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Chapter One
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TUESDAY EVENING

Showtime. 

She blinked, giving her eyes time to adjust to the dim lighting in Gatsby’s Jazz Bar. Mellow notes from a saxophone band drifted lazily through the air. 

There. 

Tamsyn Holt spied her client’s fiancé sitting at the end of the bar nursing what looked like vodka rocks. The jazz bar was a nice departure from Nashville’s usual country music venues where she normally found her clients’ significant others. 

Her mark glanced impatiently at his watch. Was he meeting someone? Better make a move before someone else showed up and spoiled her action. Weaving her way through the bar patrons, she spied an open barstool. Backup, in the form of her brother Justin, entered the bar a minute or so behind her. She could smell his Old Spice after-shave. Yes, her brother used the old-fashioned aftershave, in spite of being the family agency’s information specialist aka computer nerd. 

Initially, she’d been reluctant to take on Brianna Tollison as a client because of their previous friendship. As she neared the mark, one Jason St. John, she noted he was even better looking than the photo Bree had provided. Seen live and in color, this dude exuded a definite James Bond vibe. He was entirely too virile to be a mere financial consultant. His longish dark hair was expertly trimmed by someone who knew what they were doing. And his profile was movie-star perfect. 

She slid onto a barstool two spots away from his and ordered a glass of white zinfandel, something she could sip slowly without becoming impaired. From the corner of her eye, she noted her brother had occupied another seat, two away from hers closer to the door. 

She paid for her wine, then clumsily elbowed her purse to the floor so that everything spilled. A tube of lipstick rolled toward her mark.

Perfect.

“Drat.” She hopped from the stool and scrambled for the tube. As she did, St. John eased from his seat and retrieved it. 

“You lost something.” His voice was low and resonant. The very sound set her senses thrumming. His steely blue, yet amused, gaze seemed to bore through her, as if he recognized her ploy but wouldn’t necessarily call her on it. Or would he?

“I believe I did,” she murmured when she regained her power of speech. “Thank you.” She grabbed for the tube. 

He held the lipstick just out of reach. “Not so fast.” 

“Excuse me?” What was he playing at? She held out her hand, palm open. “My lipstick...” 

“It’s certainly isn’t my shade.” He arched a dark-winged brow. And laid the cosmetic gently into her palm. The slight brush of his fingers against her hand...warm...sensual...inviting.

Her heart sped up, her mouth dried. Irrational thoughts of leading him away from the bar and screwing him blind came to mind. “Uh—” she managed to utter. She tried to swallow. 

“You wanted to meet me. I’m Jason.”

Her fingers closed over the lipstick. This mark wasn’t responding the way she’d expected. Usually, they either made a how-about-it comment or else they politely ignored her. But St. John seemed to be onto her game and was intent on seducing her.

Maybe she should’ve tried a more subtle approach. He was definitely a cut above the typical good old boy she was ordinarily hired to tempt. Maybe she should get her thoughts in order. Maybe she should run like hell.

“Well, didn’t you?”

“Want to meet you?” She stiffened her spine. “I merely came in for a drink before heading home.”

“You’re a working girl.” Not even the hint of a question in his tone.

OMG. He thought she was a prostitute. “What I am is a woman who works, not in any sense a working girl as you seem to imply.”

He arched a dark brow in Justin’s direction. “And the blond dude who came in behind you isn’t your pimp?”

She sucked in a breath. How had he pegged Justin as being with her so easily? “M-my what?” She glanced around. “In Green Hills? Seriously?” She whirled to leave. 

Dammit. She’d screwed up. Now she’d have to return Brianna’s retainer and recommend another firm to see if her fiancé could be tempted. Still grasping the lipstick, she shoved it inside her purse and headed for the door. 

Dammit. Failure sucked. Especially failing an old friend. 

Outside on the street, she headed for the lot where she’d parked her new—okay, gently-used—Porsche Boxter. Her cell phone rang. Justin. 

“Screwed the pooch on that one, didn’t you, sis? Losing your touch?”

“You gave it away,” she growled, knowing full well the fault was hers. “See you at home.” 

***
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JASON ST. JOHN WATCHED the small brunette leave, followed half a minute later by her blond pimp. Her outrage seemed real enough. Was she a hooker or not? Who could tell these days?

But if she wasn’t, what was her game? Some sort of deception or honey trap?

Relocating to Nashville’s field office might’ve been a mistake. He hadn’t counted on staying in Music City this long. His career aim was New York City or DC, even better. But when his superiors discovered he’d met a young interior designer by the name of Brianna Tollison at a charity fundraiser, they’d suggested he initiate a relationship in order to get closer to her father, the man at the center of the Bureau’s current investigation. Hopefully, he wouldn’t need to go through an actual marriage ceremony. Some assignment. 

Bree’s father, Randall Clay Tollison III, had some very suspicious characters in his circle of business associates, not to mention his listed profession as an importer of foreign goods. And it was imperative Jason be accepted into that circle. As Tollison’s future son-in-law, he stood an excellent chance. 

But his physical reaction to the wannabe hooker had stunned him. Her dark eyes had flashed with fire when he’d called her on her moves. She was a tidy bundle of sex appeal all right. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have hesitated to hookup. Frankly though, he couldn’t afford the distraction of juggling two women in the midst of an undercover op.

He left a tip on the bar. The jazz would have to wait until another time. 

He made it to the street just in time to see the dark beauty nip into a small red Porsche. 

Fortunately, his vehicle was nearby. He waited just long enough for her to clear the parking lot and sprinted for his black Range Rover. By the time he made it to the street, she was already heading toward downtown on Hillsboro. 

He followed her until she reached Woodmont, then turned left. He hung back about a half block. The bright color of her sports car made it easy to keep in sight. She continued making her circuitous way through the upscale neighborhoods, obviously knowing where she was headed and avoiding more highly trafficked streets. 

Keeping an eye on her vehicle, he shook his head. Technically, he was engaging in stalking behavior, but she intrigued him. Yes, his curiosity had gotten the better of him. 

A block ahead, she crossed West End Avenue, heading into Richland Park, an area renowned for its Victorian and turn of the century houses. She turned into an alley running behind a row of houses. He slowed long enough to see her stop and pull in behind the third house. 

Gotcha. He circled the block, then noted the address of the large Mission Style house, third from the end. 

Finding who owned the house would be a breeze. Didn’t appear to be a house of ill repute. Indeed, the Richland Park residents association wouldn’t sanction such a business in their midst. He circled the block once more and chuckled when he observed a boxy, 1950s puke green vehicle, the same one that had dogged him all the way from Green Hills, park in front of the dark beauty’s house. 

Was the blond dude her husband or her pimp? Was she a hooker or were they a free-loving couple on the prowl for some threesome activity? A ménage à trois? He smiled. The possibilities were endless. Unfortunately, none of them were on his agenda.

***
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BACK AT HIS CONDO LOCATED in the Gulch, Jason booted up his Bureau-encrypted laptop and accessed public records. Entering the Richland Avenue street address, he quickly located the names of the inhabitants: three with the surname of Lackey and one with that of Holt. A blended family? He’d been in Nashville a mere three months—long enough to meet and sweep Tollison’s daughter off her feet, but the name Holt—now that had a familiar ring. He Googled the names and found the family business, Holt Investigations. According to the agency’s web site, the head of the agency was listed as an Andrew Scott Holt, providing full-service investigations serving professional and private clients. So was the brunette one of the family or one of their investigators? Or both?

Had Bree actually gone so far as to hire someone to see if he could be tempted? So much for earning the trust of his true love. He really must do a better job of convincing her of his devotion. Blowing his first undercover assignment wasn’t an option. He had a lot to prove to himself. To the Bureau. And especially to his father, Supervisory Special Agent Marcus Stone. 

He spent the next hour researching the family-run, private detective agency. It turned out that Andrew Scott Holt was married to a Metro Nashville homicide detective, one Tess O’Malley Holt. As for the hot tamale investigator... She could prove to be a damned nuisance. If so, then he’d just have to find a way to deal with her.
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Chapter Two
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TAMSYN ENTERED THE house through the French doors, slinging her Coach hobo bag onto the kitchen island. She ran her hand over the purse’s pebbled texture. Got a nice deal on it. Yes, she had. Walking over to the fridge, she stopped with one hand on the handle.

“You’re home early,” Scott yelled from the man cave. 

Damn it. Why wasn’t he at home with Tess? “And what are you doing here?” Now, she’d have to report her failure, as well as endure endless jibes from Justin, who at this very moment, was traipsing into the house through the front door.

Scott, her eldest brother and head of the family’s P.I. agency, moseyed into the kitchen. He leaned against the doorjamb. “Tess was just called to a homicide on Music Row so I thought I’d come over to watch the game with Justin. From your expression, I’d say things didn’t go well with Brianna Tollison’s fiancé.”

“You’d say right,” offered Justin. “She—”

“Just so y“I can speak for myself,” Tamsyn interrupted. “Okay, I blew it. He took me for a working girl. As if.” She opened the fridge and took out a wine cooler. “I need this,” she said through clenched teeth, daring either brother to say a word.

ou know, Tam, you’re getting sloppy. You were followed.”

Whoa. A frisson of unease slithered through her. “Followed? Are you sure?”

“Your target left right after you did. I tailed him, and he tailed you all the way home. I can’t believe you didn’t notice that big-ass Range Rover behind you. He was pretty cagey though, not getting too close. He circled the block and checked out the address.”

“That’s not good.” She chewed her lower lip. Great, not only had she screwed up the job but also let frustration get the better of her and hadn’t paid attention to her surroundings. Good thing she always had Justin for backup. Still, she’d never been so careless before.

“Well, that settles it,” Scott said. “We’ll have to refund Ms. Tollison’s retainer and recommend another firm. But if this guy was suspicious enough to follow you home from Green Hills, he’ll be on the alert. He won’t be easy for anyone else to catch out.”

Scott’s expression grew concerned. “Again, we should reconsider whether you, or rather the firm, ought to be taking cases like these.” He shook his head. “I don’t like them. I’ve never liked them. Except for your cases, we’re taking fewer and fewer domestic clients. Corporate security is the direction we’re pursuing.”

Not again. Tamsyn took a deep breath. “I bring the firm a substantial amount of revenue with these cases,” she said with a touch more heat than she intended. But damn, she got so tired of hearing the same old thing. Dammit. Her clients had a right to know what kind of men they were involved with. 

“What’s going on?” Her older sister Carrie, who acted at the agency’s office manager, came downstairs, carrying an empty bottle of water. She chucked it into the recycle basket, then leaned her elbows on the counter. “I could hear y’all, even with my door closed.”

“You can settle this tiresome argument once more, Carrie. Tell Scott the agency can’t make it without my client caseload.”

“It was true,” Carrie said with a wide smile, “to a point. In the past, Tam’s cases brought in a full thirty-eight percent of our revenue. Quick cases. Fast turnover. Word of mouth brought us more.” 

“I hear a but coming.” 

“You are correct.” Carrie leveled her no-nonsense gaze on Tamsyn. “But as Scott says, we are actively pursuing corporate clients, and over the last quarter, revenue from your cases dropped to twenty percent.”

“Twenty?” She couldn’t hold back a gasp. How could that be? “But I have as many clients as ever.”

“Correct. Bottom line: corporate security pays more—pure and simple.”

“And we’re a business. We have to be about the bottom line.” Honestly, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else but working for the family business. What other career could provide her with such an interesting job? Even though her cases followed the same basic format: meet the guy, see if he can be seduced, and report to the client. What made it exciting was she never knew for sure how the mark would react. Needless to say, over three-quarters of the marks tried to take her home or to a room or wherever. True, the job and previous life experiences had given her a jaundiced view of men in general. Until tonight, she’d never, repeat never, been attracted to any of her client’s significant others. 

Until tonight.

There was just something about him. Something dangerous. And, even though she hated to admit it, something exciting.  

Yeah, he was dangerous all right. He’d actually had the balls to follow her home. Not only had her carelessness endangered herself, but possibly her entire family. If he was a financial consultant, she was a prima ballerina.

“I said ‘to a point,’” Carried interjected. “Our base of security clients is growing rapidly, up thirty-six percent last quarter. And up to sixty percent overall.” 

“Thank you. The sooner we can dispense with divorce and honey trap cases, the better.” Scott held his hands up. “Just going on record.”

“Yeah. We all know you don’t like my clientele, but they’ve been the bread and butter of most P.I. agencies.”

“We’re aiming higher than ‘most’. Honey traps smack of entrapment,” Scott said. “Whatever happened to trust in relationships?”

“Aren’t you sweet and idealistic?” she said, unable to keep the derision from her voice. “You’re newly married and still starry-eyed. But believe you me, there aren’t many men out there like you—I should know. And besides, Tess would shoot your ass if you dared to play around.”

Scott patted Tamsyn on the head. “So cynical, as well as profane, for one so young.”

“Whatever...” She waved him away.

“She’s not cynical.” Justin shrugged, then grabbed a beer from the fridge. “Just realistic. And don’t forget I’m on her six for these assignments.”

“And, in my opinion, that is a waste of resources.”

“Ugh! Thank you for the impromptu board meeting.” Tamsyn’s stomach growled. “Anyway, what’s for dinner? I’m starved.”

“I’m going to surprise you,” Carrie said, pouring herself a glass of Chablis. “I didn’t feel like cooking.” 

“That means probably Cajun. Perfect. Paper plates okay?” Tamsyn asked. “Are we eating here or in the den?”

“Den,” Scott suggested. “There’s a game on.”

“Den it is,” Carrie declared. 

“Has anyone heard from Allie and Nick?” Tamsyn asked. “Or are they still in their honeymoon lockdown phase?” Allie was their younger sister who’d just moved out after marrying one of the agency’s investigators, Nick Vitelli.

Carrie gave a broad smile. “I have it on good authority—meaning Allie called me this morning—they’re back from Gatlinburg. Judging from all the sighs and giggles when questioned about said honeymoon, they had a wonderful time.” She paused long enough to fan her cheeks dramatically. “She starts her legal nurse consultant courses next week. And Nick will be back in the office tomorrow.” She heaved a sigh. “I can’t believe little Allison got married before I did.”

“We’ll grow old and alone together, then,” Tamsyn said with a smile and set her empty wine cooler down with a thump. “Because I’m never getting married.” She’d seen too many men ready to jump at the chance to be unfaithful. 

“Uh-oh. Never say never,” Justin warned, wagging his finger. 

Tamsyn gave him the eye roll of all eye rolls. Nevertheless, she couldn’t quite forget her intense reaction to Jason St. John’s touch. A shiver zipped up her spine. He’d actually followed her home. She wouldn’t be caught out like that again. No way.

***
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DETECTIVE TESS O’MALLEY Holt showed her badge to the uniform officer who stood at the elevator of the Music Row high-rise condo.

“Sixth floor. Unit 612,” he said.

“Got it.” She stepped into the elevator, punched the sixth-floor button. The elevator car rose swiftly and smoothly. When it stopped, the doors opened and she stepped out, noting two surveillance cameras, one at each end of the hall. 

Good.

She strode down the hall to unit 612. She badged the officer at the door and entered the condo, stopping long enough to pull on a pair of gloves while she surveyed the scene. The living room was a disaster with two lamps on the floor and a tipped-over occasional chair. Apparently, the original attack started here, then moved into the bedroom. 

She spotted the medical examiner, ginger-haired Derek Jacobs, kneeling beside the body. Rob Irby and Malik Samson, two young detectives from her team, were already present. She acknowledged their presence with a nod. “What’ve we got?”

“Neighbor in unit 611 reported hearing a disturbance around five,” Samson said. “Things quieted down, so she didn’t report it. When 611’s roommate came home, she insisted they call.”

Irby held up a heavy brass statuette, already bagged and tagged. “Looks like the murder weapon. Really did a number on her.”

She swallowed hard and then turned from the body. Whoever had murdered this young woman had been full of rage. The victim’s face was a bloody pulp. Probably not random. No, this was personal. Very personal.

“Do we have a TOD yet?” she asked the M.E. 

Jacobs glanced up, his pale gray eyes shuttered at half-mast. “No more than a couple of hours.”

Tess nodded. “Certainly fits with when the neighbor heard the disturbance.”

Blood spatter could be found on almost every surface of the stylish bedroom in the condo. Yet in spite of his rage, the killer had taken time after battering her to death to pose her partially clad body with palms outstretched as if in supplication. She crossed to the bureau, picked up the victim’s red YSL clutch, and opened it. 

“According to her Tennessee driver’s license, this is Brianna Tollison. Description fits, but the photo’s useless.” Tess shivered. Rest of the contents were about what she expected to find in any young woman’s purse, except no cell phone. Plus, one thing she hadn’t expected to find—a business card from Holt Investigations, belonging to her sister-in-law Tamsyn. Ought to make for an interesting interview.

She turned to Irby and Samson. “Let crime scene finish in here. I’ve seen enough. Irby, interview the neighbors. Look around for her cell phone. It wasn’t in her purse. Samson, interview any employees, also any contract workers if they use outside janitorial or landscaping services. Also, check with the office for any surveillance tapes. I noticed the CCTV when I arrived.”

They nodded and departed. She pulled out her phone. Now to deal with Tamsyn.

***
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TAMSYN PUSHED AWAY from the table. “I can’t eat another bite. Well, maybe one more.” She speared a fat piece of shrimp from the bowl of gumbo and ate it. “Can’t let it go to waste.”

Her phone rang and she answered, noting Tess’s number, “Hey there. What’s up?

“I’m at a murder scene. Found one of your business cards in the victim’s purse. Can you come down to the precinct tomorrow morning?”

“Are you sure she’s even my client. She could’ve just had the card.”

“You’ll have to keep it quiet. We haven’t notified her next of kin yet. The victim’s name is Brianna Tollison.”

“Oh, crap! She is my client—or was. Whatever I can do.” A sense of dread skittered through her. She’d never had a client murdered before, much less a friend—even a former friend. And what did her smooth fiancé have to do with her murder? 

Or was it related to something that had happened a long time ago? Something Tamsyn would’ve preferred to forget. But now...

“Am I right in assuming you were checking someone out for her?” 

“Yes, her fiancé.” Damn. She’d been stupid to take Bree’s case—definitely against her better judgment. But Bree had begged to put the past aside and do one more favor. “Just tonight, in fact,” she said, lowering her tone. “I should say something to Scott. He needs to know what’s happened since a client is involved.”

“He’s there?”

“Yeah. We just had Cajun and were about to watch the game.” 

“I’ll be over as soon as I notify the next of kin. I’ll need to know everything you know about this fiancé of hers.”

“Right. We’ll be here.”

Scott pushed away from the table. “Was that Tess? What’s going on?”

Tamsyn took a deep breath. “My client, Brianna Tollison, is dead. That’s the homicide Tess is working.”
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Chapter Three
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JASON TRIED BREE’S number for the fourth time and was ready to toss the damned phone against the wall. Insufferable. First, she’d hired a P.I. to test his fidelity, and now she couldn’t be bothered to return his calls. What had the investigator told her? Lies?

He’d have to work hard to heal this breach. If he were truly in love, she’d be the one who needed to come up with a reasonable explanation. True, his feelings were a sham, and he’d damned well have to do a better job of convincing her he was deeply in love. Too much riding on this op to screw it up now. 

His father had tried to talk him out of taking this assignment. Said he was too inexperienced. Not ready for such a high profile case. But the Nashville field office Special Agent in Charge, Michael Chase, believed in Jason where his father didn’t. So much for family support.

More than anything, he regretted the necessity of using Bree as a way to get close to Tollison and his coterie of arms and weapons dealers. It was a lousy way to treat a nice gal. But it was a perfect plan. Otherwise, it would’ve taken weeks, maybe months to gain an introduction any other way. This way, he and Tollison would soon be family. Tollison had already had Jason investigated, triggering alerts with the Bureau. Needless to say, his cover had held up to Tollison’s deep scrutiny.

Might as well face Bree and find out what the sexy investigator had told her. He slipped his phone into his inner jacket pocket, ready to leave when someone knocked.

He opened the door and discovered his future father-in-law, leaning against the wall. His features drawn, his skin ashen, he appeared to have aged ten years. Yes, he was in a hell of a state.

“Jase, it’s bad.” The older man’s shoulders started shaking. “Brianna’s dead. Murdered. My baby girl...” He fell into Jason’s arms.

Stunned, Jason tried to process the news, even as he staggered backward with the weight of his hefty future father-in-law. He maneuvered the man to a chair. “Let me get you a drink.” Tollison drank Jack Black, neat. 

“I’ll kill the son of a bitch who did this. I’ll kill him.” He pounded the chair arm with his fist.

Jason didn’t doubt him for a moment. “What happened? How? When?” he asked while he poured Tollison’s drink. Hell, make it a double. He handed it over.

Tollison’s hand shook as he grasped the glass. “Few hours ago.” He gulped the whiskey in one go. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he gasped, his face growing red, “Why weren’t you with her? How could you let this happen?”

Jason poured himself one, then took a seat opposite Tollison. He leaned forward. “Here’s the thing. We were supposed to meet at Gatsby’s, but she called at the last minute and canceled. So I stayed for a while, had a drink and listened—”

“Never mind that!” Tollison shouted, his face in a contorted mask of grief. “My baby girl’s dead. Someone beat her face to a bloody pulp. Her mother’s had to be sedated. And the police want to know if I know why anyone would want to kill her.”

Beat her face to a pulp? Sounded like rage. And that degree of rage was typically personal.  Images of Bree flooded his mind. Her dark flashing eyes. Her ready wit. “Do you?” He leveled his gaze at Tollison. 

Even though Jason hadn’t been in love, he’d enjoyed getting to know Bree. He certainly never wished her any harm. And once his undercover investigation was over, he would’ve made their future divorce, if it came to that, as painless as possible. But now she was dead. How could this have happened? Why would someone have killed her? Who?

The assignment was over before it’d barely begun. He’d have to notify the SAC of this turn of affairs. Even so, his thoughts were callous and unworthy. 

“Of course not!” Tollison’s eyes widened. He clenched his fists, started to rise, but sagged back into the chair. “What kind of stupid question is that?”

“I’m sure they meant an old boyfriend or someone like that. Bree mentioned someone she dumped recently—for the life of me, I can’t remember his name. And you, you’re extremely successful. Perhaps, you’ve made enemies along the way who might want to punish you by killing Brianna.”

“You want to blame this on me? What about you? Did you beat my daughter to death, Jason? Did you?” He got to his feet, his physical presence immense and threatening.

Jason took a step back. He could take Tollison in a fight, but having an altercation with Bree’s father, who was in the depths of grief, wasn’t what Jason wanted. “Of course not. I loved her.” His words rang hollow, even to him. “We were getting married. What reason would I have to kill her? I tell you we were in love. We hadn’t had so much as a spat. She was the love of my life. Surely this was a random attack.” No. Not random. Either someone had been stalking her, or it was someone she knew. And he would be suspect number one.

Tollison staggered back, collapsed, burying his face in his hands. “I couldn’t tell who she was. My beautiful girl. Her face was...” He shook his head unable to continue.

It took another hour and two more whiskeys before Tollison could regain his composure. Jason offered to take him home, but Tollison had a driver waiting. 

Thank God.

As soon as Tollison had left, Jason placed a call to Special Agent in Charge Chase. 

“This operation is in the crapper, and it’s bad,” Jason said, then proceeded to update Chase about Tollison’s daughter. “Thing is I don’t know the TOD. I was alone all afternoon. I need a digital trail created for those hours.” 

“Worry about your alibi later,” Chase said. “You can salvage this operation. Stay close to Tollison. Support him like the son-in-law you’ll never be.”

“Right.” At least, Jason hoped his superior was right. He really needed to score a result. Yes, he was a selfish bastard, but Bree was dead, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do to change it. Nonetheless, he had a mission to complete.

***
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THE BALLGAME FORGOTTEN, Tamsyn paced from the den to the foyer and back again while waiting for Tess’s arrival. “Go to bed, guys. I can handle this.”

“No way,” Scott said. “I’ll wait with you. Besides, I don’t live here anymore.”

“Thanks.” Comfort and support—that’s what the Holt-Lackey family did best. The blended family, first united by the marriage of their widowed parents, Tom Holt and Jan Lackey, the bond further cemented by Tom and Jan’s deaths in a car crash over ten years ago, was again united and supportive. 

Like always. 

No matter what. 

Scott turned to Carrie and Justin. “Why don’t you two get some rest? Someone needs to be awake enough to open the office in the morning.”

After some back-and-forth discussion, Carrie and Justin reluctantly headed upstairs. 

Tamsyn continued pacing, her mind racing with possibilities. If only Brianna’s murder was something random and not related to anything at the agency...or the past. If it was, Scott was bound to use the incident as a reason to jump on the no-more-of-these-cases bandwagon again. And what would she do without her cases?  

***
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AFTER HANGING UP FROM Chase, Jason opened his laptop and dug into backgrounds on Holt Investigations as well as the Holt-Lackey family. He found numerous mentions of the Metro Nashville homicide detective, Tess O’Malley Holt. Her father was an MNPD captain. From the society page write up of their wedding, he discovered her mother was a renowned painter. From a much older source, he noted the death notices of Tom and Janice Lackey Holt, who left behind a blended family of six children: Scott and Tamsyn Holt, Caroline, Justin, Allison, and Kim Lackey.

Which one of the four women had he run into at Gatsby’s? 

His curiosity heightened, he left his rented condo in the Gulch and drove back to Richland Avenue. He parked across the street, one house down. His line of sight was perfect. It was late, but lights were remained on in the front of the house and on the upper story as well. 

At eleven, two of the upper floor windows went dark. Only one remained. But the porch light and the first floor were still lit. He settled down for a boring night of surveillance. Damn, he should’ve thought to bring a thermos of coffee. 

Not a stalker. Not at all. He was merely curious. And he definitely meant no harm.

In spite of his best intentions, he dozed off, only awakened by the lights of a passing vehicle. No. Not a passing vehicle. It stopped, then parked in front of the Holt-Lackey house. Hoping he hadn’t been spotted, he ducked. A tall woman emerged from the SUV and strode up the sidewalk toward the house. Her purposeful confident body language had law enforcement written all over it. This had to be the homicide detective. She was admitted quickly by—yes, the sexy P.I.

More alert now, he wondered why the late-night visit? Had the local LEOs already somehow connected the P.I. agency to Bree’s murder? How much longer before they got around to interviewing him?

***
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HIS MOUTH TOOK HERS in a punishing kiss. 

Tamsyn startled awake and glanced at her watch. Nearly one. She dragged herself off the sofa. She shook her head and tried vainly to erase the sensual dream she’d had about a certain, way too sexy man. Mouth parched, she tried to swallow. She headed to the kitchen for a drink of water when the doorbell rang. Making a 180, she changed course and opened the door.

“Sorry I’m so late,” Tess said, heading to the den.

Tamsyn followed Tess. “It’s all right. No problem. Scott kept me company.”

A smile wreathed Tess’s face as she gazed at his sleeping form. “So I see.” She rushed over and gave his forehead a quick kiss.

“I couldn’t sleep anyway,” Tamsyn said.

“Liar,” Scott said, stirring in his recliner.

Tess sat on the sofa and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “The notification didn’t go well—not that any death notification goes well, but this was one of the worst. The mother collapsed. Before I could talk to the father, a doctor had to be called to sedate her. Once she’d been taken care of, the father lost it. Difficult to get him calmed down enough to question. Now, what about her fiancé, the one you had in your sights earlier this evening?”

Tamsyn picked up her iPad and pulled up her notes from the office. “His name’s Jason St. John—pronounced Sinjin, according to Bree. She met with me earlier in the week and hired me to see if he could be tempted. Nothing unusual. Just one of my typical cases except...” She hesitated, then continued, “I should tell you I knew Bree from school. Green Hills Academy.”

“I need all the background you have. Everything she told you about him and their relationship.”

Wondering whether she ought to tell about the long-kept secret of Bree’s rape, Tamsyn scanned the case notes on her iPad. “They were newly engaged. He’s a financial counselor. Moved to Nashville three months ago from a large firm in Atlanta. They met at a charity fundraiser. Basically, he swept her off her feet. She’d begun having second thoughts, starting to think they were rushing things. She wanted to be sure he would be faithful. The thing that bugged her most was he seemed awfully interested in her father’s business dealings. That maybe he was using her to get close to her dad. She figured if that was the case, given an opportunity, he’d cheat.”

“So what happened?”

Stifling a yawn, Tamsyn set the iPad aside. “I hit Gatsby’s at a little before six. He was already there just as she said he’d be. I dropped my purse, one of my usual ploys, and he didn’t bite. In fact, he thought I was a hooker, and he pegged Justin for my pimp!” She gave an eye-roll. “As if...”

Tess was taking notes while Tamsyn spoke. “Go on. What happened next?”

“I handled it wrong. I should’ve continued playing him. So what if he thought I was a working girl. Instead, I got all flustered, got indignant, and got the hell out of there. But here’s the kicker: he followed me home.”

Tess straightened. “Whoa!” 

“Yeah, he totally followed me all the way from Green Hills, circled the block, and then slowed down in front of the house just long enough to peg the address before he left. Justin was behind him.” 

Tess arched a quizzical brow. “Back to why you were so flustered? Was there something about him that made you uneasy?”

“Uneasy?” She took a deep breath before continuing. “That’s not exactly the right word. I was physically attracted to him. That’s never happened before. Never. When he returned the lipstick, the touch of his hand—” Was she actually about to admit how his touch had made her feel?

Tess’s eyes widened. “What? He touched you?”

“Yes, just a brush of his fingers. He didn’t grope me or anything. And, honestly, if he’d tried to lead me out of there, I might’ve been tempted to go with him. He was rather compelling. I was definitely attracted. Tall, dark and handsome. I mean, what’s not to like?” She lifted her shoulders in a casual shrug. “I’m losing my touch, being attracted to a mark.”

“Seriously, sis?” Scott shook his head. “Are you nuts? I’m right. We need to shut these cases down.”

“Not again. You should’ve stayed asleep.” Tamsyn stood arms across her chest. “I’m sick of hearing about cutting out my caseload. I might’ve been attracted, but I would never get involved with a mark. Trust me.”

Scott rose from his chair and pulled her into his arms. “Look, sis, I’m sorry your friend was murdered. But that fact alone connects our agency with a murder investigation. We don’t want or need the kind of publicity that comes from such an association.”

A ball of anger roiled through Tamsyn, hot enough to explode. She jerked from his supposed-to-be comforting hug. “This is no time to be questioning our business practices when an innocent young woman has been murdered. It’s not my fault. It’s not our agency’s fault.”

“What if it is? What if her fiancé realized what you were up to and got pissed. He goes over there to have it out and ends up killing her as a result?”

“That only works if she was killed after I saw him,” Tamsyn said with a huff.

Tess interrupted, “Hold on, you two. Let’s nail down the timeline before we arrest St. John. Okay?”

Tamsyn took a deep breath and tamped down her temper. “Right,” she said, her breathing ragged. “It was a little before six when I entered Gatsby’s. He was already there. He glanced at his watch which made me check the time. It was,” she paused, her eyes shut, concentrating, “seven minutes until six exactly.”

“And what time did you leave?”

“I barely had time to order a drink, spill my purse, and talk to him. Five to six minutes max. I didn’t even take a sip of the wine.”

“What time did you get home?”

“Six-fifteen or so. And remember he followed me home with Justin on his tail. What was her time of death?”

Tess gave a cagey smile. “Can’t comment on an active investigation. Let’s say I’m very interested in Jason St. John’s whereabouts before he turned up at Gatsby’s.” Tess made an entry in her notebook. “Anything else?”

Tamsyn shook her head. “I can think of a lot of questions, which I’m sure you won’t answer, but I don’t have anything to add.” Well, she could’ve told Tess about the old rape, but it probably wasn’t relevant.

Standing and giving a wide yawn, Tess said, “All right, husband. Let’s get home before the sun rises.”

After hugs and the good-byes were said, Tamsyn locked the front door. God. What an evening and night. Losing a client to another agency was one thing, but to lose one, who also happened to be an old friend, to murder was entirely another kettle of sharks. Yet she couldn’t help but hope Jason St. John had absolutely nothing to do with Brianna Tollison’s death. 

***
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BEFORE CHANGING INTO her pajamas, Tamsyn slipped off her shoes and padded over to the bedroom window. Intending to draw the draperies, she paused for a moment and gazed out into the silent dark street. Safe and secure, the Richland Avenue neighborhood. But then Brianna Tollison had probably felt safe in her high-rise condo too. She reached to lower the blinds and glimpsed a large dark SUV pulling into the street. A shiver ran through her. Had someone been watching the house or was it her imagination? 

More to the point, was it Jason St. John?
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Chapter Four
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AFTER CATCHING A FEW hours of sleep, Jason went to his “office” which consisted of two rooms. The outer office/waiting room of St. John Financial Counseling was manned by Ella Buntin, the temp he’d hired. It was decorated with a sleek desk and two client chairs. A decent grade gray carpet and four framed modern prints made up the bulk of the decor. Ms. Buntin performed receptionist/PA duties. Given he wasn’t an actual financial adviser, his clientele was somewhat limited, as were her duties. Usually, the redhead of a certain age occupied her time devouring mystery novels by the stack.

Ella looked up when he entered. “Good morning, Mr. St. John.” She offered him a slip of yellow notepaper. “You have one message from a Detective Holt. She’d like you to return her call.” 

Jason nodded. “Thank you, Ella.” He took the message. “I know what this is about.”

“I hope you’re not in trouble,” she said in a tone rife with mischief as she arched her thinly plucked eyebrows. 

She probably thought he should be investigated. The local FBI office helped legitimize his operation by sending in newbie agents occasionally to act as clients. But he didn’t want things to look too legit. After all, Randall Tollison would be more likely to trust him if he didn’t appear squeaky clean. In fact, part of his deeper cover as Jonathan Steele was that he’d spent thirteen months in federal prison for securities fraud.

He set his briefcase on the desk and reached for the phone. He could just imagine the questions the detective would ask. 

“Detective Holt,” she answered, her tone no-nonsense. 

“Jason St. John here. I’m returning your call.”

“It’s about your fiancée.”

“I assumed as much. I’m at your disposal, Detective.”

They quickly agreed she would come to his office at ten-thirty. He set the phone back on the charger, then scooted back from the desk. He stood and walked over to the window. From his corner office on Union St., he overlooked the Metro City Hall and beyond that the Metro General Sessions courthouse. Not a bad view, all things considered.

***
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THE LIGHT ON HIS PHONE blinked. If that was the detective, she was early. He answered, “Yes?”

“Detective Holt is here, sir.”

“I’ll see her now.” He rose as the tall redhead entered, wearing a light green pants suit and looking more like a runway model than a homicide detective. 

Noting the wedding band on her third finger, he said, “Have a seat.” As striking as the detective was, she just didn’t do it for him, not like her sexy sister-in-law. 

She gave his office a quick once-over, then her steady gaze settled on him. Oh yeah, she had him pegged as a suspect, all right. “When did you hear about your fiancée’s death?”

“Her father came over to my condo last night and broke the news.” 

“What time was this?”

“Around ten.”

“Can you give me a rundown of your activities for yesterday?”

“Certainly.” He hesitated, dreading what came next, then pulled up the appointment schedule on his computer. “I came to the office at six.”

“Why so early?” she asked with a frown.

“Foreign markets. Some of my clients are heavily invested there.”

She nodded. “Go on.”

He leaned back, endeavoring to appear more relaxed than he was. “Ms. Buntin, my assistant, came in at nine. I went out for coffee—Starbucks—then returned to the office in time for my ten o’clock appointment. My assistant will give you the name if you need it. She can confirm I was here until eleven. I gave her the rest of the afternoon off because I had no additional appointments.”

“I should think you’d be busier than that.”

“I’m new in town.” He gave her a tight smile. “It takes time to build a steady client base.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Marie/Nich%

Wwsce City Heat S5





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





