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      FBI Special Agent Stella Davis needed a massage. Or two weeks at a health and fitness retreat in Mexico. That sounded pretty good right now. Instead, she was at the spa. But not for any personal reasons, no. This was purely work.

      Stella adjusted the plush robe and wandered on her fluffy guest slippers to the pedicure stations. She’d specifically requested the end foot bath next to her target. That was exactly where she headed now, thanks to two twenty-dollar bills in the hand of the nail tech who she’d promised would not tickle her with another twenty.

      As she eased her feet into the steaming bubbles, Stella wondered if this might not be an awful idea for an undercover operation. It felt pretty good.

      She glanced at the woman beside her. “Hey.”

      The woman had dark hair and a fashion model physique. She sized Stella up with one glance and a lift of her perfect eyebrows and returned to her magazine.

      Beyond the woman was an older lady Stella recognized even though they’d never met. Edith Hummet had the same pixie cut as her, though it was a completely white crown of wisdom. And something else Stella had never quite been able to put her finger on. Honestly, the woman scared her. Though, if pushed she’d have admitted she wanted to be just like Edith when she was older.

      Bubbles tickled her toes, massaging the soles of her feet.

      “Okay, that feels good.” Stella eased out a chuckle.

      She worked out Tuesday to Saturday every week simply to maintain her muscle mass and keep herself straight mentally. Lately it hadn’t been as effective to work out her problems while pounding the trails around the town of Benson, Washington.

      Maybe she needed a hot tub so she could feel these effects on her whole body, not just her feet and lower legs.

      “You can turn on the massage chair, too.” The target waved at the remote on the little table attached to the arm of Stella’s chair with a manicured finger she’d probably just had painted.

      “Thanks…” Take the bait.

      “It’s Bridget.”

      “Hi, I’m Stella.” She included Edith in it, just so it wasn’t obvious she was targeting the girlfriend of the man who’d killed Stella’s partner.

      “I’m Edith, dear.”

      Stella nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

      Edith knew exactly who she was. After all, her grandson was Eric Hummet. Benson PD officer. Good guy. Fine, hot guy. Stella looked at her feet. The last thing she needed was to be thinking about him—or the kiss that had come out of nowhere in the gym hallway a couple of months ago.

      This was about Kyle.

      The nail tech got to work on her feet. Stella knew exactly their state after she’d spent the weekend camping. She’d needed those two days alone, going over her case notes. Thinking through everything she’d come up so far. It had brought her to this lead, but wearing flip flops walking around on the grass and dirt and then going for a ten mile run up a mountain also meant being here was probably needed.

      If she had any hope of drawing out Bridget, she’d have to mention Kyle. Build a bond with the woman.

      Stella felt the prick of tears in her eyes even though it had been six weeks. As though time made any difference.

      She leaned back in the chair, succumbing to the steady rumble of massage beads. Maybe this wouldn’t be completely about work. “I went camping this weekend, so my feet are extra tough and dirty.” She spoke to no one in particular, hoping Bridget would respond. “My friend died a few weeks ago, and it was something we did together. Pitching tents and spending the night out where you can see the stars.”

      She smiled, absently. “We’re both city folk at heart, but we decided to embrace the wild being out here.”

      Bridget glanced over.

      “I went out there to honor him.” She wiped under her eye. “Now I don’t think I’ll camp much. It isn’t the same without him.”

      Kyle had liked to show off his outdoorsman skills—that he’d learned from watching videos on the internet. Stella liked to sit in a chair and read her book, before she headed to her tent to read more while he watched more videos for half the night. Making coffee over a fire had been a learning curve, but eventually he figured it out.

      Stella didn’t drink coffee except occasionally, but she’d made it for her absent partner last weekend. The smell of it had brought a fresh round of tears.

      They’d been close after working together for six years, but too close to get in a relationship with each other. Plus, neither of them was attracted to the other so it made a nice buffer when they were too busy with work to date.

      This time when she wiped under her eye it wasn’t to swipe away an imaginary tear. This one was real.

      “My boyfriend died a few weeks ago.” Bridget laid the magazine down in her lap. “Isn’t it funny how we can find commonalities with a stranger?”

      Stella nodded. “I’m sorry for your loss.” She waited a beat before she said, “How long were you together?”

      “A couple of years.” Bridget leaned back in her chair and turned her head toward Stella. “And now he’s just gone. Suddenly I’ve got no anchor.”

      Beyond Bridget, Edith studied Stella with one brow lifted. Yeah, she knew why Stella was here.

      Stella held Bridget’s gaze. “It’s hard, isn’t it? They’re always there and then one moment they’re just…gone.”

      Bridget nodded.

      “Was he good to you?”

      Bridget’s expression shifted. “Sometimes. He worked a lot, so I had to go to his club if I wanted to see him. I always thought it was so he could show me off.”

      “He wanted you on his arm.”

      Bridget said, “I was getting tired of it, so I started to pull away. A few days later he was killed by the cops.” She practically spat the words. “It was wrong. They had no business shooting him on the street like that.”

      Except Stella knew exactly what’d happened. “I’m sorry.”

      There wasn’t much more she could, or would, say. Not without the anger rising. Bridget’s boyfriend, Orlando Salvatore, and his friends had fired an RPG at a car Stella had been in with Kyle.

      She’d stayed in the hospital for a week after being pulled out of the car by Isaac and Lyric. Kyle had been killed on impact, as had the two men in their custody in the back. The whole time she’d heard Eric was, “holding vigil in the lobby.” Like that was so gracious of him.

      Did he come to see her? Not once.

      A woman in white pants and a pressed white shirt appeared. “Ladies, can I get you anything?”

      Bridget said, “Acai berry smoothie.”

      Stella smiled wide. “I love those. I’ll take one as well.”

      They shared the smile, and Stella submitted to picking a color to be shellacked onto her toes. That she would then stuff into a pair of shoes as soon as she got out of here.

      “You mentioned a club,” Stella said. “Your boyfriend worked at one?”

      Bridget waved a hand. “His dad owns a bunch of businesses around town. Orlando ran one of them, but I never got into it much. Too boring.”

      So she had no idea about his business dealings. That was a disappointment.

      Stella had no way to sneak into the club office, and they’d found nothing on the cell phones Orlando or any of his guys had on them when they were taken down. Despite Bridget’s opinion, it had been self-defense when Orlando was killed, but maybe she simply chose to believe what she wanted to.

      Maybe Bridget was the kind of girlfriend oblivious to what was right in front of her face. One who simply wanted the trappings of the high life, but with no awareness of what it took to get it.

      Edith waved a hand. “I’ve always thought men had the wrong idea about what’s important. Like knowing when to quit work and relax.” She leaned forward to look at Stella with a gleam in her eyes. “It’s good your friend went camping with you.”

      “Only to show off how he could build a fire, and all those survivalist things.” Stella chuckled. “Why do men think one of those multi-tool things is essential to life?”

      Bridget made a face. “I don’t think Orlando knew what that is. He never had anything like that.”

      But he’d had plenty of guns. Drugs. Men he commanded, contacts who could get him illegal weapons.

      “And camping?” Bridget shook her head. “I’m sorry you lost your…friend. But Orlando took me to the Bahamas. He still worked, but I got to relax at least.”

      Stella made a mental note to look up their travel history. She had to figure out who Orlando’s associates were, and whether he flew private, or commercial. That could lead her to everyone he did business with. Where he’d gotten that RPG from. How he made money.

      All of it.

      It wasn’t enough that Orlando had been taken out. Stella was after his father, Francisco, who held the strings on all the business. And she wanted everyone he was connected to. She wanted their whole business and everyone connected to it taken down for what they did to Kyle.

      “Did your man Orlando do that a lot?” Edith said. “Traveling for work, schmoozing?”

      Stella bit the inside of her lip to keep from frowning. The nail tech massaged her calves, which actually felt pretty nice. But right now she needed to worry about Edith.

      Officer Hummet must have told her Stella was FBI. She wanted to think of him like that, and not like the guy who kissed her at the gym.

      Did Edith think Stella needed help questioning her person of interest?

      Bridget shrugged, shifting her magazine like she would open it again. Stella would lose her if they did that.

      “Do you ladies want to hit the sauna after this?” Stella asked.

      “Sorry, I can’t,” Bridget said. “I’ve got a massage booked and then I have a lunch date.” She made a face. “With my boyfriend’s father.”

      “You’re having lunch with him?” Stella tried to keep her question neutral, just curious.

      “He probably wants to offer me money again, so I’ll move out of Orlando’s apartment.”

      Edith said, “Men always think they know what’s best for us.”

      Bridget’s nail tech finished up. The woman waved and trailed out of the room, headed for her massage.

      “I’m done, too.” Edith swung her legs to the side and slid them into fluffy flip flops, a whole lot more spry than a woman her age could accomplish without working consistently on mobility. “How about we go to lunch?”

      Stella bet the woman could keep pace with her on a hike.

      “My treat.”

      “Why does that sound like a dangerous proposition?”

      Edith laughed. “Because you’re of sound mind. But of course I have no idea what you’re talking about. After all, I’m a perfectly harmless old woman.”

      Stella narrowed her eyes. “Sure you are.”

      If Edith wanted her to believe that she wouldn’t have let anything slip. Instead, Edith had given her a glimpse into the truth beneath her silver sneaker exterior.

      “I’ll see you in the café in thirty minutes.” The older woman hopped up, then headed off before Stella could say anything.

      Back in the locker room, Stella got dressed and then took a second and checked her phone. She replied to the text from Addie Franklin, her supervisor at the Benson FBI satellite office. Without Kyle it was only the two of them working there.

      The two of them had rejected every personnel file Addie received for a replacement. Still, one of these days they’d have to accept another transfer.

      Stella hadn’t even decided for sure if she would stay in Benson. The long-term motel worked fine, but that wouldn’t last forever. If she was going to stay, she would need a townhouse or condo. But none of that mattered when she hadn’t brought down everyone who had a hand in her partner’s death.

      Kyle wouldn’t have done any less for her.

      Her phone rang in her hand, jolting her from her thoughts. Campton Correctional. Stella answered it and accepted the charges because it could only be one person.

      She kept her gaze on the locker room bench seat when the line connected. “Hey.”

      “They’re letting me out, baby. I’ll be a free man!”

      Stella sank onto the bench and winced. “Uh, that’s great, Dad.”
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      Officer Eric Hummet tossed his phone in the cupholder. Not that he’d have answered it anyway, but there was definitely no chance with his captain in the patrol car. His youngest cousin could wait.

      Downtown traffic wasn’t rush-hour heavy, but it still took twenty minutes to get to the west side of town.

      Captain McCauley spent the entire time on the phone, intermittently saying, “Yes, sir” and “I understand, Mr. Mayor.”

      There were a lot of sighs and shifting in his chair, and zero chance for Eric to ask about taking the detective’s exam.

      The captain pointed a finger, indicating Eric take a left.

      He indicated and switched lanes. It irritated him that everyone around him drove under the speed limit the second they saw his black and white police vehicle. They should drive like normal and follow the rules of the road rather than be overly cautious in a way that made him wish he was a plain clothes officer in a standard vehicle.

      “Thank you.” McCauley hung up.

      Eric took the left turn. “Everything okay, Captain?”

      The guy had been on the fast track to being Benson’s first African American chief of police when one of their detectives had been exposed as a serial murderer. Eric couldn’t even believe Hank Maxwell had been so evil, not that he’d been friends with the detective. Rather, he hurt for the department and what that meant for all of them.

      Hence the reason McCauley was in his car, giving him another sigh. “The mayor’s got it in his head that we need an interim police commissioner since he let Philburn go.”

      The chief had resigned as well, and the deputy chief had been given the position. The mayor still insisted on cleaning house, getting rid of everyone who’d had a hand in Maxwell never being found out.

      Eric gripped the wheel. “Does he have someone in mind for the position of police commissioner?”

      McCauley said, “It won’t be someone from the rank and file, we can be sure of that.”

      The implication the mayor’s office believed what much of the public did was there in his tone—that the police department carried a poison within it. Or a virus. One that led to a decorated detective being a serial murderer for years before the town’s first FBI agent discovered the truth.

      The fact none of them saw what had been right under their noses wasn’t good.

      Eric didn’t like the fact they’d all been duped, but it was true that those closest to a murderer like Maxwell often didn’t see the truth.

      “As far as I can tell he’s leaning toward Russ Franklin of all people.” McCauley sighed again. “I know he was a US Marshal at one point, but his niece is the one who figured out about Detective Maxwell, so how is that not a slap in the face?”

      “It’s not a permanent post, though. Right?” Appointing Russ as interim commissioner didn’t mean he’d get the job for the long term. “He’s just filling the spot for now, while things settle down.”

      McCauley was about to respond when Eric’s radio went. The dispatcher called out regarding an altercation at the mall.

      “We’re about two minutes away.”

      “Go ahead.” McCauley nodded.

      Eric grabbed his radio and called in that they were responding, then flipped on his lights and siren.

      In the end, he had to balance wanting to make detective so he could be a solid cop doing the job, and the accompanying need to stick with the uniform and patrol. People needed to see good policing. Community trust in them was at an all-time low.

      They headed inside, and Eric took the lead. The captain was riding along to see how he was doing, not so Eric could follow the guy’s direction. That meant showing the captain how he walked this beat and kept the people of Benson safe.

      Besides, it’d been a while since McCauley was a beat cop. Who knew what life as a cop was like decades ago?

      The security guard met them at the door and took them up the escalator to the food court. “Two guys,” he said. “Both fighting over the same woman it looks like.”

      “Weapons?”

      “Just a plastic knife, as far as I saw.” The guard waved at the crowd gathered around the center tables, then stopped to let Eric and the captain proceed.

      Eric headed for the group, one hand close to his stun gun. “Make some space. Benson PD, let us through.”

      A woman closest to him spun around, her phone up in her hand. Recording.

      Eric bit back what he wanted to say and held his hand up instead. “Excuse me, Benson PD.”

      The crowd parted enough he could get through to where two men wrestled on the floor.

      Eric waded in. “Break it up, guys. That’s enough.” He grabbed an elbow and braced to make sure he was ready in case one of them turned and decided to attack him instead of each other. “Time to break it up.”

      The one on top had his hands around the other’s throat. Eric tugged gently but firmly on his arm. “That’s enough.”

      He let go of the guy’s neck and slumped.

      The guy under shoved him off, and the attacker rolled to the side.

      Eric took one look at the man’s stomach and clocked several things at once. He glanced at McCauley. “We need an ambulance.”

      The chief pulled a handheld radio from his belt and called it in.

      “Neither of you move.” Eric grabbed napkins from the nearest table. He put pressure on the victim’s stomach with both of his hands. Blood coated the shirt, and Eric was pretty sure the broken top half of the spork on the floor had a missing handle, currently under the napkins. Inside the man’s abdomen. To the other guy he said, “You stab him with that thing?”

      “He attacked me!” the guy shot back.

      The victim yelled, as though suddenly realizing what had happened to him—and that it hurt.

      “You’re hurting him!” someone cried out.

      Eric turned and saw it was the phone lady, who was still recording everything on her cell. “Did you see him get stabbed?” he asked.

      McCauley rolled the attacker to his stomach and cuffed him.

      “Well…?”

      The woman shook her head. “You’re hurting him!”

      “He was stabbed.” Eric didn’t need to get into it with her and her accusations. As much as he wanted to go toe to toe with the whole town, that would be pointless. People would believe what they wanted to in situations like this. Video could be spun. Edited. Changed.

      The truth was that the guy under his hands would go to the hospital and get treated, and the man who’d attacked him would be arrested. Charges might be filed against both of them if it came to that.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, if you could take a step back the EMTs will be able to get to this man with their gear. Thank you.” McCauley’s voice remained steady.

      Eric looked at the guy on the ground. “You with me?”

      He flashed gritted teeth and moaned.

      “Your brain is catching up to what happened. Just breathe. The EMTs will be here in a second, okay? We’ll get you to the hospital.” Eric figured they’d give the guy a shot of pain medicine as well. That would help.

      He glanced around and saw the two EMTs heading over. Eric motioned with his head to the guy with him.

      “Hummet.” Trey dumped his bag on the guy’s right side on the ground.

      “Banning.” Eric let go of the napkins and Trey took over.

      “Hummet.” Freya had the backboard.

      “Olson.” He took it from her and shifted out of the way so they could load the guy. “You guys know Captain McCauley.”

      The captain assisted the second man to stand, holding onto his elbow since the guy’s hands were secured behind his back.

      Trey packed the wound with gauze and taped it down for transport. Eric helped load the guy onto the backboard.

      “Need help carrying him out?” Eric reached for one end as the three of them stood, the two EMTs with different ends of the backboard. “I can come back and take statements.”

      “We’re good, but thanks, Eric.” Freya nodded.

      The chief walked the cuffed guy to sit in a chair. Eric got out his notepad and approached the woman who’d been videoing them. She was probably posting it already, calling out the PD for something she’d decided they did or didn’t do.

      He shoved down the resentment he didn’t need to carry and said, “Can I ask you a few questions about what happened?”

      “I didn’t see nothin’.”

      “Did you get it on video?”

      She looked up from her phone, eyes narrowed like he’d caught her doing something she shouldn’t have been.

      “Were you recording when it kicked off?”

      She made a face. “None of your business if I was. It’s a free country last I checked, or it’s supposed to be one.” She huffed out a breath. “But tell that to my boss.”

      Eric decided which way he was going to play this. “See that guy behind me?” When she’d looked he said, “That’s my boss. That means I need to ask you what you saw. Sorry, but I’ll get written up if I don’t.”

      She glanced again at McCauley. “He tell you how long you can pee for, like it’s any of his business?”

      Um, no. “Seems like there’s a rule for everything these days, right?”

      She nodded. “I’ll bet they dock your pay when you lose equipment.”

      “Don’t get me started about the paperwork.” Eric waited a second for her to lose some of her animosity. “Do you know why they were fighting?”

      The woman shrugged. “Something about the parking lot. Like one of them cut the other off or stole a space. Who knows?”

      “Did you get it on video?”

      “Some of it.”

      “Can you send me what you have?”

      “I won’t have to, like, testify, right?” She frowned.

      “Might be a good way to get a day off work.” Eric smiled. “But I can’t be certain if you’ll need to, or not. Depends what happens with the two of them next.”

      “What if he dies? Will it be murder?”

      He said, “That’s a bit above my pay grade, you know? I don’t get to decide that stuff.”

      She nodded, commiserating. “Figures.”

      She emailed him the video, and he got her information for the report. When they were done, McCauley walked the cuffed man to their patrol car and loaded him in the back seat. After he shut the door, he turned to Eric. “That was nicely done.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      He nodded. “Let’s get this guy to holding. That food court made me hungry and it’s about lunchtime.”

      Eric got in the driver’s seat and checked his phone still in the cupholder. There was nothing new, just the same texts from his youngest cousin asking him to call because it was important.

      If he wanted to make detective, he couldn’t be close to his cousins. Not when they’d always been bad news. Who knew what they were up to these days? Maybe his grandma did. Or Edith had given up and didn’t want to know. Who would blame her?

      Eric got going. Heading back to the police department meant they’d have to walk past the FBI office located in their building. It might just be two agents now, but both women were the kind no one could miss.

      He only had eyes for one.

      Eric shut that thought down before he was back in the hallway at the gym, days before her partner was killed. He’d finally gotten her to admit there was nothing but friendship between her and Kyle. Then he had been killed.

      Since she’d been released from the hospital, she’d refused to talk to him.

      He’d screwed up not going to see her. But now she didn’t even want to know him? As if he was supposed to accept that when he’d finally admitted to himself how he felt about her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Stella gripped the phone. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      She hung up as fast as she could, her stomach churning. In the end she’d blown off Edith’s offer of having lunch, opting instead to focus on work. It had nothing to do with her dad’s call to tell her he was getting out after his twenty-year stint in Oregon State Prison in two days.

      Maybe she should’ve eaten something, but she would probably be throwing it up right now if she had.

      “Uh…you don’t look well.”

      Addie had come in the office, and Stella hadn’t even noticed. Not good. “Hey, how was your meeting?”

      Addie made a face. “Uh-uh. You first.” She crossed the room to stand close to Kyle’s empty desk. “What’s going on?”

      She’d never told Addie the story of her father. “How much do you know about me beyond my file? Like, family stuff.”

      “Why don’t you just tell me what you think I need to know?”

      That didn’t mean that Addie hadn’t ever gone digging. It simply meant that she wanted Stella to talk it out. “When I was nine my father was arrested. He was a police sergeant, and the charges included bribery, extortion, and attempted murder.”

      Addie winced.

      “Yeah. We lived in Portland. After he was given twenty-five years with the option of early release for good behavior, my mom moved us to Seattle.” That turned out to be so that her mom could move them into a commune outside Olympia. Stella had lived there for four years before her grandma came and got her. After that, she’d gone back to public school and then college in Boise.

      Stella felt the tightening in her stomach and said, “He’s getting out in two days. He served twenty, and the prison warden confirmed it. They had a hearing. They’re letting him out.”

      Addie said, “How do you feel about it?”

      “Much like everything concerning my parents, how I feel isn’t relevant. I have to deal with it all anyway.” She picked up a pencil, but quickly put it down because she didn’t want to snap another one in two. “He listed me as his contact, and he’s allowed to come live in Benson.”

      Addie lifted a brow. “And you agreed?”

      As if she’d had any choice. Kind of like she hadn’t had a choice when he was arrested, a dirty cop in a town where they barely tolerated the good ones. They’d all been brandished. It forced her mom to escape into free love, open relationships, and communal living as an “artist.” Until her health declined and her family asked her to leave.

      Evidently suffering didn’t fit their narrative.

      Stella had buried her nearly ten years ago, three years after her grandma passed in her sleep. She’d buried her partner six weeks ago, and she knew that there was no way she’d feel about his death this same ambivalence she had for her mother’s end in ten years.

      Stella made her own, and that had been law enforcement.

      “You can say no to this.”

      She cringed. “I really can’t.”

      Her dad had tied her hands.

      “Are you going to pick him up then?” Addie said carefully. Probably trying to figure out how to change Stella’s mind.

      “I guess so.”

      “And if I don’t give you the time off work?”

      Stella pressed her lips together.

      “Fine, you can have it. But we’re about to get hit with something that could be big, so get him settled fast and let him make his own choices. He doesn’t get to drag you into his new life.”

      “He’s going to live at a halfway house close to the motel.”

      “Good. He gets a job, stays out of trouble, and figures himself out on his own.”

      Stella said, “Maybe you should pick him up.”

      “I would. Are you going to let me?”

      “Not sure that’s allowed.” Stella didn’t want her friend and supervising agent to take the responsibility from her, though. She didn’t want to put it on Addie when she had no idea how her father was going to be.

      She hadn’t seen him in over twenty years between the sentencing and how long it took to get him to trial to hand that ruling down.

      “It’ll be fine.” Stella was trying to convince herself that was true, at least. “What’s new with you?”

      Addie had gotten engaged to her high school sweetheart recently, and there had been a seriously crazy story in the intervening years. The woman was an amazing profiler, a great agent, a great boss—except when Kyle hadn’t made the coffee right and ended up with grounds in the java—and was becoming a friend. She was also on this kick of learning about being a Christian.

      Stella had watched her change, becoming more peaceful. Content. Even happy.

      It was great to see, and Stella had even been thinking about asking some questions. Then Kyle died. Now she had no enthusiasm for anything but holding herself together and finding everyone who had a hand in his death.

      Addie got a cup of coffee. Something else that’d changed since Kyle’s death as Addie had to get accustomed to being the only one drinking it and make less than a whole pot.

      She dragged over her chair and sat in the aisle between desks with the mug in both hands.

      “Wow, this is serious.”

      Addie shrugged. “Just exhausting. I honestly didn’t know this job would come with so much politics, but here we are.”

      “You.” Stella pointed. “Not me.” She made a face like there was a bad taste in her mouth.

      “Figures you’d abandon me to the brass.”

      “You’re the more experienced agent, that’s all.”

      “Mmm.” Addie grinned around her mug. “So I was at a meeting this morning with the deputy mayor, the police chief and two district chiefs—fire and ambulance.”

      “They still didn’t pick a new commissioner to replace Philburn?”

      “Well, that’s the thing. According to the deputy mayor, they’re going to appoint my uncle Russ of all people. Apparently the mayor’s mind is made up.” Addie shook her head. “Russ is the interim commissioner, liaising between the police department and the mayor’s office.”

      “To smooth things out.”

      Addie nodded. “He’s not short of things to do, even retired. Why he agreed to this is beyond me.”

      “Maybe for the sake of smoothing out things with the public,” Stella suggested. “The mayor shows everyone things are going to change. People love Russ. They’re fans of yours, given all you’ve been through and how you solved the case.”

      Addie winced. “I don’t think I earned any favors with the police department when I exposed the fact it was their best detective who had murdered so many people.”

      “Best detective, or so they thought.” Stella had talked about it with Eric. In the before, when they’d regularly chatted at the gym. “I don’t think the bulk of the department has a problem with you. Good cops want the bad ones rooted out. It’s the establishment, the good ole boys that don’t like having egg on their faces.”

      Addie tipped her head to the side.

      “Or whatever.” Stella had tried to reword what Eric told her into generalities and ended up sounding like an imbecile. “It’s not like they’re trying to run us out of town.”

      Addie nodded. “I just wish our presence here meant positive things, not federal checks and balances on their ability to do their jobs.”

      “We’re not IAB.” And that wasn’t the job of the FBI in Benson, Washington.

      “True, but people think we’re here to clean them up in a way.”

      Stella didn’t plan on doing that. She had her own cases to work, and federal jurisdiction didn’t cover the antics of a few bad seeds in the Benson police department. “Anything to do with an actual case, or just politics?”

      “I’ll send you my notes.” Addie’s expression shifted to guarded. “There’s a case coming down the pipeline. Might be connected to Kyle’s death in a way.”

      Stella pretended she was only curious. As if Addie would be fooled. “Oh, yeah?”

      Addie’s lips thinned. “It has to do with a batch of stolen weapons. PD picked up a guy a couple of weeks ago, connected to an armed robbery. Ballistics on the weapon he used came back as being from a batch of military weapons commissioned for destruction. The RPG used to shoot the car you were in came from the same batch.”

      Stella leaned forward in her chair. “Did he know anything?”

      “He wants a deal before he tells the cops where he got the gun.”

      Stella nearly burst out of her chair. She could badge her way into an interview room and get it out of the guy, no problem. But was that the right thing? Going off suddenly would only lead her into a minefield of having to explain, among other things.

      “They’ll get him to talk.” Addie said, “And in the meantime the PD is floating the idea of a taskforce. They want the source of those weapons, and they’re convinced it’s a bigger issue than just this one batch.”

      Stella held herself still. “An interagency taskforce?”

      “If you want in.”

      She carefully nodded. “I do.”

      “Okay.”

      Stella let out a breath. That was a much better outcome than either her conversation with Bridget, or the impending arrival of her dad. Her love life didn’t factor since it’d been an arid desert for years. Not just because she blew off Eric’s attempts to talk to her.

      When he’d walked that suspect in earlier, he hadn’t even looked in the windows at her.

      He used to wave.

      But next to the loss of her partner, it wasn’t like she could call the feeling grief. It was nothing like the gaping hole inside her where Kyle’s friendship had resided.

      Addie left in time to have dinner with her fiancé.

      Stella looked up a while later and realized it was dark, and she should probably head home. She’d been reading the file sent over from the prison, writing her report on the conversation she’d had with Bridget and a million other things, and fielding a couple of calls from the big Seattle FBI office.

      She stretched as she stood, realizing how tense she was. And hungry.

      Opting for the grocery store, she grabbed all the fixings for a huge chicken salad to eat at home and a few other things she’d run out of or was about to. Her motel room had a kitchenette. The nomad nature of it did appeal to her. She could leave whenever she wanted.

      After she did what she had to.

      With no Kyle in her life, what good would going back to Seattle be? He’d been her best friend there and her best friend here. She would only be exchanging empty grief for more of the same. At least in Benson she could get a fresh start. The town was admittedly growing on her and the traffic was crazy better since this was a glorified small town.

      Still, the idea of being here forever wasn’t one that brought peace. She should commit to either staying in Benson at some point or going home to Seattle and kicking out her subtenant.

      Thoughts of doing that swelled in her mind as she parked in the motel lot and climbed out to grab her things.

      A heavy weight slammed her against the rear door of her car.

      Stella cried out. She drew her weapon, but he grabbed her wrist and slammed it on the roof. The pistol clattered to the ground.

      She tried to twist around but couldn’t with no room between her and the car.

      Hot breath wafted over her cheek. “Whatever you think you know? Leave it alone.”

      His weight ground her hip bones against the car. Stella cried out.

      He grabbed the back of her head. With her short hair he couldn’t grip strands, so she was able to turn her head to the side. He slammed it down on the roof of her car.

      She felt her body hit the ground and watched him race away, unable to get up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      The radio on Eric’s dash erupted to life. Halfway home at the end of his shift, and a call came over the police frequency. His foot slipped off the gas as he listened. Female victim of assault at the motel where Stella lived.

      She’d be responding, her commanding nature taking charge of the situation. Making sure the woman got the help she needed.

      The dispatcher continued, clarifying it was an officer down. A federal agent.

      Eric hit his turn signal, checked his mirrors, and swerved across two lanes. He turned left in front of a delivery truck that honked at him. Since he wasn’t on duty there wasn’t much he could do about it.

      Assault.

      A million things went through his mind, every one of them worse than the last. Stella was hurt.

      It took far too long to get to the motel, even just a few miles.

      He fumbled with the keys getting the engine shut off, and they fell to the floor beside the pedals. Eric was halfway out so he just left them there and jogged to where the black and white had parked in the middle of the parking lot, blocking the aisle.

      Two floors of motel rooms, one long row with the office on the left and an empty pool with cracked concrete on the right. Dog run behind the building. Parking lot in front.

      Two officers. One helped Stella to her feet. The other shifted as Eric approached.

      He held up his hands. “Hey.” Eric recognized the two men. “Miller, right? And Sanchez?”

      Both cops’ body language lost some of its tension.

      Eric made a beeline for Stella. “Hey.” He kept his voice soft and took in how she looked. Goose egg on her forehead. Flushed and flustered. She wasn’t going to deal well with this. The woman wasn’t stubborn necessarily—she was just all about control. She needed things to be ordered the way she’d arranged them. Getting hurt wouldn’t fit in her plan.

      Especially when he was pretty sure she was on a one-woman mission to get justice for her friend.

      Eric pushed aside all his approaching thoughts about Kyle. No need to go there when the guy was dead, and how Stella dealt with it was her business.

      She’d certainly made a point to tell him it wasn’t his.

      He closed in and she switched her grip from the cop to Eric’s arm. That was progress, at least. She was willing to admit he existed—but only because she needed help.

      He braced and held her weight. “Where are we headed?”

      “My room.”

      He had no idea which one it was.

      “Someone get my groceries put away, and bring my things.”

      “Good idea,” Eric said. “That way when the ambulance takes you to the hospital it’ll be all squared away.”

      She stopped and looked up at him. “I just need to sit down, that’s all.”

      Eric glanced at one of the cops and mouthed, Ambulance? The guy nodded and held up three fingers. Good, it would be here soon.

      “I’m not going to the hospital.”

      At least she didn’t tell him she was fine. Eric said, “Which room is yours?”

      “Twelve.” She pointed with her free hand, then touched it to the side of her face and hissed out a breath.

      “You have ice in there?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      They walked together to her room and one of the cops brought her purse. Stella said, “Side pocket.”

      Eric found her keys, and let them both in. She flipped the light switch, and he got a look at her face. He must’ve made a noise because she turned.

      “That bad?” she said.

      His hands curled into fists by his sides. “Did you see who it was?”

      She eased down onto the sofa.

      Eric found the tiny refrigerator and got an ice pack from the freezer compartment at the top. He crouched in front of her and she pressed it against her face. She cringed for a split second before the two police officers headed in with her things.

      “Thanks, guys.” Eric appreciated them going above and beyond.

      “You can cancel the ambulance.”

      Eric frowned at her. “Is that a good idea?”

      He wanted to make a crack about her having some sense knocked into her. Considering the fact she’d been attacked, he figured that wasn’t a good idea any more than her not getting looked at by a medical professional.

      “I’m good,” Stella said. “I’ll make my statement for the report, but I don’t need to see a doctor. I just got knocked around.” She let a tiny reaction slip.

      He saw it.

      Before he could argue, she said, “And I don’t need anyone to stay with me.”

      Eric pressed his lips together. Maybe she should contact Addie and have her friend watch out for her tonight.

      “I’m good.”

      Eric reached for the ice pack. He tugged her fingers gently away and looked beneath it. “Why’d you have this in your freezer?”

      “For special occasions.”

      He frowned.

      “Sometimes my knee hurts after spin class. If I push myself too hard it aggravates an old injury. I’ve had that ice pack for years.”

      “You’ve got a serious goose egg but the skin isn’t broken.”

      “Hardheaded. My dad used to—” She caught herself and swallowed. “He’s getting out. Early release for good behavior.”

      Eric held himself very still. She’d told him little about her history. A bit about the grandma she’d lived with, and the barest hint about her hippie mom and her dad—the dirty cop.

      She closed her eyes. “I’m fine.”

      “Sure you are.” The words slipped out before he could hold them back.

      He got a look at those brown eyes, seriously not happy with him. “I’ll go see if they have security cameras.”

      He was out the door before anyone could say anything. The cops would do their jobs, and she would deny there was anything wrong. Eric would end up just as frustrated by her, and this whole situation, as he’d been for weeks.

      Sure, it wasn’t Kyle’s fault that he’d been killed. In the same incident, Stella had nearly been killed when local club owner Orlando Salvatore had one of his guys shoot an RPG at the car they were riding in. Transporting cuffed suspects to jail.

      He didn’t like being mad that she was grieving.

      He should be more understanding.

      Eric walked off the frustration and headed for the motel office. Since he didn’t have his badge, he pulled a business card from his wallet and slid it across the desk.

      “Security footage?” The woman behind the desk sucked on a vape pen for a second.

      “Yes. You have it?”

      She made a face and pointed with the pen. “Through there.”

      He entered the white door marked Employees Only and found an office between the lobby and the reception desk. “It’s on the computer?”

      “Password is p-a-s-s-w-o-r-d. No caps.”

      Frowning, Eric logged in and found the program running that showed several blurry cameras around the property. He figured out how to toggle the slider back on the parking lot camera and watched himself arrive in reverse. He kept going, the cops left, and a truck backed into the lot. The footage of her attack played in reverse, then let go before it happened.

      Stella pulled into the parking lot. The truck followed her, but she hadn’t noticed it for some reason.

      The occupant wore generic jeans, a jacket, and boots. The image was too blurry to see a face, but he had no hat on. Dark hair. It was the truck that snagged his attention.

      Not the way she was shoved against the car, and almost knocked out.

      He let go of the clench of his jaw and focused on the vehicle. There was no way to get a license plate, but he had to admit it was familiar. Same kind of truck a lot of guys in town drove. Still, the lines weren’t nearly as generic as his clothes.

      Eric called out, “You want me to turn this off?”

      “Do whatever, darlin’.”

      He headed back to the motel room, where Stella talked to the cops. He stuck his head in. “You good?”

      She didn’t answer.

      One of the cops said, “Anything on the cameras?”

      Eric shook his head. To Stella he said, “Let me know if you need anything.”

      She gave him a slight nod of her head.

      Eric got in his car and drove to a bar his cousins frequented. The same truck wasn’t in the parking lot. He might be able to get some intel, or he might just be checking on Nigel. Hopefully his uncle Aaron wasn’t in, just the cousins. Nigel, and his older brother Ian.

      His family was exhausting. Edith didn’t see Ian or her son Aaron. Nigel came around once in a while but usually just left frustrated.

      Eric ordered a beer he would barely start, let alone finish. Not that he objected in a moral sense to alcohol—just to its damage when it was misused and people suffered. Particularly kids. His own dad had been a mean drunk.

      He appreciated Stella’s need to exercise command over her life and everything around her. She needed order. It might look like control, but it also meant she knew how to survive and even excel. He wanted to use the same tactic to pass the detective exam and get promoted.

      He knew he could do good in this town.

      The drink had an inch of liquid gone. He set it down, disliking how easily he drank it. Which was why he never bought any for his house. He knew his limits, and his weaknesses.

      Thoughts of Stella filled his head again. He hadn’t managed to dig beneath that thick shell of hers before Kyle died, but he’d been making progress.

      Now there was nothing.

      Maybe a grudging respect, but that wasn’t even close to what he wanted from her.

      A heavy hand slammed on his shoulder, jolting him from thoughts of Stella. He glanced at the man beside him. “Ian.”

      Eric glanced at the guy’s knuckles. Considering he always had abrasions like he’d just been in a fight, there was nothing new today. He might’ve hurt Stella. The clothes fit, but basically every guy in this bar wore the same uniform of denim and construction dust.

      He fit better here than he did with an FBI agent who didn’t want more from him than professional respect.

      “Where you been, kid?” He squeezed the back of Eric’s neck.

      Even though Ian was just a handful of years older, he’d always called Eric that. “Seen Nigel? He called me a couple of times. I thought he might be here.”

      Ian shrugged. “Pool tables, I think.”

      Eric took the drink, even though he was going to set it down and forget about it the first chance he got. He circled the bar looking for Nigel. Turned down a couple of interesting offers from women who evidently didn’t know he was a cop.

      They’d get wise pretty soon.

      He headed for the back hall, just in case Nigel was down there. A conversation drifted to his awareness. Eric kept going, keeping it casual. Just looking for Nigel.

      “…said he’d better not be late paying.”

      “They really asked for an extension. That’s crazy. Apollo will kill them.”

      “They’re lucky he didn’t do it right then.”

      Eric shoved the door open to the back hall. He checked the bathrooms, but didn’t see Nigel, so he hit the back exit, then began thinking through that conversation.





OEBPS/images/side-profile-black.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-3_hollowpoint-copy.jpg
BOOK THREE OF THE LAST CHANCE DOWNRANGE SERIES

HOLLOW

- USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR -

LISA PHILLIPS





