in, close enough that those wide eyes fluttered. ‘Tell me, Ms Walker, didn’t you see the traffic lights change?’

      Now she blinked again. ‘Er… I haven’t had my coffee yet.’

      Joshua tightened his hold on her, the action pulling her body snug to his. ‘You just assaulted a police officer and then ran away. You do know that’s an offence.’

      Joshua had just been teasing, hoping for a smile, instead her blush deepened. His heart tightened, right before he caught his head moving closer to Sloane’s. What the hell was wrong with him?

      He let go of her, the action so sudden Sloane lost her footing, tumbling towards the road again. ‘Walker!’ Joshua groaned, branding one arm around her again. ‘Are you okay?’

      She bit her lip. ‘I—I need coffee.’

      Right. Think, Joshua, come on. Maybe his self-imposed celibacy had caused his wires to short circuit, especially with a sexy woman in his arms. But no.

      The moment she got some coffee in her system, she’d report him for misconduct if he kept this up. So Joshua let Sloane go, then pointed to a wee shop on the other side of the road called Carrot and Coffee Co. A man lingered outside, sipping something from a to-go cup branded with the shop’s name.

      ‘Will that place do?’

      Sloane had been adjusting the suit, tugging the fabric from where it had slipped off. Now she looked up and a small smile tugged at her lips for the first time since he’d met her. ‘Perfect.’

      Joshua held up a hand before she could walk in. All the tugging and shoving from earlier had left a small tear in the suit. Besides, how the hell wasn’t this woman cold from wearing so little in this weather?

      Joshua shrugged out of his jacket and draped it around her. ‘Aren’t you cold?’

      ‘Mrs Bailey had some free-sized thermals,’ Sloane said, but still snuggled under his jacket. ‘Unfortunately, her clothes didn’t fit.’

      That confession tinged her cheeks again.

      If Mrs Bailey had been the old woman from earlier, the one who’d proclaimed he was Sloane’s boyfriend, Joshua didn’t think Sloane had anything to be embarrassed about. Mrs Bailey was a frail old woman.

      Words Payne had used to describe Marge MacLeod just that morning.

      Joshua shook his head. He needed to give his brain a break, while he fed it more fuel to last the day.

      He gestured once more for Sloane to head into the café.

      With a nod and a smile, she walked in.

      ‘Oh Sloane!’ A man’s voice sounded from somewhere inside. ‘How are you, my dear? I heard about Marge.’

      Joshua stepped into the tiny café, almost a literal hole in the wall. A man stepped from behind the counter and wrapped Sloane in a bear hug.

      Not wanting to appear creepy, Joshua looked away and took the chance to look around the place.

      Apart from the large counter on the left side, the wall behind it full of syrups, coffee containers, and French presses, the rest of the café held just two tables.

      One of the tables was occupied by a woman and a wean. The other one sat empty.

      Posters cluttered the walls, showcasing events and meetups all around Glasgow. But it was the aroma of coffee that had seeped into the walls that jolted Joshua awake. He took a seat.

      ‘This is… wait.’ Sloane had stepped out of the man’s embrace and was pointing at Joshua with a frown. ‘Who⁠—’

      ‘I’m Jo… Sergeant… I’m assisting Ms Walker here.’ Joshua pulled his wallet out. Didn’t she know him or was she pretending not to? Either way, he wasn’t telling her who he was. Not yet. ‘Could we sit in and have some coffee? I’ll have a long black, and you…?’

      ‘I know just what Sloane gets.’ The man who had hugged Sloane stepped back behind the counter. ‘And no, this is on the house. I can’t believe what happened this morning. You must’ve been so scared.’

      Joshua took the seat facing the door as Sloane chose to lean on the counter and chat with the man. Apparently, she was a regular here, even offering to step in and make her own coffee when another customer walked in.

      The familiar sound of the coffee machine filled the wee space. Glasses clanked, the man pulled out various bottles from behind the counter.

      Eventually, Joshua’s long black sat on the counter in a simple cup and saucer. Then another larger mug joined it, as the man added a generous serving of whipped cream and some chocolate flakes.

      He smiled at Sloane. ‘Extra for you today, to make you feel better.’

      What was she, a bairn? The huge smile on Sloane’s face made it seem so.

      Joshua curled his lips at the man’s grin. Was this the boyfriend? The other Joshua MacLeod?

      Wanting to interrupt this love-in, Joshua pushed off from the table and reached out to fetch the drinks.

      Sloane had the same idea. She reached out causing her hand to knock against Joshua’s. He turned his hand and encased hers in his. ‘Careful.’

      Sloane pulled her hand away from his as if he’d scalded her.

      With a muttered apology, Joshua picked up both cups and placed them on the table.

      He took a sip of his long black and sighed. Wow! That was⁠—

      ‘Oh…’ she moaned.

      Joshua’s eyes immediately snapped back to Sloane, his dick stirring at the sound. She had her head bent low, almost at the level of the cup. Then her pink tongue slid out and flicked the twirl of whipping cream as if flirting with it.

      His dick twitched when an image flashed in his mind. Of that tongue, licking— Oh fuck!

      Joshua clenched his hands and his jaw, hoping he could choke the wanton sound back, just when Sloane’s tongue reached out and tickled the cream again.

      God help him. What was this woman even?

      She couldn’t be more different from the women he’d dated in the past, what his pals would call his type. Beth had been willowy, blonde, sophisticated, and put-together, always with a serious poker face. Hell, she hadn’t shed a single tear during their entire divorce battle.

      Months later, the woman was engaged to the son of a construction mogul. And Joshua… was salivating over an enigma called Sloane.

      He cleared his throat. ‘So you’ve no clothes and no place to stay? Can I drop you off at your boyfriend’s?’

      The little satisfaction on her face from the coffee dimmed. She gaped at him like a fish, as if trying to formulate words. ‘Oh, I… No, he doesn’t live here. I’ll get a hotel. And some clothes, I guess.’

      Joshua folded his arms. Right, her ‘boyfriend’ didn’t live close by, had the same name as him, and Marge’s emergency contact. Joshua had plenty of questions to ask her. His name might not be too unique, but he wasn’t a John Smith either.

      Before, he could confront her, he needed to find evidence. So he jerked his head at his empty cup. ‘Why don’t you drink up your coffee and I’ll get you settled in?’

      ‘You don’t have to.’

      No, he didn’t. And given the emotions she evoked in him, it was a bad idea. And yet, Payne had told him to keep an eye on her. Besides, the more time he spent with her, she would have to slip up eventually. ‘It’s not every day you get your own personal police escort. I’ve got time. Why don’t you let me help?’
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      Well, she’d admit it. This Jo Sergeant man looked very much like the hot alpha males in her romances. Maybe that’s why whenever their bodies got close, which had been a record number of times in the short while since she’d literally floored him, Sloane felt herself bracing for a sexy night of passion.

      It could also be the shock, the adrenaline from earlier needing a release. Isn’t that what they said in those novels to justify the two characters tearing at each other’s clothes before they had sex? And, damn, being a bed-by-nine-with-a-book carer didn’t give her many opportunities to exercise her libido. So, to say things were a bit rusty down there would be a huge understatement.

      Walking down the road now, Sloane eyed the hunk beside her. No, no. She’d always had a wild imagination. And now it was acting up. It had to be. He was a cop, for god’s sake!

      ‘Did you really not see the van earlier?’

      Sloane frowned. What van was he talking about? ‘Sorry, I was just… well, I guess I needed that coffee.’

      ‘More like milk.’ He muttered. Of course, a man like him would judge her coffee order. Sloane clenched her fists. Alpha-ness ought to pull her out of romanticising him.

      Only when a pedestrian tried to squeeze past her, and Mr Jo Sergeant pulled her close to his side, eyeing the other person, did Sloane notice Jo Sergeant had been walking towards the side of the road, leaving her to walk on the inside. Book boyfriend, much? Fuck!

      ‘You need to be careful, especially after last night.’

      He’s a mansplainer. Hear that, Sloane? She did hear it, then proceeded to get comfortable by his side anyway. Urgh.

      ‘I—I think I need to find myself some clothes. I can’t be walking around in this thing all day. And also a place to stay.’ Her voice sounded pitchy, especially on the last bit.

      They were currently walking down Great Western Road heading towards Kelvinbridge. There weren’t any clothing shops, not the sort who’d stock stuff for her. But well… Sloane paused when a red banner caught her eye. A charity shop.

      ‘Have you told him?’

      The slight bite in Joshua’s voice froze Sloane in place. She frowned up at him. ‘Told who?’

      A rare dose of sunshine glistened behind Jo Sergeant, obscuring his facial expressions. Sloane could still feel the intensity of his gaze on her.

      ‘Your boyfriend. Have you told him about what happened. Maybe you should speak with him first.’

      Oh gosh! Sloane’s cheeks heated up. Had he heard her earlier conversation with the other cop and Mrs Bailey? Of course he had, especially after Mrs Bailey had announced her boyfriend’s name to the entirety of Greater Glasgow.

      Damn it!

      ‘Oh, aye, I—I told him.’ Liar.

      Jo Sergeant resumed walking. ‘So they let you keep your phone?’

      ‘Er… Yes?’ Sloane looked in the charity shop window as they walked past.

      ‘I have a pair of clean shorts and a t-shirt you can have in my car. They might be a bit too big on you though.’ He said, almost like he’d offered her a mint. ‘So he never called you back?’

      Too stunned by his offer of clothes and the statement they’d be big on her – nothing had ever been too large on her – Sloane didn’t comprehend his question.

      Aye, this man was the epitome of tall, dark and handsome. He certainly wasn’t… well… he’d been walking around in a jumper and shirt all day, after lending her his jacket. And the jumper sat a wee bit loosely around him, not enough to allow a peek into the contours of his torso.

      Sloane shivered despite the coat at the mere thought of the muscles resting underneath his clothes. She didn’t need a peek to know the absolute delectable goodness he had on offer there.

      She licked her lips.

      Then he reached out and touched her shoulder. ‘Sloane?’

      ‘Huh?’

      Jo Sergeant inched closer, touching her shoulders and spinning them so they moved close enough for their clothes to rub against each other.

      Sloane’s heart skipped a beat. It had to be the shock, it had to.

      ‘I understand if you need some privacy to call him… your boyfriend.’

      Her boyfriend. Who was her… Back to earth, Sloane!

      Urgh! Sloane reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, the one thing she had managed to smuggle out of her bedroom before the cops had cordoned the house off. She pulled up the messenger app on her phone and the chat she had with her man and typed, ‘I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Love you xx.’

      ‘There, I told him I’m fine, so he won’t worry.’ Sloane looked up having forgotten how close the cop was. She yelped when she found his face right there, staring at her with those kind dark eyes. They sent a shiver of anticipation zinging down Sloane’s back. ‘Oh, you’re…’

      And the phone slipped from her hands. Sloane watched it in slow motion as it slid between their bodies headed straight for⁠—

      She reacted pressing her torso forward in an attempt to catch the phone before it fell to the floor and cracked. What she hadn’t accounted for was rubbing against Jo Sergeant’s core in the process… and feeling the bulge there…

      ‘Oh!’ The gasp slipped from between her lips.

      He jerked away but still managed to snatch her phone from its death. Oh god! Oh god! Oh god! Sloane’s already warm cheeks now heated up her neck and perhaps her entire back. Hell, where was her brain at such times? And why had his cock been so eager?

      He’s a man, get over yourself!

      ‘Um, um, thank you! I’m really grateful for your help.’ Sloane spoke a little too loudly, causing a group of men walking past to stare at her. ‘Clothes. Yours, I mean. Greatly appreciated!’

      Way to sound like an absolutely sex-deprived, depraved eejit. She should have told him she’d head to the charity shop after all and find her way to the nearest hotel. But fuck, she hated clothes shopping.

      How many times had relatives remarked on the beautiful and smart Sierra, and then complimented on Sloane’s ‘cute’ cheeks or ‘healthy’ body? For an eleven-year-old who’d rather hide behind curtains than talk, that had felt humiliating. Something that still hadn’t changed after two decades.

      Sloane shook herself from those memories of her sister.

      ‘Don’t you want to know what happened to your sister?’

      How did Marge’s killer know the answers when she hadn’t found anything after all these years?

      ‘Are you okay?’ Joshua’s whisper startled Sloane. The memories faded away and the world came into perspective. She felt the hand that had been by her side that day on the small of her back. ‘Hey, why don’t we find you a hotel room so you can rest up? I’m sure you need the rest.’

      Sloane shook her head. ‘Sorry, I probably do. But I’ve taken up too much of your time⁠—’

      ‘I’m fine, truly. Let’s get you inside, so you can clean up.’ A smile bloomed on his face. ‘I’m not parked too far away.’
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