
  
    
      
    
  


Table of Contents


  Cover



  Synopsis



  Bella Books Social Media



  Praise for the works of Gerri Hill



  Other Bella Books by Gerri Hill



  About the Author



  Title Page



  Copyright



  Chapter One



  Chapter Two



  Chapter Three



  Chapter Four



  Chapter Five



  Chapter Six



  Chapter Seven



  Chapter Eight



  Chapter Nine



  Chapter Ten



  Chapter Eleven



  Chapter Twelve



  Chapter Thirteen



  Chapter Fourteen



  Chapter Fifteen



  Chapter Sixteen



  Chapter Seventeen



  Chapter Eighteen



  Chapter Nineteen



  Chapter Twenty



  Chapter Twenty-one



  Chapter Twenty-two



  Chapter Twenty-three



  Chapter Twenty-four



  Chapter Twenty-five



  Chapter Twenty-six



  Chapter Twenty-seven



  Chapter Twenty-eight



  Chapter Twenty-nine



  Chapter Thirty



  Chapter Thirty-one



  Chapter Thirty-two



  Chapter Thirty-three



  Chapter Thirty-four



  Chapter Thirty-five



  Chapter Thirty-six



  Chapter Thirty-seven



  Chapter Thirty-eight



  Chapter Thirty-nine



  Chapter Forty



  Chapter Forty-one



  Chapter Forty-two



  Chapter Forty-three



  Chapter Forty-four



  Chapter Forty-five



  Chapter Forty-six



  Chapter Forty-seven



  Chapter Forty-eight



  Chapter Forty-nine



  Chapter Fifty



  Chapter Fifty-one



  Chapter Fifty-two



  Chapter Fifty-three



  Chapter Fifty-four



  Chapter Fifty-five



  Chapter Fifty-six



  Chapter Fifty-seven



  Bella Books



		
			Synopsis

			When a seventy-one-year-old man is shot dead in his home, it seems like a random act of violence. But the hundreds of photos of Detective Tori Hunter found at the scene seem to say otherwise. And when the gun that proves to be the murder weapon in the brutal murder of Tori’s family some thirty-something years earlier is found, Tori is not only facing her past, but a massive conflict of interest.

			 

			Booted from the case, Tori finds herself going it alone, searching for answers about the long-ago murder of her family. Tori doesn’t just want justice. She wants revenge. With the help of an FBI hacker, her partner Casey O’Connor, and her wife Sam Kennedy, Hunter may finally get the revenge she’s been searching for.

			 

			Don’t miss this final chapter in the acclaimed Tori Hunter series.
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Praise for the works of Gerri Hill

			Timber Falls

			Another great crime story by Hill with a lovely romance as well. These are the things I love.

			-Sam D., NetGalley

			This is my first Gerri Hill book and I really enjoyed it. For me it was the perfect romance... sweet, and it moved at a nice pace for me. Hill can write a wonderful mystery/romance story! Her characters are well written and developed. The writing was great and kept me intrigued throughout the entire novel. The story was phenomenal and honestly, I already have her backlist books saved. The mystery was a favorite of mine. I was hooked and didn’t want it to end so soon.

			Rubie C., NetGalley

			The Great Charade

			One of the big loves I had for this book, among other things, was it is so full of rich dialogue. I am a sucker for running dialogue that fills a story, it gets me to relate to the characters even more because you just have their voices and direct interaction running in your mind’s eye throughout the story and Ms. Hill does this brilliantly. There isn’t much angst in regard to the MCs, just a heartwarming holiday story, which can be read anytime of the year, of Nic just trying to make it through the holiday (again no spoilers, but me wiping away a few tears) and Abby slowly falling for Nic. 

			-Carol C., NetGalley

			The Great Charade really is a heartwarming, romantic holiday book that I’m really glad I was able to read this season. If you’re looking for a great novel to read this holiday, this may be the one you are looking for.

			-Betty H., NetGalley 

			Red Tide at Heron Bay

			One of the best things I love about Ms. Hill’s writing is she takes the time to describe the environment and surroundings within the story, not so much as to stall the storyline but more to enhance the feeling of really being there with the characters…Ms. Hill does a wonderful job of blending mystery with a love story (reminds me of Devil’s Rock and Hell’s Highway) and she did it justice again in this book. 

			-Carol C., NetGalley

			Love the Hawaiian shirts and the person wearing them. This romantic intrigue had my attention from the beginning. Detective Harley Shepherd, upbeat yet sad as she deals with the loss of someone close to her. Lauren Voss, resort manager, shying away from relationships as she continues to deal with a relationship that went off the rails. Both women “ran” to Heron Bay to heal. Little did they know that tragedy would be waiting for them right around the corner. I enjoyed the flirting and teasing. Some of the comments had me chuckling and laughing out loud. 

			-Kennedy O., NetGalley

			The Stars at Night

			The Stars at Night is a beautiful mountain romance that will transport you to a paradise. It’s a story of self-discovery, family, and rural living. This romance was a budding romance that snuck-up and on two unsuspecting women who found themselves falling in love under the stars and while gazing at birds. It’s a feel-good slow-burn romance that will make your heart melt.

			-Les Rêveur

			Hill is such a strong writer. She’s able to move the plot along through the characters’ dialogue and actions like a true boss. It’s a masterclass in showing, not telling. The story unfolds at a languid pace which mirrors life in a small, mountain town, and her descriptions of the environment bring the world of the book alive. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			Gillette Park

			This book was just what I was hoping for and wickedly entertaining. The premise of this book is really well done. Parts are hard to read of course. This book is about a serial killer who targets mostly young teenagers. The book isn’t very graphic, but it still breaks your heart in places. But there is also a sweet romance that helps to give the book a sense of hope. Mix that with some strong women, the creepiness of the paranormal factors, and the book balances out really well. There is a lot of potential with these characters and I’d love to see their stories continue. If you are a Hill fan, grab this. 

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			Hill is a master writer, and this one is done in a way that I think will appeal to many readers. Don’t just discount this one because it has a paranormal theme to it! I think that the majority of readers who love mystery novels with a romantic side twist will love this story.

			-Bethany K., goodreads

			After the Summer Rain

			…is a heartwarming, slow-burn romance that features two awesome women who are learning what it really means to live and love fully. They’re also learning to let go of their turbulent pasts so that it doesn’t ruin their future happiness. Gerri Hill has never failed to give me endearing characters who are struggling with heartbreaking issues, and beautiful descriptions of the landscapes that surround them. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			Gerri Hill is simply one of the best romance writers in the genre. This is an archetypal Hill, slightly unusual characters in a slightly unusual setting. The slow-burn romance, however, is a classic, trying not to fall in love, but unable to fight the pull. 

			-Lesbian Reading Room

			After the Summer Rain is a wonderfully heartfelt romance that avoids all the angsty drama-filled tropes you often find in romances.

			-C-Spot Reviews

			Moonlight Avenue

			Moonlight Avenue by Gerri Hill is a riveting, literary tapestry of mystery, suspense, thriller and romance. It is also a story about forgiveness, moving on with your life and opening your heart to love despite how daunting it may seem at first. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			…is an excellent mystery novel, sheer class. Gerri Hill’s writing is flawless, her story compelling and much more than a notch above others writing in this genre.

			-Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

			The Locket

			This became a real page-turner as the tension racked up. I couldn’t put it down. Hill has a knack for combining strong characters, vulnerable and complex, with a situation that allows them to grow, while keeping us on our toes as the mystery unfolds. Definitely one of my favorite Gerri Hill thrillers, highly recommended.

			-Lesbian Reading Room

			The Neighbor

			It’s funny…Normally in the books I read I get why the characters would fall in love. Now on paper (excuse the pun), Cassidy and Laura should not work…but let me tell you, that’s the reason they do. I actually loved this book so hard. …Yes it’s a slow burn but so beautifully written and worth the wait in every way.

			-Les Rêveur

			This is classic Gerri Hill at her very best, top of the pile of so many excellent books she has written, I genuinely loved this story and these two women. The growing friendship and hidden attraction between them is skillfully written and totally engaging…This was a joy to read. 

			-Lesbian Reading Room

			I have always found Hill’s writing to be intriguing and stimulating. Whether she’s writing a mystery or a sweet romance, she allows the reader to discover something about themselves along with her characters. This story has all the fun antics you would expect for a quality, low-stress, romantic comedy. Hill is wonderful in giving us characters that are intriguing and delightful that you never want to put the book down until the end. 

			-The Lesbian Review
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Chapter One

			“Hunter, O’Connor…about time you two get here. The ME beat you to the scene. Again.”

			“We were downtown,” Casey supplied. “Eight o’clock traffic kinda hinders a quick buzz through the city, you know.”

			Casey looked at Tori and gave a subtle wink. They’d been sitting in a line at a drive thru, waiting on breakfast.

			Tori paused at the front door, turning around to survey the street. It was an older neighborhood with equally older homes, all showing their age. For the most part, the yards were well kept and tidy with large shade trees blocking out the April sun. This yard, in particular, seemed to have been meticulously maintained. The lawn, with its bright green grass of spring, looked—and smelled—freshly mowed.

			“Hunter?”

			Tori turned, nodding at Casey, who was following the officer inside. There were several others there, talking among themselves. Conversation ceased when they walked in. She stopped and looked around, meeting curious eyes. They all seemed to be looking at her, not Casey. She shrugged it off and went into the kitchen, finding Rita Spencer bent over the body.

			“Time of death seven-forty-eight,” Rita said without looking up. 

			“Wow. You’re getting damn good at that, Spencer,” Casey drawled. “Right down to the very minute. Next thing you know, you’ll be adding seconds to your reports.”

			Rita looked up then. “The neighbor heard the shots. Found him. Seven-forty-eight this morning.” She arched an eyebrow. “What happened to your hair?”

			Casey’s hand automatically went to the hair in question. “Chopped it off. Trying to look like Hunter here.”

			“I see. Quit coloring it blond then.”

			“Mousey blond is my natural color, thank you very much.”

			Tori sighed. “The body?”

			“Single shot to the head,” Rita said.

			“Where’s Mac and his team?” Casey asked.

			“They were finishing up at another scene. Must be a full moon—the crazies are out.”

			“What’s with the trash?” Tori asked, pointing at the white plastic bag that had spilled out onto the kitchen floor. An egg carton, a can advertising seasoned black beans, and some soiled paper towels were sprawled across the floor.

			“It’s trash day,” Officer Garza supplied. “Looks like he was taking it out when he was hit.” He pointed to the window, which was shattered. “Neighbor heard two shots. One shot to break the glass, another for the hit, I guess.”

			Tori nodded. “You talk to the neighbor? The one who found him?”

			“Rogers did. Mr. Alton. Steve Alton is his name.”

			Casey nudged her. “Come on, Hunter. Let’s chat with him. See what he saw.”

			Rita rolled the body over then and Tori found herself staring at it. The man was late sixties, maybe early seventies. His hair appeared thick—an attractive shade of gray. The bullet hole to his temple had done little damage. At least on the outside. As she stared, she felt an odd sense of déjà vu come over her. Casey nudged her again.

			“You know him, Hunter?”

			Tori blinked several times, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

			“You’re white as a ghost,” Casey said quietly.

			“Detectives…you want to take a look at the pictures we found first?” Officer Garza asked. “The neighbor was pretty shook up. Maybe give him time to settle down before you talk to him.”

			Tori arched an eyebrow, but it was Casey who spoke.

			“Yeah, we kinda like to talk to the witnesses as soon as possible, make sure they don’t forget something, you know.”

			It wasn’t Casey he looked at, though. It was her. “I think you’re going to want to see these pictures. They cover a whole wall.”

			She glanced at Casey, who shrugged. 

			“I guess it’s okay with me. Okay with you, Hunter? I don’t suppose the neighbor is going anywhere. We’re parked in his driveway. He’s kinda blocked in.”

			Before she followed Garza and Casey out, she asked Rita, “What’s this guy’s name?”

			“Charles Griffin. According to his driver’s license, he was seventy-one.”

			She nodded. It didn’t ring a bell, yet there was something so familiar about him. She stared at the body a moment longer before leaving. Back into the living room, she raised her eyebrows questioningly. The officers pointed down the hallway. She found Casey staring at, yes, a wall of pictures. Photos. Some black and white. Some color.

			“Jesus Christ, Hunter. What the hell do you make of this?”

			Tori moved closer, her brow furrowed. Her gaze darted from picture to picture before it finally registered. 

			They were all of her.

			





Chapter Two

			“Yeah, yeah. We got it, Garza. We’re fine. Just give us a minute.” Casey nearly pushed Garza out of the room before closing the door. Tori was still standing there, speechless. “You okay?”

			Tori moved then, walking down to the other end of the wall. These photos were obviously dated—some were black and white, most were in color. Casey noted that Tori’s hand was trembling when she pointed at one that was beginning to fade.

			“That’s…that’s me when I was fourteen or fifteen maybe. That’s my aunt’s old car.” She moved to another one and tapped it. “When I graduated high school.”

			“Hell, Hunter, look at this one. It’s you and me out on your boat. It’s when I bleached my hair that one time. What? Four or five years ago?”

			“Here’s one of me and Sam having pizza at the park.”

			Casey went closer to her. “Here’s the four of us having dinner.”

			“Mexican food.”

			Casey grinned. “Margaritas. More specifically, the Rios ’Ritas.”

			Tori moved to the more recent photos. She touched one of them. “This was a couple of weeks ago.”

			It was a photo of Tori walking into the station, phone held to her ear, a smile on her face. Talking to Sam, no doubt.

			“How do you know a couple of weeks?”

			“It’s when I went to the deli for sandwiches for everyone.” She tapped it again. “The bag.”

			“What the hell does this all mean? He have some vendetta against you or something?”

			“A vendetta?” She pointed down the wall. “Since I was a kid?”

			“He’s obviously been spying on you.”

			Tori went back down to the early photos. She stared at them for the longest time, then slowly turned to her. “Not since I was a kid, no. Since my family was killed.” She pointed to the very first one on the wall. “This one. I spent some time in a…in a hospital, you know. This is when I got out. My Aunt Carol picked me up. I moved to Houston with her. I wasn’t even thirteen yet.”

			“Who the hell was this guy, Hunter?” She waved at the wall. “He’s freakin’ dead, and he’s got all these pictures of you.”

			Tori shook her head. “I have no idea.”

			Casey ran a hand through her hair. They were called to a crime scene. A homicide. Nothing new there. But all this?

			“You know Mac’s got to process this room,” she said. “Gonna take all the photos to the lab, I’d guess.”

			“I know.” Tori took a deep breath. “Come on, O’Connor. Let’s go interview the neighbor.”

			“That’s it? There’s goddamn pictures of you plastered all over this dead guy’s wall and you want to act like it’s just another case?”

			“I want to find out who the hell this dead guy was.” Tori glanced back at the pictures. “Malone will want to pull us from this case.”

			“No doubt.” Then she smiled. “We’re not going to let him, are we?”

			“No, we’re certainly not.”

			





Chapter Three

			“I’m Detective O’Connor. This is Detective Hunter,” Casey said in introduction. “Can you tell us what happened?”

			“I can’t believe it, really.” Steve Alton twisted his hands together nervously. “I mean, Charlie never puts his garbage out the night before. None of us do. The raccoons get into it and make a mess of things. But he’s an early riser. He always has his garbage out before me.”

			“But this morning he didn’t?” Casey prompted.

			“No. So I thought I should check on him, you know. I mean, he’s over seventy and all and he hasn’t been in the best of health lately. I don’t know what was going on, but he’d had a lot of doctor’s appointments. He—”

			“So you went to check on him?” Tori asked impatiently.

			“Well, yeah. I go out my back door at the kitchen there.” He pointed. “It’s closer. I’d just stepped outside when I heard the shots. It was two quick pops, you know. Kinda loud. At first, I wasn’t even sure what it was, but then it registered that I’d heard glass breaking—the window, you know. Then I heard running and when I got around the side of the house, I saw this guy jump into a car, and it took off real fast. Squealing the tires even.”

			“Was the car parked or was someone waiting for him?”

			“There was another guy driving. It pulled up out front there just as this guy ran to the street.”

			“Did you get a look at the car? The plates?”

			“Like I told that other officer, it all happened so fast. It was a light-colored car—grayish in color or maybe silver—and it had four doors. That’s about all I could say about it.”

			“What about the guy?” Casey asked.

			“It wasn’t like in the movies. He wasn’t dressed all in black or anything. He had on jeans and a blue T-shirt.”

			“White guy? Black? Hispanic? Could you tell how old?”

			“White guy. I never saw his face, but I saw his arms when he was running. White guy. Kinda thin, I guess. I have no idea his age. Like I said, I never saw his face.”

			Tori stood up, moving away from the table. She stared out the kitchen window, noting the freshly mowed lawn in the back. “Tell me about Charles Griffin.”

			“Charlie? Oh, he was such a good guy. Best neighbor I could ever hope for.”

			Tori turned back around. “You were friends?”

			“Friendly enough to share a meal now and then, yeah. More so now since my wife died.”

			“Does he have a wife?” Casey asked.

			“No, no. Never been married.”

			Tori walked over to the table again, resting her hands on the back of a chair. “How long has he lived here?”

			“Oh, he’s been here a long time. Thirty or thirty-five years, I’d guess. He was the nicest guy. He’d do anything for you.”

			“And I don’t suppose you knew of anyone who had a beef with him? Someone he had a fight with recently or something. An argument?” Casey asked.

			“Charlie? No, no. Everyone loved Charlie. And since he’s been retired, he kinda looks after the neighborhood. He doesn’t go out much anymore. Grocery store is about it. Well, and the doctor recently.”

			Tori and Casey looked at each other and Casey nodded. “Well, Mr. Alton, we’ve taken up enough of your time.” Casey handed him her card. “If there’s anything else you think of, please give me a call.”

			“Yes, of course.” He glanced at the card. “Detective O’Connor. Do you think the rest of us are in danger? Should we be worried there’s a killer out there?”

			“It appears that Mr. Griffin was targeted,” Casey said. “But it wouldn’t hurt to make sure all your doors are locked.”

			Tori nodded at him, but before they made it out of the door, he called back to her. 

			“Detective Hunter? Are you Tori Hunter?”

			She raised her eyebrows. “I am.”

			“Can I…can I talk to you for a second then?” He slid his gaze to Casey. “In private.”

			She and Casey again exchanged glances, and Casey shrugged. “Sure. I’ll go see if Mac got started.”

			Tori stood there, waiting. Mr. Alton looked nervous.

			“I don’t know what to make of this, really,” he said. “I mean, what are the chances you’d come here to me directly?”

			She frowned. “Forgive me for being blunt, but what the hell are you talking about?”

			He moved to the end of the kitchen and pulled open a drawer. From inside, he took out a thick letter-sized envelope. “Charlie gave this to me just last week. He said if anything happened to him, I was to give this to Detective Tori Hunter.” 

			“Had he been threatened?”

			“Not that he said. I took it to mean his health. Like I said, he’d had lots of doctor’s appointments lately.” 

			He handed her the envelope. Her name was neatly printed on the front. She looked up at him. “You open this?”

			“Oh, no, ma’am. It’s sealed and everything.” He paused. “Did you know Charlie?”

			Did she? She shook her head. “No.” She folded the envelope in half and shoved it into her back pocket. “Thanks. If we have more questions, I hope you won’t mind if we come back.”

			“Of course not. Like I said, Charlie was well-liked. It’s going to be a shock to everyone when they hear. I still can’t believe it.” His gaze slid out the door. “Wonder what’s going to happen to his place,” he murmured almost wistfully. 

			 “It’ll have crime scene tape up for a little while, I imagine.” She opened the door, pausing. “Did he ever mention my name?”

			Mr. Alton slowly shook his head. “Not that I recall.”

			When she went back over to Charles Griffin’s house, Casey was on her way out to find her. “Tori, come check this out. Mac found a safe. And guess what? There’s a gun inside.”

			“And this excites you?”

			“Yeah, it does. It’s wrapped up in this old cloth and Mac says it looks like it hasn’t been touched in decades.” Then Casey pulled her closer, her voice quiet. “What did he want?”

			“He gave me an envelope,” Tori said, her voice equally as quiet. “Said Charlie had told him to give it to me if anything happened to him.”

			“What? Well, what was in it?”

			“I haven’t opened it.”

			Casey pulled her to the side. “You think it’s evidence? I mean, maybe he knew he was going to get whacked. Maybe he fingered his killer.”

			Tori stared at her. “My goddamn pictures are all over his wall. And now I’ve got an envelope in my pocket that he left me. I don’t think it has anything to do with his murder.”

			“So you’re not going to log it in as evidence?” Casey nearly whispered.

			“I’m not. At least not until I open it.” 

			





Chapter Four

			Malone motioned for them to sit, and Casey plopped down into a chair first. Tori sighed, then sat down too. Malone rubbed his bald head, then gave an equally loud sigh.

			“You know this guy, Hunter?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Yet a hundred or more pictures of you adorned his wall?”

			“There were some of me, too,” Casey said. “And Sam.”

			“I’m aware of those, O’Connor. However, Tori was in those as well.” He shuffled some papers on his desk—for show, Tori knew. He was stalling, trying to find the words to tell them they were off the case.

			“Lieutenant—”

			“I know what you’re going to say, Hunter, but—”

			“And I know what you’re going to say,” she countered. “Just because this guy had a penchant for taking my picture doesn’t mean we can’t work the case.”

			“A penchant? Good god, Hunter, it goes back to when you were a kid.”

			She wanted to correct him—it went back to when her family was killed—but she didn’t. “The more reason we should be on this case.”

			“The more reason you should be off the case.”

			Casey stood. “Lieutenant, if I may…the fact that he had a couple of pictures of Hunter here doesn’t mean that has anything to do with his murder. I mean—”

			“A couple, O’Connor? They told me they stopped counting at a hundred.”

			“Yeah. But still, we—”

			“Save your breath. I’m pulling you two. Tucker and Sikes can take it.”

			“They can assist if you want, but you’re not pulling me off this case,” Tori said firmly and a bit louder than she intended. 

			“Goddamn it, Hunter, why is it always so difficult with you? I’m the lieutenant, you’re the detective. Do you know what that means?”

			She leaned closer. “Stan, after all these years, don’t you know me by now?”

			He stared at her, holding her gaze. “Why do you think he had pictures of you?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“Take a guess, Hunter.”

			She glanced at Casey, then back at him. “The first one was when I was leaving the hospital. My aunt was taking me to Houston.”

			He nodded. “And?”

			She swallowed. “And maybe it has something to do with my family.”

			“And you still think you should be on this case?”

			“All the more reason, Stan.”

			He rubbed his head again. “Shit,” he murmured. “I should save my breath, I guess.” He sighed. “All right. You stay on it. Use Tucker and Sikes if you need.” He pointed his finger at her. “But you keep me in the goddamn loop on everything, Hunter. You understand? If you want me to have your back on this, I need to know everything. If—when—the captain finds out, he’ll want to know why the hell I let you lead this.”

			“It’s not a conflict of interest,” she insisted.

			“The hell it’s not. And I mean it, Hunter. I want to know every damn thing that’s going on.”

			“Oh, yes sir, of course,” Casey said quickly. “I’ll make sure of it.”

			“Thanks, Lieutenant,” Tori said.

			He waved them out. “Get to work.”

			Casey led her over to their desks, glancing back at Malone’s office. “Christ, Hunter, you didn’t tell him about the envelope. He just said we had to keep him—”

			“We don’t even know if it’s related.”

			Casey rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. Have you at least peeked at it?”

			“No. I haven’t had a chance.”

			“Well, let’s do it now. The suspense is killing me.”

			“No. I don’t want to do it here. Too many eyes.”

			“Let’s go in the ladies’ room.”	

			Tori glanced around the squad room. Tucker and Sikes—Leslie and John—were nowhere around. Maybe now would be a good time. She motioned to their empty desks. 

			“Where are they?”

			“Les said they got a murder-suicide that went awry. The murder part worked out great. Not so much the suicide. He ran. Apparently, he couldn’t go through with it, but he forgot to take the suicide note with him.” Casey shook her head. “Dumbass.”

			“So you think we should bring them in on this one?”

			“Hell, I don’t know. It’s your call, Hunter. We got shit on the killing. Older neighborhood, no security cameras anywhere near there. You talked to the same people I did. A couple said they might have heard tires squealing, but they weren’t sure. No one saw anything. Hell, no one heard the shots except Steve Alton.”

			Tori sat down. “Lots of retired folks living here. It was early. Maybe they were all in bed still.”

			Casey sat too. “You really think this has something to do with your family? That’s been what? Thirty-something years ago?”

			She nodded. “I haven’t thought of them in a while, you know. Before Sam, there wasn’t a day that went by that they didn’t cross my mind. Now?”

			“You’re just living your life, Tori. There’s no guilt in that.”

			“I have the file. Copies of everything. When I made detective, Malone gave me the okay. There wasn’t much to it. I was twelve and in shock. I didn’t make a good witness. It was two years before I could even talk about it.” She closed her eyes. “I could always see his face. Always.” She opened them again. “It’s…it’s like it’s in the shadows now.” She looked at Casey, holding her gaze. “But I think it was him. My gut tells me it was him.”

			“Him? Charles Griffin?”

			Tori nodded.

			“Holy shit!” Casey whispered. “You gotta tell Malone.”

			“Oh, hell no, O’Connor. He’ll pull us for sure.”

			“You heard what he said, Hunter. You’ve got to tell him.”

			“I’ll decide after I open the envelope.”

			“Then let’s open the damn thing and see what he has to say.”

			Tori paused, meeting her gaze. “I’m afraid to open it,” she said honestly. “I think I want to do it when I’m at home.”

			Casey nodded. “With Sam, yeah. I understand that.”

			Tori smiled at her. “Well, I was kinda hoping you’d be there too. You’re my partner.”

			“Oh. Okay then. Sure, Hunter.” She pulled her chair out. “Sure.”

			“Good.” She sat down too. “So, let’s start at the beginning. Who was Charles Griffin?”

			“Well, according to all the neighbors we talked to, he was the nicest guy you’d ever want to meet.”

			“Where did he work? What did he do? Where is he from?”

			Casey flipped through her notes. “Okay, the lady across the street said he’d been retired for a while. Used to work at a hardware store.” Casey looked up. “She couldn’t remember the name.”

			“We’ll need to poke into his financials,” Tori said as she opened her own small notebook. “It was an older home and according to Steve Alton, he’d lived there over thirty years, so I guess the house was paid for. He drove an older model car. Nothing in the house indicated he lived extravagantly. Everything was neat, tidy.”

			Casey leaned closer, keeping her voice quiet. “You know, if we opened the envelope and saw what was inside, it might save us a lot of legwork.”

			“How about we do background first? Does he have a record? Did he hang out with unscrupulous people?”

			“He was seventy-one, Hunter.”

			“And? He can’t have thugs for friends?”

			Casey was tapping on her keyboard, shaking her head. “He’s not in the system. Got a handful of Charles Griffins but none with his date of birth. All younger.” Casey looked up. “So no record, Hunter. Probably no thugs for friends, either.”

			Tori leaned back in her chair. “We’ve got a seventy-one-year-old man, seemingly a saint, according to his neighbors. He gets assassinated in his own kitchen, and there are no witnesses, and we have no motive.”

			“Assassinated? Maybe it wasn’t a hit. Maybe someone was trying to break in.”

			“Come on, O’Connor. He was shot from outside, through the window, while he was taking out his trash. If you’re planning on breaking in and you see someone in the kitchen, you run. You don’t shoot them and then run. It was a hit.”

			“So how do we find out why?”

			Tori sighed. “We open the envelope.”

			





Chapter Five

			Casey went out to Tori and Sam’s back patio and automatically pulled two chairs into the sun where the rays still hit. It was after five and the air would be getting cooler soon, but as was their habit, they’d sit out for a bit before Sam got home.

			The house that Tori and Sam had bought at the country club lasted only three years. Casey smiled, remembering how much fun she and Tori had had buzzing around in a golf cart, pretending to play. Mostly, they’d drink beer and make fun of the upper crust, as Tori liked to call them. They didn’t fit in, though, and Sam had agreed. Sam had then found this house and Tori jumped at it. It was only six blocks from her and Leslie’s house. However, with Sam still at CIU and Leslie teaming with Sikes, their schedules didn’t always mesh, and it was hard to get together. 

			But summer was coming, and they usually managed to find at least one weekend a month where the four of them could spend some uninterrupted time on Tori’s boat. Those were the best days, in her opinion. Even though she and Tori were partners and were together all the time, their relationship took on a different tone then. Then, they were simply best friends enjoying a fishing date and a couple of days on the water. Leslie and Sam were just as close, and the four of them had formed a tight-knit family. None of them had any real family around. She hadn’t spoken to her brother in more years than she could remember. Tori didn’t have anyone but her uncle left. An uncle she didn’t speak to. Sam’s family—still in Denver—had practically disowned her. And Leslie? Her mother was on husband number five and living on the West Coast and her father was in Indiana somewhere with his new family. She spoke to them maybe once a year. It was just the four of them and they were as close as any blood family could be. She couldn’t have asked for more out of her life.

			“You daydreaming, O’Connor?”

			She spun around, smiling at Tori. “Just thinking about our lives, that’s all. Being thankful.”

			Tori handed her a beer. “Yeah. We got it pretty good, don’t we?”

			“I’ll say.”

			They sat down, side-by-side, their legs stretched out toward the waning sunlight. They drank a swallow of beer and sighed in unison.

			“I’m ready for summer,” Tori said.

			“Yeah, and then I get to listen to you bitch about the heat for the next five months.” She glanced at her. “You tell Sam about the pictures?”

			“No. She had an interview this afternoon. I haven’t talked to her.” 

			“What kind of interview?”

			“With the DA’s office. You know she’s not happy at CIU.”

			“DA’s office? As a detective?”

			Tori nodded. “Lead detective. She’d have a team under her.”

			“Well, that’s great, right? Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Because she only decided yesterday to go on the interview. Sarah Baker’s the one who’s been pushing for her. She’s the Chief Administrator. She and Sam met a couple of years ago.”

			“Yeah, she used to be one of the Assistant DAs. She has a good reputation.”

			“Yeah, Sam likes her. She’s just not sure she wants to cut ties with Dallas PD.”

			Casey nodded. “Afraid if she hates it, she won’t be able to get back in?”

			“Right. But she’s not happy where she is. I told her to go for it. It would be normal hours, for one thing.”

			“That’s good. Is it a done deal? Is the interview just a formality?”

			“Not sure about that. I think there’re eight people—all attorneys—that’ll be in on it. But I think Sarah makes the final decision.” 

			Casey touched her beer bottle to Tori’s. “That’s great news. I hope it works out.”

			Tori smiled at her. “Why are we sitting here making idle chitchat?”

			“Because you won’t open the damn envelope.”

			Tori shifted in her seat and pulled it out of her back pocket. “You think I should read it before Sam gets home?”

			“I’m going to say yes, only because I’m curious as hell what it says.”

			Tori set her bottle down beside her chair. “It’s been burning a hole in my pocket all day long.” She turned it over, staring at the front. “Okay. Let’s open it.”

			Casey saw Tori’s hand trembling as she carefully broke the seal. Inside were three letter-sized pieces of paper, folded together. 

			“Maybe you should read it.”

			Casey’s eyebrows shot up. “Me? Really? You want me to read it?”

			Tori handed it to her. “Yes. Read it out loud.”

			Casey scratched her forehead for a second, then put her bottle down too. “Okay.”

			She took a deep breath, then stared at the words. The handwriting was neat, eloquent almost. “‘My name is Charles Griffin.’” Casey read the next few words silently, then glanced at Tori. “Well, he gets right to the point.”

			“Just read it, O’Connor.”

			Casey swallowed. “‘I killed your family. I’m not writing this letter to ask for forgiveness. I don’t deserve or expect that. But if you are reading this, then I am no longer alive. It’s a race as to whether they get me first or the cancer does.’” Casey looked over at Tori. “Guess that explains the doctor’s visits.”

			Tori’s eyes were closed, and she said nothing. Casey continued.

			“‘I’m sure you’ve seen the pictures by now. I’ve been keeping tabs on you over the years, feeling responsible for how your life got turned upside down. You made out good, it seems. Finally found some happiness in this horrid life. For my story, I’ll start at the beginning. I was pulled over for speeding and arrested with possession of a controlled substance and the unlawful possession of a firearm. I know what you’re thinking. What fool doesn’t obey the speed limit when they’ve got drugs in the car?’” Casey looked at Tori again. “So he’s got a sense of humor.”

			Tori opened her eyes. “I don’t.”

			“Sorry.” Casey waved the papers at her. “But wait. There was no record that he’d ever been arrested. Nothing.”

			“Just read it, O’Connor,” she said again.

			“‘They took the drugs and pocketed them. Right in front of me, they shoved them in their pockets. Then they put my gun in the trunk of their patrol car. I was cuffed, shoved in the back seat, and hauled in. I was held for two days. I wasn’t allowed a phone call or an attorney.’”

			“That’s not possible,” Tori murmured.

			“‘Then I got pulled out of jail and taken outside. The cop gave me this large manila envelope. Told me my attorney had left it for me. Of course, I didn’t have an attorney. Then he handed me the keys to my car and just walked away. My car was parked on the curb, and I got the hell out of there as fast as I could. When I finally opened the envelope, there were several pictures of my parents and my older sister and her family. There was a note. It said that they would be killed unless I did something for them. Then there were instructions to go to another location.’” Casey put the papers down. “Do we believe this?”

			“It was thirty-three years ago. Maybe. We know surveillance wasn’t what it is now. Electronic files were in their infancy. Probably easy to hide someone in a jail cell for a couple of days.”

			Casey cleared her throat. “Okay. Let’s go on. ‘I went to a storage facility. Small units. It was inside a locked gate. Unit 13. I remember looking at it thinking Lucky 13. It was empty inside except for two things. A gun and a manila envelope. It looked just like the one the cop had given me. Inside was a picture of this guy. Your father. The note said I was to kill him and his family, leaving one alive as a witness. They gave me the address and told me what night to do it. They told me how to do it. Told me to laugh while I was doing it.’” She glanced at Tori, noting that her fists were clenched. 

			“Go on,” Tori said in a near whisper.

			“‘I chose you as the witness. After it was over with, I went home, not knowing what to do. I was nearly crazy, out of my mind by then. I’ll admit, I thought about putting the gun to my own head and pulling the trigger, but I was too weak. Inside my house was another envelope, like the others. There was a wad of cash in there with another note. It said if I kept quiet, then my family wouldn’t be hurt. Up to that point in my life, I hadn’t exactly been a model citizen and I’d done some dishonest things and hung with the wrong crowd. And yes, I’d killed before. Not intentionally. As they say, it was a drug deal gone bad and I escaped with my life. But this? No, this wasn’t me. I was a grown-ass man but scared and afraid for my family’s lives. So I did it. But a day didn’t go by that I didn’t think about what I’d done.’”

			Casey paused, seeing a lone tear escape the corner of Tori’s eye and trickle slowly down her cheek. “Tori?”

			“I’m okay. Keep reading.”

			Casey looked down at the paper, reading a bit more silently before continuing. “‘I’m writing this now because I was contacted four days ago. It was a distorted computer voice on the phone. They said they had a target for me. An elderly man, they said. I hung up on them. I can’t go through all that again. I’m going to rot in hell as it is, deservedly so, but I won’t kill again. The calls kept coming. I told them I would go to the police if they continued. Since then I’ve seen a strange car on the street. An older model four-door Chevy Impala. Silver in color. Saw it two days in a row. When I spied it today, they took off. Two men inside. I know it’s connected to the phone calls. That’s why I’m writing this. I fear my time has come, probably rightfully so.’” 

			She read a few more lines silently. “He’s kinda rambling now. Going back over—”

			“Read it.”

			“Okay. ‘I had no business living such a long life, considering what I did to your family. And now if you’re reading this, I’m no longer here anyway, most likely to spend eternity in hell for what I’ve done. My only consolation is that my family was able to live out their lives in peace. My parents died of natural causes and my only sister, Norma, passed on just last month. I’m sorry to even write that, considering yours didn’t have that opportunity, because of me. I wish I could say something other than I’m truly sorry for what I’ve done, but know that I am. A day did not pass that I didn’t think of your family and the sin I committed. I wish I could tell you why it happened and who was responsible, but I simply don’t know. What I do know is that the police were involved somehow. Like I said, I was allowed no phone call. Normal procedures weren’t followed. I know the cops were behind it. Dirty cops.’” 

			She paused again. “You believe that? That it was cops?”

			“I don’t know. What else?”

			Casey glanced down at the letter. “There’s not much more. He’s convinced he’s going to hell, that’s for sure.”

			“Finish it.”

			“‘Yes, I’m going to rot in hell where I belong, but I did change. I tried to become a better person. I got my shit together. I got a job. I never took a wife, though. I was afraid to have a family, afraid to have kids. So I lived alone. I lived in fear that they would contact me and want me to kill again. I lived with that fear every day of my life. And now they have come again. So I’ll end this letter. It’s my confession to you, Detective Tori Hunter. I know you hate me and rightfully so. I wish I could say I’m writing this to bring you some peace somehow—some closure—but what I really hope is that you can find out who directed me to kill. And then I hope you finish off that son of a bitch.’” 

			Casey folded the three pages together again. “That’s it. His signature at the end.”

			Tori nodded but continued to stare out into the backyard. The sun was below the trees, and shadows were creeping closer to them. She felt the chill in the air.

			When the back door opened, she and Tori were both startled, she nearly jumping off the chair. It was Sam. Her blond hair was kept a little shorter these days but was still long enough to tuck behind her ears. She did that now and smiled affectionately at her.

			“Casey. What a nice surprise,” Sam said when she came closer. She bent to kiss her cheek. “Where’s Les?” Sam then eyed Tori. “Or are you two working?”

			“Later. She’s coming later,” Casey said. “We thought we’d order a pizza or something.”
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