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      This has been my worst idea yet. When my baby sister offers to let her best friend crash at my place until she gets on her feet, I knew it would be a mistake. Having Emery there each day tests the limits of my control. Because she isn't just my sister's friend. The girl I knew is now all grown up, and far too tempting to resist.

      

      One minute everything was perfect. The next she's ripped from my life, kidnapped in broad daylight, gone without a trace. But they don’t know me. I’ll tear this city apart to find her and bring her home safely.

      

      Because Emery means the world to me, and I'll do everything in my power to protect her.
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      EMERY

      Three’s a crowd, as the saying goes. My house no longer felt like home, and every day that passed made me feel more and more like a third wheel now that my mom’s boyfriend had moved in. Lost in thought, I stared blankly at the TV in front of me. It would be best to get a place of my own, but I hadn't saved up nearly enough. Maybe I could pick up some extra shifts at the diner, or⁠—

      A key turning in the lock shook me from my thoughts, and I swiveled my head toward the front door. Mom’s boyfriend, Alan, strode through seconds later, then closed and locked the door behind him. His gaze slid my way, and his mouth spread in a toothy smile. “Hey, Emmy. I'm surprised you're still here.”

      “Yep.” I shot him a tight smile of my own. I hated that nickname. It made me feel like I was five, and coming from him it was even worse. He'd known me barely six months—not nearly enough time to be on a nickname basis.

      I turned my attention back to the TV in front of me, and the sound of his boots hitting the floor floated on the air. A second later I felt his weight rest against the back of the couch. “Whatcha watchin'?”

      I gave a little shake of my head and focused on the screen for a second. I'd completely tuned out whatever was on, not even bothering to change the channel. “Just flipped on the news ’til I need to get ready for work.”

      Alan chuckled. “Ain’t never anything good on the news.”

      My stomach twisted, and I went rigid as his hands landed on my shoulders and squeezed gently. His thumbs dug into the muscles there, tracing small circles, and my heart rate kicked up. I didn't like the way he touched me; it made me feel dirty.

      It’d been that way ever since he moved in: the light touches that became more frequent and lingered just a second too long. The way his eyes followed me sometimes, watching my every move. It felt like he was waiting for something—but what, I had no idea. And I didn’t really want to find out.

      I waited a beat, then picked up my phone lying in my lap and tapped the screen. “Speaking of,” I said as I checked the time, “I should start getting ready.”

      I sat forward and Alan's hands slipped away as I pushed to my feet. I tossed a little smile his way, making sure to keep the furniture between us as I made my way out of the room. “Have a good nap.”

      Bile crept up my throat as I practically jogged down the hallway to my room, then closed and locked the door. I told myself I was overreacting, that he was just being friendly. After all, he was dating my mom—he was supposed to be nice to me. He’d never done anything inappropriate, never said anything out of line. But something about him was just... off. He was too familiar, too... forward. There was a look deep in his eyes that made my skin crawl.

      As I changed into my uniform for the Village Café, my thoughts turned back to my plan. I would talk to Irene, try to pick up some extra hours. Because the less I had to see of Alan, the better.

      I quickly changed into my work uniform, then added a touch of mascara and lip gloss so I wouldn’t scare off the customers. Once I was ready, I gathered my purse and keys, then cracked the door open an inch. I listened intently, but I didn’t hear Alan moving around. Maybe he’d gone to bed already. God, I hoped so. One run-in with him this morning was more than enough.

      I tried to avoid him as much as possible, but he worked swing shift at a local factory, and it was hard to keep track of when he was coming and going. I made a mental note to leave a little earlier each morning to be out of the house before he got done with the night shift.

      I closed my door behind me then slunk out of the house and cut across the sidewalk to my car. Recently he’d been acting stranger than usual, almost as if he wanted me to go out of my way to talk to him. He’d parked me in twice now, forcing me to come ask him to move his truck. I wasn’t sure what his angle was, but I didn’t like it.

      I unlocked the driver side door, then climbed in and tossed my purse on the floorboard behind me. As soon as the engine turned over, I shifted into gear and headed toward the diner. My heart still beat a little too fast, and I pressed one hand to my chest. My necklace swayed, gently brushing my fingertips, and I fingered the cool metal as I drove toward town.

      The Welcome to Cedar Springs sign greeted me as I entered the official city limits, and I flipped on my blinker before I turned onto the main drag. The Village Café was located near the town square on a corner lot, which made it a popular destination for locals and transients alike.

      Irene kept the diner open all day long, which was an added boon. People loved her homemade food and flocked to the diner, especially on nights when she offered her pot roast. She won best pie and jam every year at the county fair, and no one ever turned down a piece of her famous banana cream pie.

      For the past year and a half I'd been waitressing at the Village Café, and though I got good tips, it wasn't quite enough to be able to afford a place of my own. Irene, the owner, was kind and understanding. I was sure she'd schedule me some extra shifts if I asked, but more than likely that still wouldn't be enough. I was going to have to look for a second job. Maybe I could learn to bartend and work at Mason's Tavern or waitress over at the country club in the evenings.

      I let out a sigh. I didn't want to be a waitress forever, but there weren’t a hell of a lot of other options here in Cedar Springs, not without training of some sort. And hell if I knew what that might be. I'd decided against college since I wasn't sure what I wanted to do.

      Mom had hoped I would be a nurse like her, but I couldn't stand the sight of blood. It made me squeamish and lightheaded. The problem was, I had no idea what to do. I was good at waitressing, but the thought of doing that for the next fifty years was depressing.

      I smiled when I pulled into the lot and spied Irene’s car at the very end. Irene truly loved what she did. She loved to cook, loved to take care of the residents of Cedar Springs. She spent more time here than anyone else, even though I was certain she could afford to take the time off and allow her employees to run the restaurant.

      We often encouraged her to take a vacation, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She’d been born and raised in Cedar Springs and saw no reason to ever go anywhere else. As she often said, it was the best small-town America had to offer.

      Grabbing up my purse with one hand, I shoved open the door with the other. Even though it wasn’t even mid-morning, it was already blisteringly hot, and sweat gathered on my forehead and between my breasts before I made it to the front door. Eventually it had to cool down; fall had technically arrived weeks ago, but summer was hanging on with a vengeance.

      Inside, I waved at a couple of regulars seated at the counter before cutting through the kitchen to drop off my things. Irene came out of her office just as I closed my locker, and I hurried over to her.

      “Morning, Em.” She greeted me with a wide smile.

      “Morning!” She was the type of woman who made it impossible to be unhappy around her, and I returned the grin despite my nervousness. “Do you have a couple minutes? I was hoping to talk to you.”

      “Sure thing.” She gestured to her office, and I seated myself in one of the visitor’s chairs. Irene closed the door, then took a seat and nodded my way. “What can I do for you?”

      “Well…” I twisted my hands together as I ordered my words. “I know this is a lot to ask, but I was wondering if you had any extra shifts I could pick up. I’m trying to save up for my own place, and anything will help.”

      She glanced at the schedule on her desk, a tiny frown tugging at her lips. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything this week or next, unless you want to ask around. Someone might be willing to switch with you, or give up their shift.”

      I hated the thought of someone else losing money because of me, and my heart sank. “Okay. Will you just keep me in mind going forward?”

      “Of course.” She nodded. “You might want to check the bulletin board out front, too.”

      A community bulletin board hung in the vestibule, and people occasionally pinned their business cards or help wanted signs there. It was mostly full of Avon or Mary Kay brochures, but it was worth a shot. “Thank you, I’ll do that.”

      Disappointed but not really surprised, I tied my apron around my waist and got ready to hit the floor. I would find something—somehow. I had to.
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      DREW

      The notes on the whiteboard in front of me taunted me with their infuriating lack of information. Three photos were lined up along the top of the board, three women who'd suffered horrible crimes. They deserved justice, and I felt like a failure for not delivering it.

      For the past month a serial rapist had been terrorizing Cedar Springs and the surrounding area, leaving at least three women in his volatile wake. Two had survived the ordeal; the third wasn't so lucky.

      The first woman to come forward was Kristi Holcomb. She’d gone to Mason’s one Tuesday night to play pool and have a couple drinks. The next morning she’d woken alone in her bed completely nude. A rape kit conducted at the hospital came back positive, setting into motion the events of the next couple of weeks.

      It was evident from Kristi’s tox screen that she’d been drugged and taken home, though we had no witnesses and no way of telling precisely how the abductor had managed to corner her. As a smoker, Kristi had admitted going out the back door of the bar to the smoking area outside. After that… no one knew. There were no cameras, no way to identify the man who’d taken advantage of her.

      We could only guess that he’d somehow drugged her drink and ushered her out back. Once the effects of the drug began to kick in, he’d more than likely placed her in her own car, then driven to her place where he’d raped her, then left without being seen.

      Our second victim, Jessica Cartwright, unfortunately hadn’t survived the assault. After not being able to contact her for several weeks, Jessica’s landlord had found her deceased in her apartment, little more than a week after Kristi approached us.

      Judging from the state of decomposition, the medical examiner, Dr. Davison, had estimated time of death at least a couple weeks prior. While she was found second, It appeared that Jessica had potentially been the attacker’s first victim.

      Just like Kristi, we weren’t able to lift any prints from her apartment, personal effects, or car. Most interesting with Jessica was that her skin appeared to have been cleaned with baby wipes to obliterate any evidence he might have left behind. Of course, we hadn’t found anything of the sort in her apartment anywhere, so I was certain the killer had taken those with him.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if the man had known Jessica was dead when he left her. Was it an accident, or had he planned to kill her? If she was indeed the first victim, it was entirely possible that he’d unintentionally given her a dosage much too high for her system to tolerate.

      The most recent victim to come forward was Amanda Miller. She’d confirmed that she, too, had been victimized by our suspect the month prior. Like the others, she’d gone out alone for drinks one night. The following morning, she’d woken in her bed. However, unlike the others, she’d managed to catch a glimpse of the man. The effects of the drugs had evidently begun to wear off by the time he left, and she’d noted a tattoo on the man’s arm as he dressed.

      My gaze landed on the rendering of the tattoo pinned to the board, a script letter L. According to the local tattoo parlor, the L was frequently used to represent the surname Lewis. Of course, we couldn’t be certain that the man’s name—first or last—was actually Lewis.

      People got all sorts of random tattoos all the time; it could just as easily be his mother’s maiden name, or, hell, even the name of his dog. Until we had something more substantial, it was just one more piece of the puzzle that didn’t quite fit.

      Amanda had also seen a brief glimpse of the man’s profile, and we’d had a local artist in town do a composite sketch for both the suspect and the tattoo he sported on his left bicep. Though we’d circulated both sketches around town, we hadn’t gotten any hits yet.

      Too bad real life wasn’t like the movies. Building a case wasn’t nearly as quick or easy as those shows made it out to be. I wished like hell we could plug a name into a database, get a few dozen search results, then narrow it down with a snap of our fingers. Yeah. It didn’t work like that.

      And as much as I didn’t want to admit it, it was also entirely possible that Amanda’s memory of that night was distorted. In cases like these, people often lost chunks of memory as an after-effect of being drugged. Sometimes the brain compensated by filling in those voids with manufactured memories that weren’t entirely accurate.

      I couldn’t hinge an entire investigation on a sketch provided by only one witness, so I knew I needed to broaden my scope. How, I had no idea. There were so few links between the victims. All we knew was that they were all single women who’d been out for a night of fun before being drugged and abducted. All were smokers, but that was the extent of their similarities. They all had vastly different jobs, lived on different sides of the city, and seemed to have no cross-over whatsoever.

      And then there was the drug. It was a compound similar to GHB, but there were no injection sites on any of the women, and the two survivors hadn’t ingested anything strange prior to passing out. We’d reviewed video footage of Kristi’s night at Mason’s Tavern, where she had dinner then played a round of pool. She never once left her drink unattended, nor did she accept anything from anyone else. It was almost mind-boggling how efficient the man was.

      While we’d originally thought these were crimes of opportunity, it was now painstakingly obvious that he watched these women closely before making his move. He knew that each was single, and he knew precisely the moment to strike. It was terrifying. Worse was that, so far, we hadn’t found a single shred of evidence.

      The man was incredibly meticulous—there were no skin cells or DNA under the victims’ nails, no defensive wounds. We hadn’t even found a single fiber on or around the deceased victim, Jessica, that was out of place.

      And those were only the ones we knew about. How many hadn't come forward? I hated to consider the number of women who might have kept quiet out of shame for something so completely out of their control. The need to find this prick burned like acid in my veins.

      “Hey, man. How’s it going?”

      I blinked the tiredness from my eyes and turned to my brother. “Fine. Just seeing if anything new jumped out at me.”

      His face creased with concern as he stared at me. “You look exhausted. Did you get any sleep last night?”

      No, I hadn't. The faces of these three women had kept me up long into the night and haunted my dreams until I had finally fallen into a restless sleep. “I’m good,” I returned. “Just haven't had enough coffee yet.”

      “We'll find him,” Grayson replied softly, a knowing look in his eyes. “We just need to give it time.”

      “How much time?” I snapped. “Enough time for him to drug and rape another woman? Enough time to⁠—"

      My brother sliced a hand through the air. “I understand, and I get where you're coming from. But all we can do is follow the leads. Until we find something substantial, this is all we have to work with.”

      I knew he was right, yet I seethed at the knowledge. This asshole was running free and we had no way of stopping him. I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I just feel like we're missing something.”

      “You've done everything you can.” Grayson shook his head. “We need some fresh eyes on this. We’ll head over to QSG and talk to Con, see what his guys have to say.”

      Quentin Security Group was a local private security firm that specialized in personal protection as well as private investigation. Connor Quentin was a resident of Cedar Springs, but his office was based in Dallas.

      Last weekend while attending Grayson and Claire’s engagement party, we’d spoken with Con about possibly setting up a sting to catch our suspect. However, there was one huge obstacle that we hadn’t previously been able to get around—we only had a couple of female officers in our department, and everyone in town recognized them.

      When we’d explained the problem, Con’s younger sister, Abby, had immediately offered to step up and assist. Her fiancé wasn’t too keen on the idea of putting her in the path of a serial rapist, so that was another huge problem that loomed in the way. It was a long shot, but if we were able to seal the deal today with Con and Abby, it could be incredibly advantageous for our investigation.

      Maybe Gray was right; I was too close, too involved. We needed a fresh perspective. “All right. Let me grab my stuff and we can head out.”

      We left the conference room, and I detoured by my desk on the way out. I grabbed my keys from the top drawer, along with a file that contained the info we’d collected on the case so far. I slid my shades into place as I stepped out into the bright sunlight and cut across the lot to my car. I glanced at my brother as we slid inside. “I’m starving. Wanna hit the diner on the way?”

      He snapped his seatbelt into place then settled back in the seat. “I could eat.”

      Steering toward the Village Café, my eyes roamed the downtown area of Cedar Springs. I was eager to get my life back to normal, to get our town back to normal. The sooner we could put this behind us, the better. It was affecting more deeply than I wanted to admit.

      The desire to catch him drove me to pour more time and effort into it, but I knew it was affecting my focus. I wasn't sleeping or eating well, and I was becoming more aggravated with every day that passed. I’d been on a razor’s edge this last month and a half, struggling to stay sane while juggling this seemingly hopeless case. I couldn’t help but feel like I was missing something. I was terrified that I was going to fuck up and he'd get away.

      I pushed my doubts aside. I couldn’t give up now; I needed to push through this and find him. There were too many people depending on me to give up now. Just a little longer, then everything would finally—hopefully—go back to normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      EMERY 

      The little bell over the door jangled with the arrival of a new customer, and I automatically glanced over my shoulder, a smile fixed on my face. The greeting that had sprung to the tip of my tongue died away and my mouth went dry at the sight of Drew Thorne entering the diner, his brother Grayson on his heels.

      As if he felt the weight of my stare, Drew’s gaze immediately fixed on mine. Heat swept up my neck and exploded across my cheeks. “Hey, y’all. Have a seat wherever you want.”

      Drew nodded once, then made a beeline for the booth in the corner where he always sat. Grayson shot me a smile, then followed his brother and slid into the seat across from him.

      I wiped my palms on my apron and breathed deep, forcing myself to regain my composure. Seeing Drew always sent me into a tailspin, like my lungs didn’t work and my heart was ready to beat out of my chest.

      Putting off going over to their table, I busied myself gathering their drinks. It was easy enough, considering they always ordered the same thing each time they came in. I poured Drew’s sweet tea, then got water and chocolate milk for Grayson. My pulse thrummed rapidly as I cut across the diner and set the drinks on the table.

      A tantalizing whiff of Drew’s cologne tickled my nose, and I practically swayed on my feet as it attacked my hormones. What the hell was wrong with me? You’d think after almost a dozen years I’d be used to him, but no. He affected me more than ever, like he was the sun and I was a planet falling into his orbit every time he was near.

      My heart hitched and I darted a quick look at Drew. He flashed me a tired smile. “Hey, Emery.”

      “Hey.” I felt heat climb into my cheeks, and I forced myself to break his gaze as I dug my notepad from my apron. I held my pen at the ready just in case today was the day he changed his mind and decided to try something new. “You want the usual?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I made a notation on my pad then turned to Grayson. He was handsome too, and you could definitely see the family resemblance, but he just didn't instill the same feelings in me that Drew did. Thank goodness for that, because Gray was more than spoken for, deeply in love with his fiancée.

      Their other brother, Luke, looked similar as well but I was never as attracted to either of them as I was to Drew. He stood out for some reason, like a diamond among rocks. There was just something about his looks and demeanor that drew me in.

      While Grayson had hazel eyes and soft brown hair, Drew’s features were slightly exaggerated. His hair was a darker shade of brown, his eyes more green than hazel. Today he sported a light scruff on his jaw, and I wanted to swoon at the sight of it.

      Was there anything sexier than that light layer of scruff? Not in my book, at least. I wanted to run my fingers along his jaw, feel it scrape against my palm. It would be the perfect combination of soft but prickly, setting my nerve endings on fire from my chest all the way down to⁠—

      I clenched the pen in my fingers and fought to rein in my wayward thoughts. I should not be fantasizing about my best friend’s brother, especially not here at work.

      I forced a strained smile and met Grayson’s gaze. “Usual for you too?”

      He nodded, a rueful smile tilting his lips. “Please.”

      I jotted it down then tucked the pad into my apron and fell back a step. “I'll get your orders in, just let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks.” Grayson smiled but Drew just dropped his attention back to the cup in front of him, and I turned on a heel and swiftly cut across the dining room.

      My heart threatened to beat out of my chest as I stepped through the swinging doors that led to the kitchen. I felt like I couldn't draw in enough air, and I leaned against the counter to catch my breath. Seeing Drew always did this to me. He was so gorgeous it hurt to look at him. Never had another man made me feel this way, like I was too hot and too cold at the same time, lungs so tight I couldn't breathe.

      I pressed one hand to my chest and rubbed at my heart. Too bad nothing would ever come of it. Though I’d known him for years, had practically grown up at his house from the time Izzy and I were in middle school, he’d never spared me a second glance. But I saw him. He was my first crush, the one man I always came back to and had compared every relationship to.

      Drew was my best friend's brother, older than us by seven years. It wasn't a huge difference in the grand scheme of things, but never in all the times he'd been in here had he ever glanced at me with something more than the slightest affection of a passing acquaintance. Here I was, fawning over him, and he barely knew I existed. My purpose in life was to bring him his eggs Benedict and be Izzy's friend. That was it.

      It was sad, really. I needed to get a grip. It'd been more than six months since Jon and I had broken up, and I hadn't been out with anyone else since. I'd been focused more on work and deciding what I wanted to do for school than going out on dates. And, to be entirely honest, Drew had more than a little to do with that. I found myself comparing other men to him, asking myself if they measured up to his standards. He set the bar high.

      A detective on the local police force, Drew was honest to a fault, loyal, and protective. He cared for his family and was exactly the type of man I wanted to end up with. I'd seen the revolving door of women who'd paraded through his life over the past few years; I couldn't compare to them.

      I’d had a crush on him for as long as I could remember, and any time I went to visit Izzy at her house, I hoped to get a glimpse of him. He was the man who I measured all of my boyfriends against, yet he was the one person I could never have. Not only because of our age difference, but also because of Izzy. She was my very best friend, the sister I never had. I couldn't possibly betray her by wanting her brother.

      Loving him from afar and acting on my feelings were two very different things. I knew it was best to put Drew out of my mind, but it was so hard when he came in here looking like a god among mortals. Yes, I was being a bit dramatic, but it was the way I’d envisioned him for the past ten years since I met him. I’d always found him fascinating, and now I was even more enamored with him. When I finally found a man to settle down with, I hoped it would be someone like Drew.

      I refilled the carafe, then took a deep breath and pushed through the doors that led to the dining area. Drew would never see me the way I saw him; I knew that. All I could do was grin and bear it in hopes that I would eventually move on from this crush. After all, it couldn't last forever. One of these days I would find someone who attracted me as much as Drew did. Hopefully.

      Pasting on a smile, I made my rounds and refilled customers’ cups. Inevitably, I drew even with the Thornes’ table again. “Everything okay so far?”

      Drew offered a little smile that sent my heart racing, and my breath stuttered in my lungs. “Good for now,” Grayson replied, jerking my attention to him.

      It took a second for me to form words. “Great. Your food should be up in just a few minutes.”

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem,” I returned. “How is Claire doing?”

      He and his fiancée, Claire, were the cutest couple I'd ever seen. They came in each Saturday, always sitting in the same booth. For the past couple of years, ever since Claire had moved to Cedar Springs and taken the position as guidance counselor at the high school, they'd been best friends.

      But it appeared as though each of them had been holding a candle for the other, because common knowledge around town was that they had officially been dating for the past few weeks. Grayson had recently proposed, and we’d celebrated their engagement with a party last weekend. I didn't know of any two people who belonged together more than Grayson and Claire.

      “She's okay,” Grayson replied. “Thanks for asking. Already back to work, despite my suggestion to take a little time off.”

      “She doesn’t seem like the type to let anything slow her down,” I replied.

      Claire had recently had trouble with a stalker from the high school who was hell-bent on avenging the death of a loved one. Claire and her sister, Jane, had been attacked, and Jane had been stabbed multiple times during the altercation. She’d attended the engagement party, and she seemed to be healing up well. “How are the wedding plans coming along?”

      He shrugged. “I'm letting her do whatever she wants. She keeps asking for my opinion, but I'm not good with that kind of stuff. I don't care what it looks like, I'll just be happy enough to have her.”

      “That's so sweet.” My heart melted a little bit at his obvious affection for his wife-to-be, and I flicked a glance Drew's way.

      He stared at his brother, one eyebrow cocked as he regarded him dubiously. It was obvious he wasn't nearly as optimistic about the idea of weddings and wives as Grayson. For some reason, it sent a little pang of disappointment spiraling through my chest. I forced a smile. “Well, I'm glad she's feeling better.”

      Grayson leaned back in the booth and studied me. “How is everything going with you? Izzy told me you were thinking about going to school.”

      At his words, the heat of embarrassment swept up my chest and neck. It was going to be a long time before I could afford school, especially if I was thinking about getting a place of my own soon. And right now, that took precedence over everything else.

      I lifted one shoulder, feigning nonchalance. “I haven't officially decided yet. Right now I'm just trying to save as much money as I can.”

      “It makes sense. Too many people run themselves into debt that way.”

      “That's true.” I glanced Drew’s way, but his attention was fixed firmly on his phone. I felt a tiny spurt of jealousy flicker to life around my heart. He was probably texting some woman he planned to go out with later. I swallowed hard, forcing down the emotion that clogged my throat.

      “I'm going to go check on your food,” I said as I turned to Grayson. “I'll be back in just a few minutes.”

      I checked in with the kitchen who was just sliding it through the window. I dropped off their plates, and circulated around the room, checking back every few minutes to make sure they didn't need anything. Shortly after, they left with Grayson's promise to be back this weekend with Claire, and I waved them off. I finished off the rest of my shift, alternately thinking about finding extra work and the memory of seeing Drew swirling through my mind.

      When my shift ended just after dinnertime, I collected my things and headed home. I let out a little groan when I saw Alan’s beat up pickup truck in the driveway. I'd forgotten that this was his day off. I'd been hoping to spend a little bit of time alone with my mom, but it looked like that wasn't going to happen.

      I grabbed my purse then headed inside the house. Alan and my mom were seated next to each other on the couch, and she shot a tired smile my way as I stepped inside and locked the door.

      “Hey, honey. How was work?”

      “Fine. How about you?”

      “You know how it is,” my mother replied with a sad little smile. As much as she loved working at the nursing home, she loathed it at the same time. The hours were long, and it was emotionally draining.

      “Hey, Emmy,” Alan spoke up from her left. He held up a bottle of beer in my direction. “Why don't you grab a drink and join us?”

      His smarmy smile made me sick to my stomach. I knew he was trying to be cool by offering me a beer, but I wanted nothing to do with it. I gave them a tight-lipped smile and shook my head. “No, thanks. I'm just gonna go relax. It's been a long day.”

      “There's lasagna in the kitchen,” my mother called after me as I headed down the hall to my bedroom.

      “Thanks,” I returned, a grimace pulling at my mouth. No doubt it was one of those frozen dishes that had been microwaved within an inch of its life. I preferred the daily specials from the diner, and I’d eaten enough at lunchtime to hold me over for the evening.

      In my room, I closed my door and collapsed onto my bed. Tomorrow I was going to make more of a concentrated effort to find another job. My mother and Alan deserved their privacy, and I had no desire to be around him more than necessary. I could stick it out for another couple of months, until I saved up some cash. But the first thing I needed to do was dig into the classifieds and convince someone to give me a chance.
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      DREW

      The sun shone brightly overhead as I pulled open the door and stepped inside the brick building that housed the QSG headquarters. Shoving my shades to the top of my head, I glanced around the lobby as Grayson stepped in behind me, then closed the door.

      From behind the reception desk, Abby sent us a brilliant smile. She held up one finger to indicate she would be with us in just a moment, then wrapped up her phone conversation. “That sounds great. I'll send the final invoice over right now, and we’ll see you next week.”

      She hung up the phone, then braced her hands on the counter as she smiled our way. “Hey! Good to see you guys again.”

      “You, too.” Grayson inclined his head at her. “Is Con around?”

      “Yup. He's getting set up right now. You guys can have a seat if you'd like.”

      “Thanks.” I sank into the couch situated along the back wall and crossed one foot over my knee. I hoped like hell we could come to some sort of agreement today. Although Abby had offered to help with the sting, there was always a chance that she would back out or that Con would shut it down.

      My knee jiggled restlessly as I waited, and Grayson sent me a little look of warning. I forced myself to still. I couldn't help it; I wanted to nail this bastard, and I was willing to do almost anything to achieve it. I would never jeopardize someone's safety or make them uncomfortable though, so I could only hope that Abby hadn't changed her mind.

      Con appeared in the hallway adjacent to the lobby just seconds later, and I practically leapt to my feet. “Good to see you again.”

      He extended one hand, and Grayson and I each took turns shaking with him. He turned to the man behind him. “Dane, please cover Abby during our meeting.”

      “You got it, boss.” He tipped his head toward an open door situated about halfway down the hallway. “We’ll talk in the conference room. Come on back.”

      Grayson, Abby, and I fell into step behind Con then seated ourselves around a large mahogany table in the conference room. Less than a minute later, Clay joined us and dropped into the seat next to Abby. He didn't say a word, but his lips pressed into a disapproving line, which told me he wasn't fully on board. That could present a problem for us. If he didn't feel safe letting her go into the bar, this whole thing would be a no-go.

      Con closed the door then seated himself at the head of the table and nodded toward me. “Let's start from the beginning. Why don't you tell us everything you can, and we'll go from there.”

      I passed over the file, then began to expound on the details of the three assault cases accrued over the past month, affording as much detail as I could. “The one thing we've been able to determine is that all three victims were smokers. It's possible that the suspect is somehow drugging them while they step outside for a cigarette.”

      Abby bit her lip. “I don't smoke.”

      “I would never ask you to.” I shook my head. “All we need is the illusion that you fit the profile of the previous women.”

      “So what's your plan?” Clay leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest, pinning me with a hard stare. He was going to be a tough sell, I could feel it.

      “Here’s what I would like to happen: A couple of my guys will be undercover in the bar, plus a couple of yours that no one in town will recognize.”

      It would be a dead giveaway if I had my entire force there at once, not to mention I didn't have enough men and women to spare. We needed extra bodies, preferably new faces that wouldn't draw attention.

      “Abby will have eyes on her the entire time she's in the bar,” I continued. “We’ll have her order a drink, then move to the pool table where she'll play a round or two before making it known she plans to step out back for a smoke.”

      I gestured toward Grayson. “My brother’s fiancée is now living with him, so her house is currently uninhabited. Abby will leave the bar, then return to Claire's house to give the impression that she lives alone. We’ll have undercovers placed around the bar, as well as out on the street and in her house.

      “I don't expect anything to happen the first day or two,” I warned. “While we originally believed that these were crimes of opportunity, this guy seems to study his victims extensively before making his move. He knows that these women are single and live alone, so there’s never a witness when he comes and leaves.

      “Historically, the man appears to have always used the victim’s car to transport them. He takes the women back to their own home, then obliterates any evidence he might have left behind.”

      “And what happens if he gets around back and manages to get her to the car before we can intervene?”

      Clay’s tone was hard, almost challenging, and I forced myself to stay calm. “As I said, we’ll have eyes on her the entire time, both outside and inside both the house and bar. I'm limited on the officers I can put inside the bar, because they'll be too easily recognized.”

      “Still…” Clay trailed off when Abby reached over and settled a hand on his thigh.

      “It'll be fine, I promise.” She gestured our way. “Con and everyone will be in the bar with me keeping an eye on everything.”

      Clay shook his head. “If anyone's going to be with you, it's going to be me.”

      “No,” Abby and Con replied in unison.

      Clay flushed dark red. “Why the hell not?”

      “Because I can't have you arrested for murdering anyone who flirts with her,” Con said, a trace of mirth in his tone.

      Clay shot a dark look his way, mouth parted to speak, but Abby stopped him. “It's true,” she said. “I love that you want to protect me, but...  just do it from the car. Or Claire’s house. I’ll meet you there as soon as we’re done. That way we won’t tip anyone off.”

      He didn't look at all appeased. Grayson and I remained silent as we watched them debate it amongst themselves. “I'd feel better if I were there,” Clay pushed back.

      Con shook his head. “It's too much of a conflict of interest. You know this. If this guy sees you, he’ll know he’s been made, and it’ll be over before we get a chance to nail him in the act. We need time to let it play out interrupted⁠—”

      “Yeah, I fucking know,” Clay shot back. “How the hell are you okay with sending her in there like this?”

      Con’s calm demeanor didn't change. “Because we'll all be there.” He gestured our way. “They know what they're doing. Plus, we have plenty of equipment to keep eyes on her the whole time.”

      “That's different,” Clay protested. His face was no longer set in angry lines, but rather held the desperation of needing to keep a loved one safe.

      “I understand that,” Con said quietly. “But you know this is how it has to be done.”

      Con was right; if Clay lost his shit over some guy flirting with his fiancée, our suspect would slip right off the hook and disappear.

      “Chief?” Clay turned to my brother, a haunted look in his eyes.

      A twinge moved through my chest at the sight. It was obvious to everyone in the room how much he cared for her. Part of me wanted to give in and tell him he could stay, but I bit my tongue and allowed Grayson to take over.

      “It's best that we try to narrow the margin for error,” my brother replied diplomatically. “When emotions get involved, it's harder to control our reactions.”

      Clay threw a wry look his way. “You think? I'm basically sacrificing my fiancée to the wolves.”

      “She'll be safe,” I promised.

      “Can you promise that?”

      No, I couldn’t. Shit went sideways all the time, and after several tours in the military, Clay knew that as well as anyone. I decided to level with him. “Is there always a possibility of things not going to plan? Of course.” His eyes flashed, but I cut him off before he could speak. “We can’t predict how—or even if—he’ll react to Abby.”

      I could feel everyone’s eyes on me, like they thought I’d lost my mind for speaking so frankly. “But… I can promise you that we’ll do everything we can to keep her safe. Your guys will be with mine, everyone working together to keep eyes on her and everyone around her. I know you trust them, and so do I; they won't let anything happen to her.”

      For several seconds, no one said anything. The silence was tense as Clay and I stared at one another, everyone else seeming to hold a collective breath so as to not tip the delicate scale. Finally, after what seemed like forever, he nodded once. “And where will you be?”

      “I'll be waiting at Claire’s house. I want to be there on the off chance anyone decides to follow her. If you’d like to be there when she comes home, you can stay there with me.”

      His lips pressed into a firm line, and he sat back, quiet, knowing he was outnumbered. “I’ll have a live feed,” I added, “that way you can see everything in real time and know she’s safe.”

      He was worried about his fiancée, and though I wasn’t currently seeing anyone, I understood where he was coming from. I would do anything to protect my family, and I appreciated that he wanted to analyze every detail and plan for every possible outcome. Better to be prepared than caught off guard.

      Clay tipped his head my way, his silent agreement to the plan I’d outlined, and Abby leaned into his side. She whispered something to him, and he looped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close.

      I averted my gaze, unable to watch anymore, and turned to Con. “You have equipment?”

      He nodded. “Follow me.”

      We left Abby and Clay behind to take a moment for themselves, and followed Con to the bullpen area down the hall. While our department had a lot of resources, it was difficult sometimes to get the city to sign off of stuff they didn’t deem necessary. Working with QSG and utilizing their equipment was going to help significantly.

      Con introduced us to Cole, Clay’s twin brother, and Blake Lawson, both of whom would be assisting with the sting. A moment later, Clay and Abby entered. He still looked unhappy, and I knew there was nothing I could say to reassure him. Our best option at the moment was to come up with a fail-safe plan to make sure I upheld my end of the bargain and kept Abby out of harm’s way.

      He met my gaze and held it for a moment, then gave a slight nod. I returned the gesture, then turned back to the group in front of me. “Here’s the plan…”
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