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Time is running out. And the body count is rising.


With two brothers in the police, Leyla Breda is well aware of the rising crime in her small town, but she never expected it to show up on her doorstep. After finding an employee murdered in the alley behind her coffee shop, she’s deeply shaken, and when a law enforcement officer she doesn’t know keeps showing up, her instincts only sharpen.


Sean Moran is undercover. The seaside community of Lost Beach may look like a picturesque postcard, but the FBI has been investigating it for years as a base for several crime syndicates. Even so, when brash and beautiful Leyla Breda starts bossing him around, he’s immediately intrigued. He knows her brothers want him to back off, but he can’t ignore the spark he feels every time he sees her.


Leyla’s local connections and Sean’s skills are the perfect combination to solve this case, but when a single crime spirals into something much darker, Sean’s carefully planned mission takes a deadly turn . . .
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ONE


A CELL PHONE WENT off during the vows.


Leyla Breda kept her attention on the bride and groom, trying not to react as her aunt leaned forward and glared down the pew. Two seats over, Leyla’s cousin rooted around at her feet and looked dismayed as she picked up a stylish silver clutch.


Leyla’s stylish silver clutch.


Her heart skipped a beat as the phone chimed again. Leyla grabbed the purse and quickly silenced the ringtone—but not before noticing the number on the screen.


Which could only mean one thing.


Leyla stood up and quietly slipped out of the pew. Reaching the door to the chapel, she darted a glance toward her brother, who was so enamored with his beautiful bride that he didn’t notice the disruption.


Yeah, right. Her brother noticed everything. Joel was a police detective. But he had wisely chosen to gaze into Miranda’s eyes and not destroy the moment.


Leyla hurried into the foyer, trying to imagine what level of catastrophe would prompt her assistant to call her right now. She opened the chapel’s outer door and stepped into the late-day sun.


“What’s wrong?” Leyla asked Siena, the second-in-command at her fledgling catering business.


“They haven’t started yet, have they?”


“They started at six.”


Siena gasped. “I thought six thirty!”


“It’s okay, I stepped out. What’s wrong?”


“I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to—”


“Siena, what’s wrong?”


“It’s the cake.”


Her heart skipped another beat as she envisioned the glorious four-tier tower of buttercream smashed to the ground.


“What about it?” Leyla asked.


“Well . . . I can’t find it.”


“What do you mean? Rachel was supposed to deliver it to the venue at four.” She checked her watch. “It’s six twenty-five.”


“Rachel called in sick.”


“What?”


“And Wade, too. Rachel said she asked Amelia to fill in for her, but I haven’t seen her yet, and the wedding coordinator said—”


“Did you call Amelia?” Leyla was already striding toward her car.


“Yes, but she’s not answering. Neither is Rachel or Wade and—”


“I’ll get it myself.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, I’m on my way now.”


“I’d go get it, but we’re shorthanded and I’m still finishing the canapé trays. If you want, I can—”


“No, finish the canapés. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”


Leyla slid behind the wheel of her SUV and glanced at the little white chapel. Any moment the doors would open, and the happy couple would emerge, and Leyla didn’t want them to see her speeding out of the parking lot.


Shorthanded was an understatement. If Wade and Rachel were out sick, that meant only four servers for a reception of an estimated ninety people. But it was going to be more than that. Leyla had counted every last body in that chapel, twice, and she’d come up with a firm one hundred. Why didn’t people RSVP anymore? It was so infuriating.


Four servers wasn’t going to cut it, not by a long shot. Siena would have to help replenish food at the buffet table, and Leyla would have to cut the cake.


Leyla raced down the highway toward her beachfront business. The Island Beanery was known far and wide for scenic views, creative beverages, and mouthwatering pastries that had been written up in magazine features. Leyla had recently expanded into catering. Her brother’s wedding was only her fourth gig, and that was if you counted the bridal shower she had thrown for Miranda. But Leyla didn’t count that because the menu had consisted of finger sandwiches and petits fours—yawn—and anyway, the whole thing had been a gift.


Leyla eyed the clock on her dashboard as she neared the coffee shop. She had probably fifteen minutes to get her cake to the reception venue, unbox it, and decorate the table with rose petals, all before the newlyweds arrived for their big entrance. The endless task of posing for wedding photos had taken place already. As a photographer herself, Miranda had insisted on having the pictures completed beforehand, so the wedding party wouldn’t be held hostage by a fussy photographer when everyone was ready to hit the bar. Once the ceremony was over, it was time to celebrate!


Leyla had wholeheartedly agreed with this approach, but now she wished she had more time to get her act together.


She whipped into the Beanery parking lot and used the key fob to pop open her SUV’s cargo space. Lifting the skirt of her long dress, she dashed up the sidewalk, taking care not to trip. Her sky-blue satin dress and strappy sandals were perfect for a springtime wedding at the beach, but not so perfect for cake deliveries.


A lone pelican perched on the deck rail, looking on as Leyla unlocked the door and let herself in. The café closed at six, and the interior was dim and quiet now, with dust motes floating in the air. Propping the door open with a rubber wedge, she glanced behind the counter to the refrigerated display case and immediately spied the wedding cake with its cascade of sugar-icing roses. Everything looked intact.


“Thank God,” she murmured.


Pride surged through her, quickly followed by panic.


She glanced at the clock on the wall and looked around, wishing she had someone here to help her move the damn thing. The cake was surrounded by a custom-made box with a sturdy base and cellophane sides. Leyla opened the refrigerator, and chilled air wafted over her. She stuffed her key chain into her strapless bra, slid her hands beneath the box, and eased the cake from the fridge. It was heavy. Peering around the box, she maneuvered around the counter and crossed the dining area to the front door. Scooting sideways through the opening, she gripped the corners of the box as a breeze gusted over the sand dunes.


She prayed that she wasn’t about to trip on her hem as she crossed the parking lot to her SUV. Sliding the box into the cargo space, she released a breath of relief. But her relief was short-lived as she rushed to lock the shop, then jumped behind the wheel and checked the clock. Speeding toward the reception venue, her mind toggled between the twin horrors of slamming on the brakes and making the cake topple over and—literally—bumping into the bride and groom with their wedding cake at the moment they made their grand entrance.


Leyla turned onto the palm-lined drive of The Breakers and sucked in a breath. Guests were arriving, and the first few rows of cars had already filled in. She pulled right up to the front and parked, leaving just enough room for Joel and Miranda’s limo, in case they showed up before she had a chance to move. Springing from her SUV, she glanced around for someone to help her.


A man in a black tuxedo leaned against the building, scrolling through his cell phone. He was one of the groomsmen, someone who had been through the police academy with Joel. Leyla had met him at the rehearsal dinner last night, but damned if she could remember his name. Was it Eric? Ethan?


“Evan, hey!”


He looked up, startled, and Leyla flashed him a smile.


“I need some help.”


“Me?”


“Yes! Can you give me a hand with this?” She looked around and spied a tall, dark-haired man sauntering down the sidewalk. Leyla had no idea who he was, but he wore a suit and was obviously a wedding guest. “And you!” She waved him over. “I need your help!”


He glanced over his shoulder.


“Yes, you. Can you give me a hand here, please?”


The groomsman was standing beside her car now, eyeing the giant cake box with a look of abject terror.


“You want me to carry that?”


“No. I’ll carry it,” she told him. “I need you to open the doors.”


“I’ll carry it.”


She glanced up to see the man in the suit gazing down at her with the most amazing ocean green eyes she’d ever seen.


“It’s heavy.”


He raised a brow.


“And kind of wobbly,” she added. “I can carry it, if you’ll just hold the doors as I go in and clear any obstacles.”


“You’re liable to trip in that dress.” He eased past her and smoothly lifted the cake from the cargo space.


“Careful,” she said, her throat tightening as she watched him casually holding more than a dozen hours of painstaking work—the very future of her business—in his hands.


“Where to?” he asked.


She glanced at the door, which was now being held open by the groomsman—who looked immensely relieved not to be tasked with walking a towering wedding cake across a banquet hall.


“The main room, just past the buffet table,” she answered. “There should be a special table set up and—” She looked past the man’s shoulders as a black limousine turned onto the palm-lined driveway. “Crap, they’re here! We need to hurry!” She clapped her hands at him. “Go go go!”


SEAN MORAN SLIPPED away from the party. The bride and groom had left under a shower of rice, but people were still milling around beneath swags of white lights, drinking the couple’s booze and enjoying the breeze off the water. Sean would have liked another drink, but he needed to get back to his condo. As he crossed the wooden bridge spanning the sand dunes, he spied a woman on the beach with a champagne flute in hand.


Leyla Breda.


Her formfitting dress looked silver in the moonlight, and it shimmered against her body as she strolled toward the surf. Nearing a piece of driftwood, she dropped her shoes to the sand and sat down. She nestled the flute at her feet, then lifted her arms and twisted her dark hair into a knot at the top of her head.


Sean stopped at the end of the bridge. He had about a hundred things left to do tonight, including contacting his boss.


Instead, he walked over to Leyla.


“How’s the champagne?”


She jumped and turned around. Recognition flickered across her face, and her shoulders relaxed.


“It’s good.” She held up her glass. “You didn’t have any?”


“Nope. Can I get you a refill?”


She smiled. “What, are you a waiter now, too?”


He stepped closer. “I’m Sean Moran, by the way.” He held out his hand. “We never actually met.”


“Leyla Breda.” Her handshake was brisk and businesslike, but the warm look in her eyes gave him hope.


“Joel’s little sister,” he said.


“That’s me.”


He turned toward the water so he wouldn’t be tempted to stare down the front of her dress.


“I didn’t get a chance to thank you earlier,” she said. “Things got really hectic.”


“Looked like you had your hands full.”


“So, are you here for Joel or Miranda?”


He looked at her. “Joel.”


She tipped her head to the side as she gazed up at him. “And you know him from . . . ?”


“Work.”


She frowned. “Here?”


“No. We go way back. We were in the same academy class in Houston, spent some time at HPD together.”


“Oh. That was a while ago.”


“Yeah.”


“So . . . the vice squad, then?”


“Yeah. Mind if I sit down?”


“Not at all.”


Sean lowered himself onto the other end of the sandy log. He didn’t like the direction the conversation had taken so he steered it back to her.


“So, how long have you been a caterer?” he asked.


“Hmm . . . let’s see. I guess it’s been about three weeks now.” She turned and smiled at him, and he felt a hot jolt of attraction. “Why? Can you tell?”


“Not at all.”


“Right.”


“Well, the timing seemed a little bumpy.”


“Just a little.” She rolled her eyes. “We had several staffers no-show. It happens a lot in this business. People are flaky. Despite all my planning, you could say we were a bit rushed.”


Rushed was right. No woman had ever clapped at him before. He’d discovered it was a turn-on.


“Well, you pulled it off,” he said.


“Barely.” She closed her eyes and tipped her head back. “God, what a relief.”


A breeze wafted up, and her scent drifted over him—something spicy and sexy. She pulled her knees up and rested her bare arms on them.


“Okay, I want a straight answer.” She looked at him. “What did you think of the food?”


“It was amazing,” he said honestly. “I liked those ham things with the toothpicks.”


“Prosciutto-wrapped figs with balsamic.”


“Yeah.”


“Those were Miranda’s pick. Glad you liked them.”


Really, he’d liked all of it. The highlight had been the meat-carving station at the end of the buffet. The juicy beef brisket had melted in his mouth.


But Leyla seemed to have moved on from the topic of food. She smiled as she gazed out at the water.


“The waves are up tonight,” she said. “I’m surprised no one’s surfing.”


“At night?”


“Sure, why not? The moon’s perfect.”


He looked at the silvery foam rushing over the sand. He couldn’t think of the last time he’d swum in the ocean. It had been way too long.


“Must be nice waking up to this view all the time,” he said. “I bet it never gets old.”


“I wouldn’t know. I live over a bike shop. There’s a spectacular view of a parking lot.”


“Sounds loud.”


“Not Harleys or anything. Those bikes the tourists rent with the little bells on the handlebars. Still really annoying, though.”


She stretched her legs out and stared at the water wistfully, and he wondered what she was thinking. He’d been watching her all night as she glided from place to place, directing people and food. And when she wasn’t directing, she was smiling and laughing with wedding guests. Every person in the room seemed to be a long-lost friend. Except for him. He was the odd man out here.


She drained the last of her champagne and sighed. “Well. I should go.”


“Can I buy you a drink?”


She gave him an amused look. “It’s an open bar.” She glanced behind her. “And anyway, I think they’re closing down now.”


“That place isn’t.” Sean nodded down the beach, where colored strobe lights and music emanated from a thatched-roof building. Several of the tourists walking in that direction seemed to be headed there.


Leyla followed his gaze. “That’s Buck’s Beach Club. I think we’re a tad overdressed.” She turned to him with another smile—this one polite. “Anyway, it’s midnight.”


“Bedtime?”


“Yes.”


He stood and offered her a hand getting up.


“Nice talking to you, Sean.” She leaned over to scoop up her sandals and—by some miracle of fashion—managed not to spill out of her dress.


He retrieved the champagne glass and handed it to her. “Sure you wouldn’t like to have a drink with me?”


She gazed up at him. “Anyone ever tell you you’re very persistent?”


“Yes.”


She looked down the beach, and he could see there was some kind of debate going on in her head. Leyla Breda was smart, and she probably knew exactly what he’d been thinking about when he walked over here. And he was still thinking it, but he’d also enjoyed talking to her.


A lock of hair blew against her cheek and she peeled it away. “Do you like coffee?” She turned to face him.


“Sure.”


“I can meet you for a latte tomorrow.”


He kept his expression blank, even though she was clearly putting him in the friend zone. He couldn’t remember the last time that had happened, but it had definitely been a while.


She watched his reaction, and he knew this was a test.


“Sounds great. Where?”


Surprise flickered across her face, but then it was gone.


“You’re new in town. Have you been to the Island Beanery? It’s—”


“The place on the beach with the flower boxes.”


Her eyebrows arched. “You’ve tried it?”


“I saw it on my drive in. It’s just down from the condo I’m renting.”


She nodded. “I’ll meet you there at noon.” She started to walk away.


“Wait. You want to trade numbers in case you need to change the plan?”


She smiled over her shoulder. “I won’t.”









CHAPTER
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TWO


THE STARS WERE still out as Leyla drove to work. Because it was Sunday, she’d rolled out of bed at five instead of four, but the extra hour of sleep had done little to energize her. Between all the relatives in town and the wedding and her first big catering job, the past few weeks had been an emotional roller coaster.


And then there was Sean Moran.


Leyla had gone to sleep buzzed from champagne and wondering whether she’d made the right decision turning him down for that drink.


Of course she had.


She didn’t date tourists. Ever. It was her most important rule. Growing up in a resort town, she’d learned quickly where those encounters would lead. She had no illusions about what men wanted when they sidled up to her at a bar with their charter-boat tans and designer shades and offered to buy her a beer.


So, why had she asked Sean to meet her for coffee? She didn’t know.


Well, she did know. She’d wanted to mess with him a little. She’d wanted to see the look on his handsome face when she’d basically called his bluff. She’d been curious how he’d wiggle out of it when he realized he wasn’t getting lucky last night, but now he had a platonic coffee date to contend with. Chances were, he wouldn’t show up. Him being her brother’s friend helped the odds a little, but even if he did show, he was almost certain to walk in with a handy excuse about how something came up with work and he had to be getting on the road soon.


And then there was the other thing, the second reason her mean streak was showing.


He’d lied to her.


She didn’t know why, but he had. His story about working vice with Joel in Houston was pure bullshit. Joel had worked property crimes in Houston, full stop. Leyla had thrown that out there because she sensed Sean didn’t want to talk about his connection to her brother. Maybe he knew Joel from some context he didn’t want to discuss with her. But what? Her brothers weren’t saints, for sure, and Owen in particular had been pretty wild in his twenties, but Leyla would have been surprised if Joel had any kind of checkered past he wanted to keep hidden.


But who knew? Her three brothers no doubt had secrets they didn’t tell their little sister, just like she had secrets from them.


She pulled into the lot and parked in her favorite spot beneath an old oak tree that had been bent and twisted by decades of wind off the Gulf. After cracking her windows so her car wouldn’t get too hot, she crossed the parking lot and was surprised to see lights on in the surf shop next door. The mannequin in the window was naked, so maybe they were putting out new inventory today.


Leyla let herself into the café and turned on the lights. The chairs were up, the floor was clean, and the air smelled faintly of the vinegar they used to clean the coffee machines—all good signs. But several of the syrup bottles needed filling and a dirty shot glass sat beside the espresso machine. Also, the steam wand was sticky—her major pet peeve—and the countertop needed a wipe-down.


But first, coffee. And then she had to get her muffins going so they’d be ready by seven.


She switched on the espresso machine to warm and checked her phone as she headed into the kitchen. It was 6:05, so Siena would be awake.


“Hey, it’s me,” Leyla said. “You up?”


“Absolutely.”


“Liar.”


“I’m just getting up,” Siena said. “Are you at the shop?”


“Yes, and the pastries aren’t here yet. Is Rogelio sick, too?”


“I don’t think so.”


The Island Beanery had a sister location at the Windjammer Hotel. Besides giving them some steady foot traffic, the location gave them access to the hotel’s kitchen, which had three big ovens to Leyla’s one. Most of their pastries were made there and delivered each morning.


“He should be bringing the croissants and doughnuts, plus cherry kolaches,” Siena said. “You’re doing the muffins, right?”


“Chocolate-chip coconut.” Leyla grabbed a bag of Ghirardelli chips from the baker’s rack. “And lemon poppyseed. Our lunch special is tomato basil soup.”


“Okay.”


“How are we on coffee beans?”


“I honestly don’t know.” Siena yawned. “We got a delivery yesterday morning, but I didn’t get a chance to open it yet. I can do it when I get in.”


“Thanks. See you in a few.”


Leyla glanced at the clock above the baker’s rack before heading down the hall to the stockroom. A full trash bag sat by the back door, and she felt a dart of annoyance. She grabbed the bag and hurried out back, where she heaved it into the dumpster behind the café. The sky was brightening but the moon was still out, and she remembered Sean Moran standing in the moonlight on the beach last night.


Anyone ever tell you you’re very persistent?


Yes.


She pictured his sexy half smile as he’d waited for her to succumb to his charm and go have a drink with him, which would have turned into an invitation back to his place. He didn’t get turned down a lot—of that, she felt sure.


Leyla reached for the door, and a movement in the alley caught her eye. She stepped toward it, then jumped back as a large black bird flapped toward her.


She caught her breath and stepped forward, peering into the shadowy alley beside the surf shop. The breeze kicked up, and a stench hit her. There was something dead there. An animal or . . .


She lurched back, gasping.


Not an animal but a person.


Leyla’s heart seized. She recognized the hair, the shirt, the chunky silver rings on the outstretched hand.


“No. No no no no.”


Leyla’s breath came in short, shallow gasps as she fumbled with her phone and switched on the flashlight feature. She shined the light into the alley, hoping hoping hoping she was just asleep or passed out.


Leyla’s chest squeezed as the beam of light fell over the woman’s face. A line of ants marched into her lifeless mouth.


NICOLE LAWSON GAZED down at the woman seated on the curb in front of Surf’s Up. She had black nail polish and a cigarette between her fingers—which were shaking, either from nerves or nicotine or a combination of both.


“Okay, and do you typically park your bike at the rack in front?” Nicole asked, giving her a variation of the question she’d asked twice already.


“It depends,” the young store manager said. “I parked in front today because I rode here from my boyfriend’s. He lives south.”


“And are you sure you didn’t see any people or vehicles in the alley when you arrived?”


“Yes. But it was, like, five thirty when I got here. Still pretty dark.”


Nicole tamped down her frustration. This woman kept shifting her timeline. A few minutes ago it had been like, five fifteen when she arrived early at the shop to unpack the load of new inventory that had just come in. Luckily, she mentioned she had clocked in with a time card, so Nicole would probably be able to pin it down with more certainty.


She jotted a reminder in her spiral notebook to follow up with the woman’s time card.


“Okay, and, Olivia, you said the coffee shop was dark when you arrived?”


“That’s right.”


“No lights on at all?”


“No.”


“Outdoor lights?”


She glanced up, clearly exasperated to be asked about this yet again. “No. None.” She blew out a stream of smoke and flicked her ash onto the pavement.


“All right.” Nicole made a few final notes and tugged out one of the business cards she kept clipped to the back of her notepad. “Please don’t hesitate to reach out if you remember anything else that might help us.”


Her eyebrows shot up. “I can go?”


“For now, yes. We’ll definitely be in touch, probably later today. You said you guys close at six?”


“Yeah.” She jumped to her feet.


“In the meantime, don’t hesitate to call.”


The woman slid Nicole’s card into the pocket of her cutoff shorts and nodded. “Got it.”


Nicole turned her attention to the police SUV pulling into the lot. Emmet parked beside the ME’s van and climbed out, looking around. He stopped in his tracks when he saw Leyla Breda leaning against the back bumper of her white Toyota.


Emmet nodded in Leyla’s direction and then approached Nicole. He wore what they referred to as their field uniform—a blue Lost Beach PD golf shirt, sand-colored tactical pants, and all-terrain boots, which were good for tromping around the island’s beaches and marshes. Today he also wore his darkest wraparound sunglasses. As he neared her, she saw that he hadn’t shaved and his hair was messy. Like Nicole, he was clearly hungover from the wedding—not to mention the after-party that had lasted till two. But at least Nicole had had the sense to pop some aspirin and down a glass of water before crawling into bed.


Emmet stopped and gazed down at her.


“How’re you feeling?” she asked.


“Shitty. How ’bout you?”


“Same.”


“We have an ID yet?”


“Amelia Albright, twenty-five.”


He glanced at the alley where a pair of the ME’s guys in white Tyvek suits knelt beside the body, doing their thing. “She have a wallet on her?”


“This is according to Leyla, who found her.”


He winced. “Shit.”


“Yeah.”


He turned toward the sister of two of their detectives, one whose wedding they had all been partying at merely hours before.


“The victim is a barista here,” Nicole said. “Leyla tells me she’s worked here almost a year.”


Emmet rested his hands on his lean hips. “Anyone talk to Joel yet?”


“No. And don’t, by the way. Brady wants to wait until noon.”


“What happens at noon?”


“He gets off his flight to Costa Rica, supposedly. The chief doesn’t want him canceling his honeymoon if he hasn’t already left yet.”


“You think he would?” Emmet asked.


Nicole lifted a shoulder. “Who knows? I mean, it’s Joel we’re talking about.”


In addition to being their senior detective, Joel was also a workaholic. Not to mention a bit of a control freak. If a homicide occurred at his sister’s business, he’d definitely want to be involved, whether he’d be allowed to be or not.


Emmet turned to look at Leyla again. “How’s she doing?”


“No idea.”


Leyla—like her brothers—didn’t wear her emotions on her sleeve. Nicole had known the Bredas most of her life but knew very little about Leyla personally. Whenever Nicole stopped by the coffee shop, Leyla came across as brisk and efficient. She gave friendly smiles to her customers and bossed her staffers around, clearly running a tight ship. Her employees seemed to like her, though. Nicole had once seen Leyla politely tell a customer to leave after he’d cursed at a barista for getting his coffee wrong.


A big black turkey vulture flapped over from a neighboring rooftop and settled on the fence to watch the ME’s guys work. The birds had been hovering around all morning.


“I freaking hate those things,” Emmet muttered.


“Me, too.”


“Who’s the woman by the deck there, looking at her phone? The tall one?”


“That’s Siena, one of the managers,” Nicole said. “We need to get her statement, too. She talked to the victim yesterday afternoon before leaving here to go help with the catering.”


“I’ll handle it,” Emmet said, as Nicole had expected.


He walked off to talk to the pretty manager, leaving Nicole to deal with the much thornier issue of Leyla Breda.


Nicole wiped the sweat from her brow and crossed the parking lot. Leyla spotted her coming and squared her shoulders.


“Thanks for your patience,” Nicole said because she’d been out here more than an hour already, and the day’s heat was already setting in. “Can I get you some water?”


“No, thanks.”


“We’d like you to come to the police station to give an official statement,” Nicole said.


“All right. But I need to get inside first.”


“Why?”


“I need my purse.” She cast a look at the door, which was blocked by yellow crime scene tape. “It has my car keys in it. And also, I need that employment application you wanted. It has contact numbers and some of the biographical information you were asking about for Amelia. It should be in the file cabinet in the office.”


“Let me go check with the crime scene techs, and I should be able to escort you in there.”


Nicole walked over and ducked under the yellow tape. The café’s interior was dim and cool compared to outside. The CSIs had put a piece of butcher paper on the floor by the door, and Nicole stopped to pull on disposable shoe covers before walking through the dining room and kitchen. In the hallway, she found a CSI crouched near the back exit, dusting the doorframe for prints. His name was Justin, and they’d borrowed him from the county crime lab on the mainland. Lost Beach PD had a full-time CSI/forensic photographer on staff, but as of this morning, she was on her honeymoon.


“How’s it going, Justin?”


He glanced up. “Fine.”


“Has the photographer finished the office yet?” Nicole nodded toward the windowless room that was about the size of a broom closet.


“She hasn’t even started. She’s still photographing the victim’s car in the back parking lot.”


“Any idea how long that might take?”


Justin looked annoyed. “We just got here ten minutes ago.”


“Not trying to rush you. I just need an ETA on when the owner can get into the office and grab something from the file cabinet.”


“Talk to Katie. But go around back, okay? I can’t let you through here yet.”


Nicole walked out the way she’d come. As she removed her paper shoe covers, she spied a familiar pickup truck in the parking lot.


“Crap,” she murmured.


Owen Breda stood beside his sister, leaning close and talking to her in what looked to be a tense exchange. He set his hand on Leyla’s shoulder, and she shrugged it off.


People had different reactions to violent crime scenes. Some wailed and became hysterical. Some threw up. Leyla Breda got prickly, apparently.


Nicole crossed the parking lot.


“Owen?”


He glanced up.


“Can I talk to you a sec?”


He gave his sister a long look and then walked over.


“Yeah?” he asked, not bothering to take off his sunglasses.


“What are you doing?” she asked, keeping her voice low.


“Talking to Leyla. What’s it look like?”


“You can’t be here.”


He tipped his head to the side. “Get real, Nicole.”


“You can’t. This is exactly the reason Brady didn’t call you.”


Right now the police chief was rushing back from San Antonio, where his daughter had just given birth to his first grandchild. He’d specifically sent Nicole and Emmet to this crime scene, and he’d specifically not sent Owen.


But Owen didn’t like people telling him what to do, especially Nicole. As the department’s newest detective, she ranked dead last in the detective pecking order.


“You shouldn’t talk to her, Owen. You shouldn’t even be here.”


He peeled off his sunglasses. “Are you serious right now? She’s my sister.”


“Yeah. Your sister. Who’s now a witness in a homicide case. Whose business is now a crime scene.”


Owen gave her an icy stare with those Breda blue eyes. Leyla and Joel had them, too. Owen’s looked tired and bloodshot because he’d been out late drinking after the wedding. But he wasn’t just tired. Owen was worried sick—she could see it in his face.


“Owen, come on. Leyla’s got enough to deal with today without you making this even more complicated. Do the right thing here.”


He gave Nicole a long, hard look.


“Fine.” He slid his shades back on. “I’ll see you at the station.”


He turned and looked at his sister, who was watching them closely. Some unspoken communication passed between them. Then Owen glanced at Nicole and stalked back to his truck.


As he pulled out, Nicole returned to Leyla. She looked pale and tense, and beads of sweat had popped up along her brow. But Nicole didn’t bother offering her water again.


“What’s next?” Leyla asked. “I’d like to understand the timeline here.”


Nicole nodded. “When the CSIs give me the go-ahead, I can take you to retrieve those items from the crime scene.”


She blanched at the words crime scene.


Nicole cleared her throat. “From the café,” she amended. “Then you’ll be done here, and I’ll take you to the police station, where we’ll go over all your information. I’m sorry to make you do it again, but we’d like to get it on video.”


She gave a tight nod, and Nicole felt a wave of sympathy for her. She’d been through all this twice already, going into minute detail about how she’d discovered her young employee’s brutalized body in the alley beside her shop and called 911. Then she’d had to send home her employees as they arrived for work and turn customers away, all while fielding a barrage of questions from police. She was in for a marathon day, and it was just getting started.


Leyla looked at the alley again as another vulture landed on the fence. There were four now, watching the action. One of the ME’s guys unzipped a body bag, and what little color was left in Leyla’s face drained away.


Nicole stepped closer. “Leyla . . . I’m sorry you have to go through this.”


Her gaze snapped to Nicole. She pushed off the car and squared her shoulders. “I’m fine. Let’s get this done.”
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THREE


NICOLE RETURNED FROM a hot and hectic afternoon and spotted Emmet in Chief Brady’s office, probably debriefing him on the evidence they had been gathering all day. With Owen sidelined, Emmet would no doubt be taking the lead role.


She stopped in the doorway. “Congratulations on the baby, Chief.”


He smiled and ran a hand over his white buzz cut. “Thank you.”


“How’s Lindsey doing?”


“Tired. They had a long night.” He waved her in. “Come in. Close the door.”


Nicole stepped into the office and pulled the door shut behind her. Emmet occupied the only chair. He still looked hungover, but the supersize Mountain Dew in his hand was probably helping.


“I talked to that witness again,” Nicole said, following up on the conversation she’d had with Brady over the phone. “The surf shop manager clocked in at five twenty-two. Didn’t see any activity in the alley at that time.”


“She’d probably been there awhile by that point,” Emmet said. “I talked to one of the ME’s people, and he estimated the body had been there about twelve hours, give or take.”


“How’s the evidence looking?” Brady asked Nicole.


“Well—” She darted a glance at Emmet because she didn’t want to step on whatever he’d already reported. “We found the victim’s purse in the dumpster behind the café. The keys were there, along with a wallet that had her ID in it, but no cash and no credit cards. No cell phone either, just some makeup. So at this point—and it’s preliminary—it’s looking like maybe a robbery that got out of hand.”


“And the murder weapon?”


According to the ME’s people, the victim had been stabbed in the back—a fact Brady had probably already learned.


“We’re still searching for the knife.” She glanced at Emmet. “Last I heard, we hadn’t found it.”


“We combed a four-block radius,” Emmet said. “Dumpsters, trash bins, everything. Nothing turned up, so we think he took it with him.”


Brady leaned back in his chair and frowned. “So, you’re thinking she was killed over cash and credit cards? How much money would a twenty-five-year-old barista likely have on her?”


It was a good point, one that had been bugging Nicole all morning.


“Probably not a lot,” she said.


“What about the café?” He looked at Emmet. “You said the register was full?”


“That’s what Siena told me,” Emmet replied. “She’s one of the shift managers. They were short-staffed yesterday because of the wedding. Then a couple of people called in sick—Wade Tallow and Rachel somebody or other—”


“Davies,” Nicole put in. “I interviewed her at her apartment several hours ago.”


Emmet nodded. “This girl Rachel was supposed to take the wedding cake to the reception venue and then work the party, but she came down with a stomach bug and asked Amelia to do it.”


“And she never made it over there,” Brady stated.


“That’s right,” Nicole confirmed. “According to Rachel, Amelia was working by herself yesterday afternoon because everyone else was either out sick or helping with the wedding. So, Rachel told her to close up a few minutes early and take the cake over there around six.”


Brady frowned as he listened to all this.


“From the looks of it, the victim was surprised in the alley behind the building as she was closing up shop,” Emmet said.


“In broad daylight,” Brady said, still sounding skeptical.


“Apparently.”


“Any drugs on her? Drug paraphernalia?” the chief asked.


Nicole shook her head. “No.”


“And no obvious sign of sexual assault,” Emmet added.


Of course, they wouldn’t know for sure until they heard from the medical examiner.


Nicole looked at Brady. “When is the autopsy?”


He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. “I just got off the phone with the ME. It’s scheduled for oh seven hundred.”


Emmet’s eyebrows shot up. “He couldn’t do it today?”


“He’s got his hands full with a pair of traffic fatalities.”


“I’d like to go,” Nicole said.


Well, like was an exaggeration. But she wanted to be there.


“If it’s okay with you,” she added, looking at Emmet.


“Have at it.”


“Ask him about track marks on the body and any signs of drug use,” Brady told her. “I want to know more about her lifestyle. We’ll get a tox screen, too, but those always take a while.”


Nicole nodded. “All right.”


“Also, we need whatever he can tell us about the weapon we’re looking for, based on the stab wound.”


“I’ll ask him.”


Brady looked from Nicole to Emmet. “Any other questions?”


“Yeah,” Emmet said. “What’s going on with Owen?”


The chief seemed to be expecting this question. “I told him to sit this one out because his sister is involved. He understands.”


Nicole traded skeptical looks with Emmet. She had passed Owen on her way in here and he didn’t look “understanding” of anything. He looked extremely pissed off.


“And, Nicole, you’re the lead on this one.”


She glanced at Brady. “You want me to—”


“Yes.”


She wouldn’t have been more shocked if he’d asked her to step in for him as chief of police. She was the youngest detective on staff. And she’d only worked a handful of homicide cases since earning her detective’s shield.


Emmet looked as shocked as she was.


“I want you to brief the team when we convene in a few minutes,” Brady told her. “Go through everything we just covered, and I’ll delegate jobs. We clear?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good. Be in the conference room in ten.”


Emmet got up and didn’t even look at her as he left the room. Great. Now she had two colleagues pissed at her.


She darted one last look at Brady, in case he suddenly changed his mind, but he was already on his phone.


You’re the lead on this one.


She tried not to show her panic as she walked out.


LEYLA TRUDGED UP the creaky wooden stairs to her apartment. She was utterly tapped and even her arms felt heavy as she fumbled with her keys and unlocked the door. Stepping inside, she closed her eyes and leaned against the wall.


Quiet. Finally. The sudden lack of sound and motion made her feel dizzy, the way she used to feel as a girl after spending all day playing in the waves.


She dropped her keys and purse on the armchair just as her phone chimed. Sighing, she checked the screen. Owen. She’d ducked two calls from him already, so she picked up.


“Hey,” she said.


“Hi. How’s it going?”


The casual question was loaded with worry.


“Fine,” she told him.


“Where are you? I went by your place earlier and—”


“I just got home.”


“Where were you before?”


“I went by the Windjammer shop to talk to the staff.”


“Is everyone okay?”


“No. But I guess I expected that.” Many of Leyla’s staffers worked shifts at both coffee shops, and they were a tight-knit group. “A couple of Amelia’s friends were pretty emotional, so I told them to take some time off.”


“I’m sorry, Ley.”


“Me, too.”


She turned and locked the door, then slipped off her shoes.


“I can swing by there,” Owen said.


“Don’t do that. I’m fine.”


“I want to.”


“No. Really. My back is in knots, and all I want to do is take a shower and go to bed.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah.”


“Okay, well—”


“Thanks for the thought, though. I’ll call you tomorrow, all right?”


“Lock your door.”


“I did.”


She hung up with her brother and silenced her phone before tossing it on the chair. No more people. She glanced around her cramped apartment, taking comfort in the familiar surroundings. What it lacked in square footage it made up for with a location just minutes from work. The main downside was the tiny galley kitchen, but she maximized the hell out of it. Every stockpot and sauté pan had a place, and she kept everything rigorously organized.


Tugging the elastic band from her hair, she stepped into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. She hadn’t eaten all day, and she wasn’t hungry, but a glass of chardonnay sounded really, really good.


Of course, she didn’t have any.


“Crap,” she said, staring at the shelves. Her weekly grocery run, like everything else she’d planned to do today, had fallen off the table. She checked the pantry.


No red wine, either. She had a dusty bottle of Tito’s, but just the thought of vodka turned her stomach, and she opened the fridge again.


So, no wine tonight.


What she did have was wilted arugula and expired yogurt.


She dragged the trash can out from beneath the sink. With a sudden burst of energy, she combed through every corner of the fridge, checking expiration dates and pitching items in the trash. Slimy mushrooms—gone. Moldy ginger root—gone. Crusty anchovy paste—gone. By the time she was finished, the entire produce drawer was empty except for some sticky gunk and a handful of petrified blueberries. She moved the drawer to the sink and scrubbed it down.


When she finished, the refrigerator was clean, organized, and nearly empty except for condiments. She tossed her sponge into the sink and gazed out the window. Like her bedroom, the kitchen had a view of the parking lot behind the bike shop. Through a gap in the buildings, Leyla could see tourists streaming back and forth on Main Street, which was lined with bars and restaurants. As dusk fell over the island, the Sunday family crowd was heading in for the night and the pub crawlers would soon take their place. Beautiful young people would come out in droves in search of loud music and cheap drinks. They’d do Jell-O shots and shoot pool and sing karaoke as they partied their way down the strip. And most of them would make it home fine, but some of them wouldn’t.


Leyla glanced around her home, anxious for something to do. She’d been rushing around all day, but whenever she stopped, even for a moment, her thoughts returned to that dark alley and Amelia’s pale face in the glare of the phone flashlight.


Leyla’s chest constricted. Her heart started racing. She squeezed her eyes shut to block the images, but they wouldn’t go away. All she could think about was that outstretched hand and those half-closed eyes.


Leyla had missed her by minutes. The thought was agonizing.


If she had left the church just a few minutes sooner, Amelia wouldn’t have been alone closing up. And what if no one had called in sick? Or what if Leyla had listened to her brothers and installed better lighting around the store? What if a cop, or even just a tourist, had walked past the alley during the attack and intervened? What if what if what if . . .


A hot lump lodged in her throat. She felt like she was choking on it. She forced herself to take a few deep breaths and then splashed some water on her face. She grabbed a dish towel and patted her cheeks dry.


A sharp rap on the door had her whirling around. Through the window shade she saw a man’s silhouette on her front porch.


“Damn it, Owen.”


Looking closer, she realized it wasn’t Owen. This was someone shorter and stockier. She crept over to check the peephole.


Sean Moran.


He stood there in the yellow porch light, looking down at the street below, as if he hadn’t heard her creaky floorboards and didn’t know she was right there on the other side of the door.


“Crap,” she whispered, glancing down at herself. She looked like hell, and whatever makeup she’d had left from this morning was now smeared under her eyes. He was the very last person she wanted to see right now, but she somehow knew he wasn’t going to simply shrug his shoulders and walk away.


She tossed the towel on the chair and opened the door.


“Hi,” she said, blocking the opening.


“Hey.” His gazed swept over her, taking in every detail. “I heard what happened and came by to check on you.”


She waited for the predictable Are you all right? but it didn’t come.


“Sorry about coffee,” she said. “I didn’t have a way to reach you.” Not to mention the entire thing had flown out of her mind. She hadn’t remembered it until midafternoon when she’d been sitting at the police station and a uniformed officer had put a cup of stale coffee in front of her.


“Don’t worry about it.” He continued to look her over with concern. Last time she’d seen him, he’d been in a suit and tie. He was dressed casually tonight in jeans and a plain gray T-shirt that stretched taut across his muscular chest.


“Have you eaten?” He rested his palm on the doorframe. “I thought maybe you’d want to go grab something.”


She stared at him.


“You know, get out of the house instead of being alone.”


“How’d you know where I live?” she blurted.


“You told me.”


She arched her eyebrows.


“The bike shop. There’s only two in town, so I had a fifty-fifty chance.” He smiled slightly, as though testing her mood.


She wasn’t hungry at all. But getting out of her apartment suddenly sounded extremely appealing and spending the evening alone with her thoughts—not so much.


“Where?” she asked.


“I was thinking the food court.”


“Food court?”


“On the corner there.” He nodded toward the street, and she realized he was talking about the vacant lot where a building had recently been torn down to make room for a high-rise. In the meantime, some local food trucks were using the space.


“Come out with me,” he said. “You don’t want to sit here all by yourself, do you?”


She gazed into those sea-green eyes, annoyed that he seemed to know exactly what she was thinking. She wasn’t ashamed to spend an evening home alone, but not tonight. Tonight she needed lights. Noise. Anything to distract her from her thoughts, which were on some kind of torturous loop that she couldn’t turn off.


“One sec.”


She closed the door on him, even though that was rude, and hurried into her bedroom to slip on some sandals. She didn’t want to take time to change, but she cleaned up her makeup as best she could. Then she grabbed her purse and keys and stepped out.


He was leaning against the railing of her porch, which was little more than a landing with a row of flowerpots on it.


“All set?” he asked.


“Yeah.”


She locked up, and he gestured for her to precede him down the stairs.


The moment her feet hit the sidewalk she second-guessed her decision. The bar crowd was out already, and she was hit by a wave of body heat, accompanied by the usual smells—sweat, perfume, marijuana smoke, all mixed with the typical sidewalk aromas of French fries and funnel cakes.


Sean guided her out of the traffic flow, positioning himself between her and the throng. “So, what do you recommend?” His hand was light on her waist as he skillfully steered her around clumps of people. “Barbecue? Burgers? I think I saw a sign for chicken and waffles?”
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