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      HOT PURSUIT

      
      A Sugarland Blue Novel

      
      Detective Taylor Kayne is a laid-back kind of lawman, always ready with quick wit and a quicker smile. He’s also a man’s man,
         and every woman’s private fantasy. Years ago, he was part of a botched hostage situation that ended with him being hailed
         as a tough-as-nails hero – but the pain, fear and shame from that terrible day still haunt him.

      
      Cara Evans knows nothing of Taylor’s pain. All she knows is that in the moment he became a hero, she lost someone she dearly
         loved. The last thing they expect is the instant, undeniable attraction that flares between them – or the danger they will
         have to face together.
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      1

      
      God help me, I’m only twenty-eight. Too young to die.
      

      
      Taylor Kayne bolted upright in bed, bathed in sweat, heart beating a sharp, painful rhythm against his sternum. The ghost
         sensation of cold steel pressing into the back of his head slowly evaporated, bringing him to wakefulness. The nightmare was
         usually the same each time. Once, the real-life incident that spurred the terror had been nicely suppressed and compartmentalized
         in a tight little box in his brain, but lately the dream descended with alarming frequency.
      

      
      Delayed PTSD. Wouldn’t that tidbit give the Sugarland PD’s shrink an orgasm?

      
      Shane Ford, Taylor’s partner in Homicide, would be shocked, too. Shane knew the story of what had happened four years ago,
         but had no idea the past was riding Taylor hard. Driving him to lose sleep, affecting his appetite, costing him focus at work.
         And nobody could find out, especially Shane. Why the hell was this happening now, when his life was mostly together?
      

      
      
      Pushing from bed, he stood and shook it off one more time. One more day. He could do this.

      
      Glancing at the clock, he grimaced. Just shy of five thirty in the morning. Jesus, that sucked. But since he’d skipped his
         run for the past few days, he might as well take advantage of the extra hour before he had to get ready for work. He knew
         he’d feel better once he got his blood pumping, but lately it had been damned hard to get motivated.
      

      
      “Get your ass moving, slacker,” he muttered to himself.

      
      In less than two minutes, he was dressed in jogging pants, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes. Sucking in a deep breath he headed
         downstairs and out the front door, locking it behind him and then hanging the spare key on a cord around his neck. After tucking
         it under his shirt, he started off.
      

      
      Settling into a brisk pace, he regulated his breathing, enjoying the feeling of stretching neglected muscles, his soles hitting
         the pavement. He loved to run. He wasn’t a fitness nut, not even close, but the fresh air was good for him. Helped him clear
         his head. Especially in the early summer, like now, before the weather turned too hot.
      

      
      As always, he admired the older homes in his neighborhood, with their tidy yards and beds full of flowers. He had a healthy
         competition going with the neighbors on his street as they tried to outdo one another for who could cultivate the best yard.
         They even held a yearly contest at their block party. Shane liked giving him shit about that. Sue me—I like plants and flowers, and I’m social.
      

      
      Whatever. Focusing on his home gave him something to do to take his mind off his single, lonely status for a while. Besides, ladies loved that sort of shit, right? When he
         found The One, she’d admire his botanical handiwork and realize she’d found the perfect man. The idea made him smirk at his own idiocy.
      

      
      He was so into his thoughts, the steady pounding of his feet on the asphalt, that he didn’t register the whine of an approaching
         engine. Acceleration.
      

      
      Not until it was almost too late.

      
      Out of habit, he glanced over his shoulder—and his eyes widened. A black pickup truck was barreling down on him and swerved
         in his direction. Twisting his body, he dove for a row of hedges just as the bumper of the truck clipped his left side. The
         shock of the impact barely had a second to register and then he was flying over the bushes. He hit the ground hard, skidding,
         one knee and an arm taking the brunt. Coming to a stop, he rolled to sit up, half-expecting the truck to burst right through
         the hedges and mow him down.
      

      
      At the sound of the vehicle squealing around the corner, he let out a sigh of relief and sat there, pushing a shaking hand
         through his hair.
      

      
      “Shit!”

      
      Sharp pain began to make itself known, and he inspected the damage. His right forearm was scraped, bloody, and dirty, but
         once it was cleaned it wouldn’t be too bad. The laceration across his kneecap might be more problematic. Probing it, he hissed
         a breath. The cut was nasty, and he was bleeding like a stuck pig. It was a tricky spot for stitches, though, so he’d just
         have to tend it as best he could.
      

      
      
      Getting to his feet was more difficult than he expected. He was already hurting all over, getting stiff. Of course, there
         was nobody around on this quiet street to help him, and he hadn’t brought his cell phone. He’d jogged about four miles and
         his watch showed it was after six, and he was looking at a painful walk home. He was going to be late to the station.
      

      
      He started off, wincing with every slow step. His body was throbbing everywhere, so to occupy his mind, he tried to focus
         on what he recalled about the truck.
      

      
      The vehicle was black. Completely. Tinted windows that were beyond legal. Thinking harder, he realized it was a Ford. Newer
         model, from the grille and logo. He hadn’t been able to get a glimpse of the driver or the plates. As for who might hold a
         big enough grudge to try to run him down? Fuck, he’d been a cop since he was twenty-one. That list would take all day to compile.
      

      
      That was all he had, and it wasn’t much.

      
      The walk home took almost an hour. By the time he limped up the porch steps, he wanted nothing more than to crawl back into
         bed and give the finger to this whole day. Instead, he took a hot shower, paying special attention to getting the dirt out
         of his scrapes and the cut on his knee. It hurt like shit, and he knew he’d feel worse tomorrow. Joy.
      

      
      Once out of the shower, he toweled off and gathered some first-aid supplies, then sat on the toilet lid. The arm could wait.
         His knee was still bleeding like a bitch, and he doused it with antiseptic. Several gauze pads later, the bleeding had slowed,
         and he closed the laceration as best as he could using some wound glue he’d bought at the drugstore a while back. It worked okay, and he bandaged and taped it
         for good measure. He’d have to watch that wound for infection.
      

      
      The scraped-up arm he couldn’t do much for. He hit it with antiseptic as well, downed a couple of ibuprofen, then hobbled
         into the bedroom and spotted the time. Just after seven. Before getting dressed, he had to make a call. Picking up his cell,
         he sat on the bed, brought up his contacts, and punched the number.
      

      
      Shane answered on the second ring. “Hey. What’s up?”

      
      “I’m going to be a little late, half hour or so. I, um, had an incident.”

      
      “What kind of incident? What happened?” He could hear the concern in his partner’s voice.

      
      “Truck tried to turn me into roadkill while I was out running this morning.”

      
      “On purpose?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Fuck,” Shane breathed. “You okay?”

      
      “I’m fine, just moving slow. Scraped my arm and cut my knee after he hit me—”

      
      “The bastard actually hit you?” his friend barked. “Why the hell aren’t you in the ER, getting checked out?”
      

      
      “Calm down, partner. Like I said, it’s not that bad. I got clipped by the bumper is all.” He cut Shane off before the man
         could get started again. “After I get there, I’m going to file a report so the guys on patrol can watch for the truck. Black
         Ford.”
      

      
      “The one with the fucking dent in the front.”
      

      
      
      He had to smile. “That’ll be the one.”

      
      “I’m already at the station. I’ll give them a heads-up so they can go ahead and start looking,” he said, an angry edge to
         his words.
      

      
      “Thanks, man.”

      
      “You need a ride? I can send a squad.”

      
      “No, I’m good.” The last thing he wanted was to call even more attention to his situation.

      
      “All right. Take your time and I’ll see you soon.”

      
      Ending the call, Taylor went to the closet and chose an acceptable pair of jeans that were comfortable. Then he lingered over
         the shirts. A short-sleeved one would be better because it wouldn’t rub on the scrapes, but then he’d have to field questions
         all day from people who hadn’t heard about this morning. Debating, he settled on a dark, long-sleeved cotton shirt that would
         hide the wounds and any dots of blood that might seep through.
      

      
      Once he was dressed, putting on his shoes was an effort. Amazing how fast the body became bruised and sore. Good thing he
         was going into the station—the longer he sat around here, he might never move again.
      

      
      Downstairs in the kitchen, he settled on coffee and half a toasted bagel. He needed something in his stomach, and he couldn’t
         live without his daily jolt of caffeine. Especially today. He carried both with him, and eyed his new Challenger before climbing
         in.
      

      
      He loved muscle cars, and this was a really cool one. But he missed his old Chevelle, which had been fucked up a few weeks
         ago when he and Shane had taken a dip—car and all—in the Cumberland River while in pursuit of a suspect. The car was currently
         sitting alone and forlorn in Christian Ford’s big garage out in back of his house. Chris was Shane’s cousin and fairly new as a detective at the department,
         having transferred in from Texas. The three of them tinkered on fixing the Chevelle when they had time and Taylor had the
         extra cash, which wasn’t often.
      

      
      God, he missed that car.

      
      The Challenger started with a throaty roar, which he had to admit was pretty butch. Too bad he couldn’t enjoy driving it today,
         with his knee screaming every time he switched from the gas to the brake. Maybe he should’ve accepted the ride. Too late now.
      

      
      He made it to the station and was thankfully able to give his report with little fanfare. Apparently, Shane had told only
         those who needed to know, including Captain Austin Rainey and a couple of uniforms, and he was grateful. He had no doubt that
         the entire department would know within the hour, but at least he was able to have some breathing room. A few minutes later,
         he limped into his partner’s office and closed the door.
      

      
      Shane looked up from some papers, giving him a half smile. “Hey. He must’ve winged you good.”

      
      “For sure. No point in sitting around at home, though.”

      
      “You might reconsider tomorrow, when it’s worse.”

      
      “We’ll see.” He wouldn’t call in sick unless he was on his deathbed, and they both knew it. Shane just shook his head.

      
      “Tell me exactly what happened.”

      
      He spent the next few minutes giving his partner the rundown, though there wasn’t much to tell. They went back through some
         of their most recent cases to try to form a list of who might still carry enough of a grudge to commit attempted murder, but although there were several candidates, none were that strong.
      

      
      “I might have to go back a few years.” Taylor tried to get comfortable in his chair, wincing as he squirmed. “Most of these
         are in prison or dead. As far as the ones that are out, I can come up with a list as long as my arm of who would run me over
         if they had the chance, but . . .” He frowned.
      

      
      “What?”

      
      “This had a different feel. More deliberate. Nothing I can put my finger on, just intuition.”

      
      “Like he was waiting for the opportunity?”

      
      “Exactly. I’ve got no proof, though.”

      
      “You and I both know people kill for two main reasons: passion or money.” His partner eyed him. “Which one do you fit?”

      
      Taylor snorted. “Since I’m not loaded, I’m guessing passion. And there’s all kinds of passion-motived killings. Specifically
         hate, when it comes to cops.”
      

      
      Unbidden, his nightmare intruded. Viciously, he shoved it into its box.

      
      “Okay. Someone you or we arrested, then.”

      
      “Maybe.” Rubbing his eyes, he let out a tired breath. “Can we talk about this later? It might not even happen again.”

      
      “Sure.”

      
      Somehow, he didn’t really believe that. A chill slithered down his spine, telling him this was only the start. Could be his
         overwrought, stressed mind, but it didn’t seem likely that’s all there was to it.
      

      
      A knock interrupted his thoughts, and Captain Rainey stepped into Shane’s office. “We’ve got a body in the Sugarland Motel. Anonymous caller reported the sound of a gunshot, and Jenkins found the guy plugged between the eyes.”
      

      
      “Anonymous,” Taylor repeated. “A possible lead right off the bat.”

      
      “That would be too easy.” Shane stood, groaning. “And let me guess: it’s our turn.”

      
      “Yep, you’re on.” The captain looked at Taylor. “You up for this?”

      
      “I’m here, aren’t I? If I was going to laze around, I’d stay home.”

      
      Rainey grinned. “That’s the spirit. Now go get fucking busy.” Turning, the captain strolled out, whistling.

      
      “He’s all heart,” Shane said, making a face.

      
      “At least he’s in a good mood today. Wonder what’s up with that.”

      
      Their captain was having serious marital problems—as in going down the tubes permanently. He’d been tired and haggard the
         past few months, and they had all been worried about his health. Today, however, he had a spring in his step.
      

      
      “No clue, but let’s not rock the boat.”

      
      Taylor rose with some difficulty and stiffly followed his partner out the door. Turning down his partner’s offer to drive,
         he slid behind the wheel and they were off.
      

      
      On the way, he thought he saw a black truck in traffic, three cars behind. Then it turned and was gone.

      
      As though nearly being run over wasn’t enough, the corpse with the neat little hole in the center of its forehead turned out
         to be a harbinger.
      

      
      
      A sign of a shit storm heading his way.

      
      Taylor stood next to Shane as both of them studied the dead man sprawled faceup on the floor. His salt-and-pepper hair was
         surrounded by a sticky pool of blood congealing on the industrial-grade carpet, and his expression was vaguely surprised.
      

      
      “Who the hell was the poor bastard?” Taylor muttered. “And why did he get popped here, of all places?”

      
      Shane snorted. “He could’ve had the decency to get his ass killed in Nashville, out of our jurisdiction.”

      
      Taylor rolled his eyes at his partner’s crappy joke. “You know what I meant.”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      Both of them glanced around the small motel room, but there wasn’t much to see. At least on the surface. Carefully stepping
         around the body, Taylor noted a few clothes hanging in the closet next to the bathroom.
      

      
      “A change of suits, a couple of pairs of jeans, and three polo shirts.” He peered into the bathroom. “A shaving kit in there.
         That’s all.”
      

      
      “Got a small leather carryall on the table, containing underwear and socks. A plane ticket, too, round-trip from LAX to Nashville
         International and back. Looks like he arrived yesterday, was supposed to fly back in three days. Car keys and his wallet beside
         the bag.” Shane left the leather trifold sitting on the dresser and flipped it open with the edge of one latex-covered finger.
         “Max Griffin, born December twelfth, 1946. San Diego address.”
      

      
      California. Taylor’s heart gave a lurch. He stared at Shane, his friend unaware of his sudden chill. It means nothing. San Diego is not Los Angeles. They’re two different cities 121 miles apart, almost a two-hour drive.
      

      
      “Interesting,” he managed. “So, the car outside is his rental. He was here for a specific reason, but there’s no evidence
         of what that might’ve been.”
      

      
      “Not yet.” Turning, Shane yelled out the open door to the officer who’d arrived first after the call of a gunshot had come
         in. “Jenk!”
      

      
      Aaron Jenkins, their new hire at the department, stuck his head in the door. “Yes, sir?”

      
      “Take these and open that rental. See if you can find anything inside to give us a clue why our dead guy was in town.” Shane
         tossed him the car keys, and the kid caught them one-handed. “Be careful about touching stuff.”
      

      
      “On it!” His boy-next-door face lit up at the prospect of helping with the investigation.

      
      As he ducked out again, Taylor chuckled. “Damn, were we ever that young and green?”

      
      “Probably, once upon a time.” His partner quirked his mouth in a half smile. “Don’t you ever wish you could go back to your
         early twenties?”
      

      
      “For the wild social life and the hot young bod? Sure. For being the low cop on the totem pole again? Not so much.”

      
      “True.”

      
      “Though my bod is still hot.”
      

      
      “If that’s what you want to tell yourself, old man.”

      
      “Says he who turns the big three-oh next week,” Taylor shot back. “I’m only two years older than you.”

      
      
      “Just fucking with you.”

      
      “When are you not?”

      
      In truth, Taylor gave as good as he got when it came to his partner. He and Shane had worked in Homicide together for more
         than four years, since Taylor had moved to Sugarland, Tennessee, from Los Angeles. His mind shied away from the disaster that
         had prompted his move, and he focused on how content he was here, among people he liked and respected.
      

      
      He and Shane might trade barbs, but it was all in good fun. His partner had become one of his best friends, and he’d do just
         about anything for the man. He had no doubt the feeling was mutual.
      

      
      “Nothing much in the car, sir,” Jenk said, stepping into the room. “Just some fast-food wrappers and a map. Isn’t that odd?”

      
      “What’s that?” Shane asked.

      
      “Well, who uses a paper road map anymore, right? Most people use their smartphone or a GPS, especially if they’re traveling
         alone. Hard to read an old-fashioned map when you’re driving.”
      

      
      That gave his partner pause. “You’re right, though sometimes people prefer the old way of doing things. Reading a smartphone
         while driving alone would be just as tough.” He sighed. “Come to think of it, we didn’t find a phone at all. Good work.”
      

      
      The kid beamed at the praise. Taylor suppressed a grin and was about to play Razz the Rookie when Medical Examiner Laura Eden
         arrived, along with the police department’s forensics unit. The cops jokingly referred to them as Eden and the FU, like a
         rock group, because they tended to arrive en masse, the head honcho and her entourage. And FU for obvious reasons—not that the forensics guys were all assholes. The term had just stuck.
      

      
      The room got crowded, so Jenk, Taylor, and Shane moved outside to let them process the scene. There wasn’t much to find, and
         in less than an hour, Eden was giving them the short version.
      

      
      “No surprises. Well, not counting the man with the bullet in his brain,” she said dryly. “Based on the blood splatter, this
         is indeed the murder scene. Mr. Griffin was shot in the forehead at point-blank range with a smaller-caliber handgun. Nothing
         much to bag except a couple of hairs and some other fibers.”
      

      
      “They finding any prints?” Taylor asked.

      
      The striking brunette arched a brow. “In a motel room? Seriously, Detective?”

      
      His face heated. “Right.” How stupid of him. Not to mention it sucked to sound like an idiot in front of a gorgeous woman
         who’d turned him down flat for a dinner date. Twice.
      

      
      “Anyhow, I’d say he’s been dead for about an hour and a half. That’s all I know, but I’ll send you what I’ve got when I know
         more.”
      

      
      Taylor cleared his throat. “We about done here, then?”

      
      Shane nodded, running a hand through his longish brown hair. “Yep. Thanks, Laura.”

      
      “No problem. See you guys.”

      
      It kind of smarted how she just went inside again without a backward glance, all cool professionalism. His partner must’ve
         noticed something in his expression as they walked to Taylor’s car, because he couldn’t resist making a comment.
      

      
      “It’s not you, buddy. You’re the one who told me she had a thing for the captain.”
      

      
      “Yeah, I know,” he grumped as he slid behind the wheel. “Why do women always want the guy who’s not available?”

      
      “They’re twisted like that, my friend. Well, not all of them.” Shane buckled his seat belt. “Just find a different horse to
         bet on than Laura.”
      

      
      “Easy for you to say. You snagged a fine woman, and you’ve got a great kid.”

      
      A dopey smile split his friend’s face. “I did, didn’t I? I’m a lucky SOB.”

      
      I will not be jealous. I’m happy for him.
      

      
      He was, truly. Shane and his new wife, Daisy, had been through hell and so had Shane’s seventeen-year-old godson, Drew Cooper.
         Being colleagues at the police department had been a minor obstacle for the couple compared to their other troubles, especially
         helping Drew deal with the trauma of his father’s death. Then there were the awful secrets Drew had been keeping and the danger
         those secrets had brought into their lives.
      

      
      But it was over now, and the three of them were forging a new life together.

      
      “Hey, you’re a great guy,” Shane said, sensing the dip in his mood. “You’re going to find a fantastic lady who loves everything
         about you. You’re funny, easygoing, and you’re a good friend to everyone who knows you.”
      

      
      “Is this the part where we hug?”

      
      “Shut up, asswipe.”

      
      
      But he laughed, and Taylor couldn’t help but be a little cheered as he pulled out of the parking lot.

      
      Maybe this day would take a turn for the better after all.

      
      Max is dead! Oh, God.
      

      
      Cara Evans pulled the baseball cap low on her head and watched the activity from her hiding place in the park across the street
         from the Sugarland Motel. Angrily, she swiped away the tears that refused to quit falling. Just as she’d done for the past
         four goddamned years.
      

      
      Max had come to town, looking for Cara. Then he’d phoned, urging her in a hushed voice to meet him at the motel. Why had he
         come to her? Especially now, after all this time? Who killed him and why? His visit could be related to her sister’s murder.
         Or their father’s estate. Any number of things. But the answers to those questions had died with Max in that awful room.
      

      
      One thing was for sure: the murdering asshole would pay for snuffing out the life of a good man. The only person she had still
         counted as a friend in the entire, sorry world. Leaning her head against the rough bark of the tree, she gave up and let the
         tears flow. For several long moments she allowed herself to grieve, barely aware of the sounds of activity across the street.
         Gradually, however, she gained a measure of control. Her fingers tightened around a solid object she’d forgotten about.
      

      
      Max’s iPhone.

      
      She’d be in a fuckton of trouble if and when the cops thought to track its whereabouts. It would be hard to explain her presence in Max’s room and why she’d used the device to make the anonymous call to the police about a gunshot,
         then lifted it before fleeing the scene. Harder still to convince them she hadn’t killed him, that he was dead when she arrived.
         But she planned to get rid of the phone. As soon as she took a peek to try to determine why he had wanted to see her so badly.
         Why he had possibly died for it.
      

      
      Voices across the motel’s parking lot snared her attention. Peering around the tree, she saw two men in plainclothes emerge
         from the room. Detectives, from the glint of the shields hooked to their belts at the waist. She’d been too stricken with
         panic and raw grief to pay attention when they had arrived, so she studied them now.
      

      
      Both were tall, but the brown-haired one was taller and leaner than the other. The man who was presumably his partner was
         maybe an inch or two shorter and more muscular. Golden blond hair just covered his ears, layered in a loose, casual style
         with some wisps of bangs falling into what looked from here to be quite a handsome face—
      

      
      Recognition hit her like a baseball bat to the head, and though she’d half-expected him to show up, she felt sick. If not
         for the tree, she would have tumbled to the ground.
      

      
      Taylor Kayne. Untouchable. Man’s man. Lauded hero.

      
      “Fucking lying murderer,” she whispered, rage welling in her chest. Despair, rotten and black, clogged her throat.

      
      Once again, Kayne was smack in the middle of the hell that was her life. That suited her fine, though. Because the bastard probably didn’t know Cara had come to Sugarland
         or even have a clue who she was in the first place. He sure as hell didn’t know he was the reason she was here. Or that she
         knew where he worked, lived, ate, shopped, jogged.
      

      
      But he would find out soon. She was biding her time, waiting for the perfect moment. Then she’d spring her trap. Force him
         to spill every last filthy secret that should have corroded his guts by now.
      

      
      Detective Taylor Kayne was going to confess to murdering her sister.

      
      And then Cara would exact her long-awaited revenge.

   



      
      
      2

      
      His phone call was late. And Snyder knew he hated to be kept waiting.

      
      Rolling his shoulders against the knots of tension, Dmitri Constantine picked up his glass of Scotch and swirled it over the
         ice. Then he took a generous swallow and walked to the window to stare out at the traffic crawling like ants far below his
         high-rise condo.
      

      
      And as always, he thought of her.
      

      
      His fingers tightened on the glass as he battled back the helpless rage. His life had ended four years ago, three times over,
         and he was the one who ended up paying the price. That, however, was a situation that would finally be rectified.
      

      
      A vibration in his pocket cut into his stark musings and he pulled his smartphone from his pants. “Give me good news,” he
         said curtly.
      

      
      “The first target is shaken, not stirred.” A chuckle followed Snyder’s attempt at humor.

      
      Dmitri didn’t laugh. “Alive?”

      
      The man sobered. “Of course. I know my job.”

      
      
      His gut tightened in anticipation. Making Kayne suffer was going to be a glorious thing. “Good. And the second target?”

      
      “On ice, as requested. He didn’t have time to pass along what he knew,” Snyder said. “I made certain of that.”

      
      Now Dmitri sensed a hesitation in his man’s voice. “But?”

      
      “I lost the woman after she left the scene.”

      
      “Not what I wanted to hear,” he said with barely restrained anger. “You’ll find her again.”

      
      “She’s as wily as a fucking fox, but she can’t evade me forever. I’ll find her.”

      
      “Call me when you have more news. And don’t make me wait too long.”

      
      The news intrigued Dmitri. Jennifer’s sister was no doubt spooked by Griffin’s murder. But before that, she couldn’t possibly
         have known anyone with ties to her past was closing in. Which meant she had her own agenda in Tennessee—an agenda Griffin
         had been paid well to inflame.
      

      
      If he’d done a better job of that, he’d still be breathing.

      
      “Yes, sir. I—”

      
      Hanging up on Snyder, he crossed the room and lowered himself to his leather sofa. Then he placed his highball glass on the
         coffee table and continued to stare out the window. Anyone observing him now would be fooled by his outward calm. His cool
         collectedness.
      

      
      They wouldn’t guess that he’d learned his patience in prison. Some lessons in that hellhole had been worth the price.

      
      And the reward would be more than worth the wait.

      
      
      Cara’s brain was rudely snatched from sleep as she registered Steven Tyler screeching about a dude looking like a lady. Rolling
         over, she blinked at the cheap digital alarm clock near her head. Then she reached out and slapped it multiple times until
         the annoying thing fell silent.
      

      
      “Jeez.”

      
      Waking up gracefully, not to mention at the butt crack of dawn, was not her strong suit. By far. Her double gig as a bartender
         and lead singer in her rock band at the Waterin’ Hole kept her busy most nights, until closing at two a.m. more often than
         not. Her band played there only twice a week—a popular local country band ruled the roost the rest of the time—so she filled
         the remainder of her nights by slinging drinks. She didn’t really need the money, but she loved both jobs, even if the place
         was a little rough around the edges.
      

      
      Max, however, had been extremely unhappy about her move from Los Angeles and her new place of employment. He continually tried to persuade her to come “home,” saying L.A. was where she needed to be
         if she wanted to make it big as a rocker. He didn’t understand that just didn’t matter anymore. As much as she loved music,
         she no longer lived for it.
      

      
      Making Jenny’s killer pay had taken top billing.

      
      Groaning at the shaft of pain at the memory of losing Jenny, and now Max, she pushed out of bed. She didn’t have time for
         more tears. Her agenda was packed for the day, and she had to get moving if she wanted to make rehearsal on time.
      

      
      
      Reluctantly, she dragged her ass into the shower and let the hot water stream over her protesting body, loosening her muscles
         and lifting the fog. By the time she’d finished and stepped out to dry off, she was feeling much more human again. Something
         she was grateful for when her cell phone buzzed and she glanced at the caller ID.
      

      
      “Just great.” She was tempted to ignore the call, but avoidance would only backfire, resulting in a barrage of messages and
         texts, each one more unhinged than the last. Steeling herself, she picked up.
      

      
      “What do you want, Mel?” she asked, proud of keeping her tone cool. Unaffected, when she was anything but.

      
      Melinda Evans was like a hungry shark—any scent of blood in the water and she’d attack.

      
      “Mom, not Mel,” she said tightly. She’d lost that distinction long ago, but continued to mistakenly insist that biology made it
         so. “And what makes you think I want anything? Can’t I call my baby just to talk, see how you’re doing?”
      

      
      Her grip tightened on the phone. “You could, but you don’t. Ever.”

      
      “I only asked a simple question. You don’t have to sound so hostile.”

      
      Cara barely stifled a bitter laugh. “I’m surprised you’re sober enough to notice.”

      
      “Honey—”

      
      “I’m not sending you any money, so you can save us both the pretense.” Stay calm. Deep breath. “You have a roof over your head, and I have groceries delivered every two weeks. That’s all you’re getting.” And more than you deserve.
      

      
      
      Most children wanted to believe the best of their parents. Her late father had loved Melinda once, proving that love is truly
         blind. Especially when it came to his wife’s addictions. She had plenty of them, and he had the money to support a better
         class of loser. But when their father had died, she and Jenny learned that while love was blind, Dad wasn’t stupid.
      

      
      Whatever relationship they’d managed to maintain with the selfish bitch vanished with the reading of Dad’s will—when Melinda
         had been left a minimal allowance to pay for modest niceties, and the bulk of the estate had been left to Jenny and Cara.
         Of course, Melinda didn’t use the money as Dad intended and frequently found herself broke. Any extra cash Jenny had granted
         Melinda went straight up the woman’s nose.
      

      
      Then Jenny had been murdered. Cara realized that her so-called mother never had any intention of getting clean, and she’d
         put a stop to doling out the extra cash. Had tossed her in rehab for the first of four visits to date.
      

      
      Cara wasn’t completely heartless—a cruel twist of fate had made this woman her mother, and she wouldn’t put her on the street.

      
      Melinda’s soft laugh cut through her musings. “You’re wrong this time. I really am calling to check on you.”

      
      “I’ll mark the date on the calendar.”

      
      “So cynical.” The woman sighed. “Anyway, I also wanted to let you know that Max came by the house and was really upset. Said
         something about flying out there to see you.”
      

      
      Cara lowered herself to sit on the bed, pulse pounding in her throat. “When was this?”

      
      
      “I don’t know. Yesterday morning or the day before? I can’t really remember.”

      
      “Think,” she ordered, staring at her bare toes digging into the carpet. “What was Max upset about? What did he say?”

      
      “He yelled at me,” Melinda said in a small voice. “I don’t know why.”

      
      Yelling at her now wouldn’t do any good, either. The woman’s brain was fried from too many years of using. Max had known that,
         too, which meant his visit to her mother, however futile, was important.
      

      
      “You must have some idea. Did you try to contact your dealer? Maybe Max found out about it.”

      
      “What? No! I haven’t in ages!”

      
      That was up for debate. “Did you try to withdraw extra money again?”

      
      “No.” Frustration colored her voice. “Nothing like that. Not really. I . . .”
      

      
      “What do you mean, not really?”

      
      “Nothing. I just wanted you to know Max came by, and he was madder than I’ve ever seen him.”

      
      “Okay, listen to me carefully.” Cara paused, hoping she had Melinda’s attention. “Max did come here to see me, but he never told me why. He’s dead.”
      

      
      “Dead?”

      
      “Somebody shot him in the head before he could talk to me,” she said hoarsely.

      
      “Oh, my God!”

      
      The other woman’s shock brought it all rushing back. Tears filled her eyes and her lungs hurt. “I need for you to remember
         what he said when he came to see you.”
      

      
      
      “I—I just don’t, but I’ll keep trying.”

      
      “All right. And stick around the house for a while, okay?”

      
      “How come?” she asked, clearly puzzled.

      
      Cara shook her head. Her mother no longer possessed any ability to pursue the thoughts that flitted through her brain. “Max
         went to see you and he was upset. He came here intending to see me and somebody killed him. Don’t leave the fucking house,
         Mel.”
      

      
      “You don’t have to curse at me.”

      
      Jesus Christ. “Are you listening? What did I just say?”
      

      
      “Don’t leave the house, and I won’t. I’m not a child.”

      
      That was irony for you—the child became the parent. “Right. I’ve got to run, but I’ll call you later.”

      
      “Okay. Love you, baby.”

      
      Thankfully, she hung up before Cara was forced to answer. And for that, she felt miserably guilty. She sat for a moment, collecting
         herself. The call was even more disturbing than usual where her mother was concerned. Why had Max gone to see her before flying
         to Tennessee? What the hell was going on? She wanted to head to the police station and demand to know what they were doing
         to find his killer. But that would mean questions about how she knew of the murder, and the possibility of revealing she’d
         been in his motel room.
      

      
      It was clear she wasn’t going to get any more answers from Melinda than she’d gotten from Max’s phone the night before. The
         device hadn’t been password protected and revealed nothing but a few names she already knew and a few numbers she didn’t recognize.
      

      
      “Shit.”

      
      
      The phone. Pushing from the bed, she hurried into the living room and retrieved the device from the coffee table. She’d completely
         forgotten about it! Quickly, she disabled the tracking app and then shut the phone off. She didn’t know a ton about technology,
         but with any luck, that would keep anyone from knowing she had it in her possession.
      

      
      Something told her the police were the least of her worries. She should go to them, tell them what she knew. Which wasn’t
         much. But fear held her back because she’d already screwed up, and, much more than that, she didn’t trust cops. Not one iota.
         Nobody could blame her for that.
      

      
      After stashing the phone in her closet, she pulled on a pair of old, soft jeans and a T-shirt. Once her hair was dry and tamed,
         she applied just enough makeup to avoid looking too pale. No sense in wearing the heavy stuff before showtime.
      

      
      Next she gathered her guitar, amp, and the backpack containing her cords and other equipment, and hauled them out the back
         door to her truck. Lowering the tailgate, she muscled everything into the back, then retrieved her purse and locked up the
         house.
      

      
      As she stepped outside again, the sun’s reflection on the front of the truck caught her eye. Or, rather, it was the dent in
         the right front side that snared her attention. “What the hell?”
      

      
      Incredulous, she jogged over and squatted, letting her purse drop to the driveway beside her. On close inspection, she could
         see the damage was slight. If the sun hadn’t been hitting the vehicle just right, she might not have noticed for days. As it was, she racked her brain trying to think when this could’ve happened.
      

      
      Earlier in the week, she’d gone to the self-service car wash down the road and washed the truck. Was that Wednesday? She thought
         so. Distinctly, she recalled crouching, drying off the bumper with a towel, and it hadn’t been damaged then. She was certain.
         And she hadn’t done it herself.
      

      
      Peering at the dent, she noted that the area wasn’t large, perhaps the size of a football and mostly on the surface. The chrome
         had taken a hit, as had some of the black paint. There was a slight scratch on the chrome, but that was all, thank goodness.
         She could probably pop out the dent herself. It wasn’t enough damage to alert her insurance company and risk the rate going
         up because some jerk had obviously backed into her truck sometime since Wednesday and hadn’t left a note.
      

      
      With an irritated huff, she grabbed her purse, palmed the keys, and went around the driver’s side to climb in. People sucked.
         Even moving across the country hadn’t changed that fact.
      

      
      Minutes later, she pulled into the parking lot behind the Waterin’ Hole. Shutting off the ignition, she glanced toward the
         back door and spotted a slight figure huddled against the wall, sitting on the asphalt. Blake Roberts. Her heart clenched in sympathy as she got out of the truck, trying not to stare at the young man’s ragged appearance.
      

      
      “Hey, Blake,” she called. “Wanna give me a hand?”

      
      As expected, he jumped up from his spot and shuffled over, eager to help. Or most likely hungry and desperately needing the twenty she always slipped him when he was around. He insisted on earning his money, though. No handouts for him.
      

      
      As she turned to reach for the amp, he nudged her aside. “That’s too heavy. Let me get it.”

      
      This despite the fact that she outweighed the nineteen-year-old by at least twenty pounds. But she let him, marveling, as
         usual, that he was stronger than he looked. The boy was too thin, his waiflike frame and adorable face making him appear younger
         than his age. Tangled brown hair fell to his shoulders, matching doe eyes that set off his delicate features.
      

      
      And he was as sweet as he was pretty, which caused her to worry about his survival. How the fuck had a nice kid like Blake
         ended up homeless? She hadn’t known him long enough to get the story, but earning his trust was important to her for some
         reason. She didn’t want this boy’s life to go to waste if she could help it.
      

      
      Grabbing her guitar case and backpack, she followed Blake inside. As she maneuvered past the bar and approached the small
         stage, the young man was already at work. Setting down her case and pack, she studied him thoughtfully as he buzzed like a
         bee, placing her amp exactly where she wanted it and then dragging out the extension cords. For the first time, she realized
         the guy paid attention to their setup and knew what he was doing. An idea began to form, and as her other band members arrived and started to lug in their equipment, Cara
         eased toward the bar and leaned against it, watching.
      

      
      “Wish I could hire that kid.”

      
      Cara turned to see Jess, the bar’s manager and her boss, studying Blake as the boy moved around efficiently. “Why can’t you? He obviously needs work, and he’s a good guy from
         what I can tell.”
      

      
      “Couple of reasons.” Jess crossed his arms over his broad chest. “First off, pretty boy like him would get eaten alive in
         this place.”
      

      
      “Only if he’s out front. What about cooking or washing dishes?”

      
      “That’d work if I had an opening in the back, but I don’t.” The big man sighed. “The one position I did have, you filled it.
         I needed a bartender, and Blake didn’t have the cash to take the classes and get his license, even if I decided to give him
         a shot.”
      

      
      “Damn, that’s a shame.”

      
      “Yeah.” He gestured to Blake. “Thing is, I don’t know if he’d take the job if I had one to offer. The kid’s gonna have to
         swallow his pride and accept some real help if he plans to get off the street, and me slippin’ him a sandwich every day doesn’t
         count.”
      

      
      She frowned. “Back up. Why do you doubt he’d take a job from you?”

      
      “Blake struggles hard with seeing every kind gesture as a handout. He’s skittish, too. Keeps his head down and tries not to
         attract attention, even though he’s hungry for a chance and a connection with people around him. There’s this cop who’s taken
         a liking to him, struck up a friendship of sorts, and so far Blake hasn’t even let him help.”
      

      
      Suspicion hit her hard in the gut and she found herself bristling. “Who’s this cop?”

      
      Jess laughed. “Down, girl. He’s not interested like that, and he means well. He’s a detective—name’s Tate or something. Nice guy, on the up-and-up.”
      

      
      “A cop with a heart of gold? As if.”

      
      “I swear it.”

      
      She gave an unladylike snort. “Right. I’ll put that on my list of surprises for the week.”

      
      Just then, Blake came walking up. “Hey, Cara? I finished.”

      
      She gave him a smile. “So you did, and it looks great. You’re getting pretty good at the setup.”

      
      Blushing, he ducked the compliment and said shyly, “They’re ready for sound check. I can make the adjustments so you guys
         don’t have to stop what you’re doing.”
      

      
      “That’s fantastic—thanks.” She nodded at the stage. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve done this before we met.”

      
      He shrugged his slim shoulders. “Some. I was in a band in high school.”

      
      “Awesome,” Jess put in. “What do you play?”

      
      “Bass. It was fun, but nothing lasts forever, you know.” Almost reluctantly, he glanced at the small stage.

      
      Nobody had to tell Cara the reason his dreams had crashed and burned. Even if she didn’t know the whole story, it was clear
         the young man’s support system was nonexistent. Someone, maybe more than one person, had dealt this boy a terrible blow.
      

      
      But luck could turn on a dime.

      
      “Well, I have a bass player right now,” she began. Blake’s face fell and she hurried on. “But what I don’t have is a good
         sound man. Before you started assisting me, it was taking forever to get things set up so we could move on to rehearsal and be ready for the show. I need someone I can count on to make sure we’re ready to go and that the
         show runs smoothly from beginning to end.”
      

      
      The young man blinked at her, processing. “I— What are you saying?”

      
      “I’m saying I want to hire you for the job.” Blake’s mouth fell open and his eyes widened, and she couldn’t help but smile.
         “You’ve been helping with the setup, but this would entail you staying for the whole evening, manning the sound board, and
         breaking down the equipment afterward as well. It’s more responsibility, but, frankly, I think you’re ready.”
      

      
      “Why me?” he managed. “I mean, it’s not because you feel sorry for me? I don’t take handouts—if I can help it.” He shot an
         embarrassed look at Jess, probably thinking of the food the manager sometimes gave him.
      

      
      Cara shook her head and said firmly, “This is not a handout, Blake. Do I empathize with your situation? Yes, and I won’t lie
         about that. But working for a band is just that—hard work. What’s more, it’s a job I believe you’re well qualified to do, when so few are. What do you say? Will you be my sound man?”
      

      
      The boy opened and closed his mouth, making an effort to keep his composure. “What nights would I work?”

      
      She had him and they both knew it. “We play here two nights a week right now, Wednesday and Friday. We don’t normally set
         up this early, but we’re doing an extra rehearsal today. So count on being here around four on those days. We’ll do a run-through
         of the show, then be back onstage at eight. We play several sets with breaks in between, all the way until closing at two
         a.m.”
      

      
      
      “That’s a long night.”

      
      “Will the hours be a problem?”

      
      “No, just thinking out loud.”

      
      A light dawned. “You’ll need transportation.”

      
      He studied his battered shoes. “I’ll be here on time, no matter what.”

      
      “For the time being, I’ll pick you up wherever you’re staying and drop you off. And you will have a real place to stay before tonight is over,” she insisted, cutting off any protest he was about to make. “Nobody who
         works for me is going to be without a roof over their head, because that’ll make me look like a world-class cheapskate and
         an asshole to boot. You got it?”
      

      
      A small grin curved Blake’s lips. “Yes, ma’am.”

      
      “Aren’t you going to ask about your pay?”

      
      “I don’t . . .” Taking a deep breath, he squared his shoulders and raised his chin. “What’s the offer?”

      
      “Confidence—that’s good,” she observed in approval. “You’ll need that, working with my band. They’re good guys, but they’ll
         ride you at first to see what you’re made of. Give it back to them as good as you get and they’ll respect you. To start, I’m
         thinking seventy-five dollars a night.”
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