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Praise for Laura Griffin


DESPERATE GIRLS


“Intensely suspenseful . . . Griffin pulls out all the stops in a phenomenal twist ending that will leave the readers stunned.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred and boxed review)


“Desperate Girls by Laura Griffin is a keeper; I know because I carried it everywhere with me until I’d finished it. It has chills, thrills, action, and romance.”


—New York Times bestselling author Linda Howard


“It takes great mastery to combine the terror of a scary killer with a fun, sexy romance. Griffin handles the balance perfectly in Desperate Girls. A nail-biting page-turner.”


—New York Times bestselling author J.T. Ellison


“Each development will leave you breathless . . . right up to the twist you won’t see coming!”


—Kathleen Barber, author of Are You Sleeping


“Desperate Girls is another winner from Laura Griffin!”


—Chanel Cleeton, author of Next Year in Havana


TOUCH OF RED


“Griffin never disappoints with her exciting, well-researched, fast-paced romantic thrillers. . . . An engrossing story full of twists, turns, and sexy interludes.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Scorching-hot chemistry and a happily-ever-after you’ll enjoy rooting for.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A carefully constructed mystery with high-stakes tension throughout will have readers eagerly turning the pages. Once again, Griffin delivers another top-notch thriller.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Masterful writing.”


—The Romance Reviews


“A killer mystery makes hearts pound faster . . . a fast-paced thrill!”


—BookPage


AT CLOSE RANGE


“A compelling mystery that will grip the reader from the start with her crisp storytelling, natural dialogue, and high-stakes tension . . . fiercely electric.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Explosive, seductive, and totally empowering . . . At Close Range has it all.”


—Romance Junkies


SHADOW FALL


“An expert at creating mystery and suspense that hooks readers from the first page, Griffin’s detailed description, well-crafted, intriguing plot, and clear-cut characters are the highlights of her latest.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Great lead characters and a spooky atmosphere make this a spine-tingling, stand-out novel of romantic suspense.”


—BookPage


FAR GONE


“Perfectly gritty. . . . Griffin sprinkles on just enough jargon to give the reader the feel of being in the middle of an investigation, easily merging high-stakes action and spicy romance with rhythmic pacing and smartly economic prose.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Be prepared for heart palpitations and a racing pulse as you read this fantastic novel. Fans of Lisa Gardner, Lisa Jackson, Nelson DeMille, and Michael Connelly will love [Griffin’s] work.”


—The Reading Frenzy


“A tense, exciting romantic thriller that’s not to be missed.”


—New York Times bestselling author Karen Robards


“Griffin has cooked up a delicious read that will thrill her devoted fans and earn her legions more.”


—New York Times bestselling author Lisa Unger


More praise for the Tracers series


“Explodes with action. . . . Laura Griffin escalates the tension with each page, each scene.”


—The Romance Reviews


“With a taut story line, believable characters, and a strong grasp of current forensic practice, Griffin sucks readers into this drama and doesn’t let go.”


—RT Book Reviews (Top Pick)


“The perfect mix of suspense and romance.”


—Booklist


“The science is fascinating, the sex is sizzling, and the story is top-notch, making this clever, breakneck tale hard to put down.”


—Publishers Weekly
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For Lauren





CHAPTER





ONE


KIRA VANCE gripped the steering wheel and navigated the slick streets. The summer downpour had come out of nowhere, catching her off guard. She’d wanted to make a good impression, and now she was going to arrive not just late but soaking wet in a white T-shirt that was nearly transparent.


Water dripped onto her shoulder as she reached a stoplight, and she glared up at her leaky sunroof. There was no denying it—she needed a new car. Her little Celica had six-digit mileage and a bad transmission, but she refused to trade it in. She couldn’t afford an upgrade, and the car had been with her through so many ups and downs she was sentimental about it.


The phone chimed on the seat beside her, but she ignored it because it was Ollie, her shrewd, rude, and sometimes infuriating boss. She didn’t want to talk to him on the phone. She needed a face-to-face.


As Kira skidded away from the intersection, her car’s engine warning light flashed on.


“Son of a bitch,” she muttered.


She’d just had it in for an oil change, and the guy had said he’d checked everything.


But people lied. Often. If they didn’t, she’d be out of a job.


Kira’s work was a search for the truth—the good, the bad, and the ugly. She dug up the facts and let the lawyers deal with them in court. Or not. Sometimes her discoveries meant a witness wouldn’t be called to testify. Or the defense team would develop a new strategy. Sometimes her discoveries poked big fat holes in the case of a zealous prosecutor.


The truth cut both ways, and that’s what she liked about it. Finding that truth gave her a heady rush that made up for the downsides of PI work, such as dealing with cheating spouses and deadbeat dads and insurance scams. Those were the cases that made her pissed off and cynical.


Another thing that pissed her off? Unpaid invoices. Ollie was three weeks behind on a big one, and he was the master of the dodge, which was one reason she’d decided to track him down in person tonight to deliver her news.


Kira reached the street that turned into River Oaks, where stately houses sat far back on manicured lawns. The thunderstorm had brought an early evening, and the thick St. Augustine grass looked almost neon green in the eerie light.


Cars lined both sides of the street. Someone down the block was having a party, apparently, which seemed odd for a Tuesday. A red Jaguar glided up to the curb ahead, and a valet sprang out and sprinted past her.


Kira spotted Ollie’s no-nonsense Ford parked at the base of a steep driveway. She wedged her car between a pair of Mercedes SUVs and cut the engine as she looked around.


This was it. Mount Logan. Named for Brock Logan, managing partner at the law firm that had hired Ollie to investigate its big cases. Kira had thought the name was a reference to Brock Logan’s oversize ego, but she saw now that she’d been wrong, at least partially. The house perched atop a hill on a large corner lot, elevated above the other mansions in Houston’s most exclusive neighborhood.


Kira had never set foot inside a River Oaks home, and her curiosity was mixed with professional ambition. Besides confronting Ollie, she was here to do some business development. It was high time for her to meet Ollie’s big-fish client, who’d been keeping her in Ramen noodles and Netflix these past three years. She’d never met the man because Ollie liked her to stay behind the scenes. But those days were over.


Kira grabbed her files and glanced in the rearview mirror. This extreme humidity was not her friend. Her mascara was smudged, and her long dark hair was a frizzy mess. She smoothed her hair down and swiped on some red lipstick. Nothing she could do about her damp skinny jeans, but she grabbed her tailored black blazer from the back seat, hoping to hide the wet-T-shirt look she had going on. After trading her cheap flip-flops for strappy black sandals, she pushed open the door with a squeak.


The torrent had let up, but it was drizzling as another valet ran past her. Not far behind him was a plodding jogger in a soaked gray hoodie. Kira waited for him to pass and then crossed the street to Logan’s house.


The homes here sat on huge lots, and each seemed to have its own theme. To Logan’s left was a Mississippi Plantation with tall white columns. To his right was a Stuffy New England Brick with a steep roof, no doubt to accommodate Houston’s frequent snowstorms. Logan’s house fell squarely into the Tacky California category, a sprawling mass of yellow adobe with a red-tiled roof. Tall palm trees surrounded it, towering obnoxiously over the neighborhood’s namesake oaks.


The air smelled of rain and fresh-cut grass as Kira trekked up the stone path. She passed through a pair of concrete lions into a courtyard, where she faced an imposing carved wooden door.


This was it. Brock Logan. She had to nail this meeting. She took a rubber band from her pocket, pulled her hair into a ponytail, and hoped for the best as she squared her shoulders and rang the bell.


Brock Logan had made a fortune defending wealthy people accused of serious crimes. The cases were high stakes, high pay, and Logan’s current project was a prime example: a prominent heart surgeon accused of murdering his wife. According to the prosecution’s theory, the mild-mannered doctor was actually an abusive control freak. When his wife threatened to leave him, he killed her.


The story had a catchy ring to it, kind of like a cable docudrama. But Logan planned to counter it with an airtight alibi: his client had been having drinks at his golf club with a fellow doctor at the time of his wife’s murder.


The door jerked back, and Ollie stood there in his typical short-sleeved button-down and dark pants. He had a gray buzz cut and a paunch that hung over his belt.


“Christ, what are you doing here? You coming from the courthouse? Get your ass in here.” He took her elbow and pulled her inside. “You could’ve called me, you know. You didn’t have to drive all the way here in the rain.”


“I needed to talk to you.”


“Oh, yeah?” Ollie smirked. “And I’m guessing you wanted to meet the Big Kahuna, too, right?”


“I’m here for my money, Ollie. I’ve got rent due, and you’ve been dodging me.”


“I was just about to write your check.”


She crossed her arms.


“Hey, you know I’m good for it.” He made a sweeping gesture at the entrance foyer, attempting to distract her. “So what do you think of this place?”


“It’s nice.”


The foyer was large and airy, and Kira’s living room would have fit inside it, no problem. An ornate staircase curved over a tall archway that led into the back of the house. To Kira’s left was a formal dining room, and to her right was a spacious living area with oversize sofas.


“Beats working at the office,” Ollie said, leading her through the archway. “We’ve got Hunan coming. Logan’s outside on the phone.”


“In this weather?”


“Covered patio.”


Kira stepped into the kitchen and stopped short, dazzled by the endless white countertops, sleek new appliances, and massive cooking island. In the breakfast room, financial news droned from a wall-mounted TV, and she noted the long wooden table blanketed with files and legal pads. Logan and Ollie were already neck-deep in trial prep.


Kira glanced around the kitchen. “You could cook for an army in here.” Not that she cooked, but hypothetically. “Is he even married?”


“Divorced.” Ollie rolled his eyes. “He made out better than I did, though. Pays to be a lawyer. Want a beer?”


“I’m good. Listen, we’ve got a problem.”


“One sec.” Ollie took his phone from his pocket and frowned down at it as he scrolled through a message. He muttered something and looked up. “What is it?”


Kira set her files on the island. “Robert Peck. The defendant’s doctor friend.”


“The golf-buddy alibi. What about him?” Ollie grabbed a beer bottle off the counter and took a swig.


“I was at the courthouse, and I dug up an old divorce,” she said.


“How old?”


“Fourteen years.”


Ollie set his beer down. “I didn’t know Peck had been married before.”


“Yeah, guess he forgot to mention it. The marriage only lasted eight months.”


“So what’s the problem?”


“In the filing, Peck’s ex-wife alleges infidelity, along with mental and physical cruelty. She got a temporary restraining order against him.”


Ollie’s face didn’t change.


“It’s not going to look good if the defendant’s alibi witness is guilty of spousal abuse,” she said, pointing out the obvious. “Undermines his credibility.”


Ollie looked down at his phone again, and Kira gritted her teeth. She’d spent her afternoon combing through filings, and what she’d discovered could potentially sink Logan’s case, or at least damage it.


“Ollie? You listening?”


He rubbed his chin as he continued reading. “We’re dealing with something bigger right now.”


“Bigger than your alibi witness being a wife-beating dirtbag?”


“If this pans out, Peck won’t matter.”


“If what pans out?”


He looked up, and something flashed in his eyes. It was a look she recognized, and her pulse quickened.


Ollie had something.


The doorbell rang, and he glanced toward the foyer. “That’s our food. You staying?”


“I’m not leaving without my money.”


“You act like I’m some deadbeat. Jesus.”


He grabbed his beer and went to answer the door, leaving her alone in the huge kitchen. She hadn’t planned to stay for dinner, but she wasn’t going anywhere until she heard more about this new lead.


And met the Big Kahuna.


As if on cue, the back door opened, and Brock Logan stepped inside. The forty-something trial lawyer was tall and lean and had his sleeves rolled up to reveal tanned forearms. If he was surprised to find a strange woman in his kitchen, he didn’t show it.


“You must be Kira.”


“That’s me.”


The side of his mouth curved in a sexy half-smile, and she remembered all the rumors she’d heard about him. Logan was a player, and meeting him in person, it was easy to see why.


A crash came from the front door. Kira whirled around.


“Ollie?”


She rushed into the foyer and found him sprawled on his back, clutching his chest, a puddle of beer and glass beside him. Kira dropped to her knees. Had he had a heart attack? A stroke?


Blood seeped between his fingers, and Kira’s breath caught.


“Ollie! Oh, my God!”


Something moved in her peripheral vision. She swiveled toward it just in time to see a dark figure sprinting through the dining room.


“Hey!” Logan, who had followed behind her, bolted back into the kitchen to intercept the intruder.


A wet gurgle jerked her attention back to Ollie. Blood trickled from his mouth now. His eyes were wide with shock as he pushed his phone into her hand. The device was slick with blood, and it clattered to the floor before she managed to pick it up and call 911.


A crash in the kitchen. Then a sharp yelp, followed by two low sucking sounds that Kira recognized instantly.


Gunshots, but the gun had a silencer.


A vase shattered nearby. Something stung her cheek. She scrambled into the living room, diving behind a sofa and smacking her head on an end table.


The intruder was shooting at her.


Another crash from the kitchen, and Kira’s heart skittered. Was that Logan? The gunman?


She tried to think. The phone glowed in her hand, and she realized the call had connected. She muted the volume with her thumb and ducked low, trying not to make a sound. Where was the shooter? Inching to the end of the sofa, she peered around it. She could see Ollie in the foyer, and he wasn’t moving.


Kira crawled back to him, hoping he’d stay quiet and then hating herself for hoping that. His face was slack and ashen. She stripped off her blazer and pressed it against the crimson stain on his chest.


Ollie, please.


She heard more commotion at the back of the house as she desperately tried to stanch the bleeding, but the wadded fabric was already soaked through.


Kira’s stomach twisted, and she pictured the gunman walking up behind her and putting a bullet in her skull. Blood, warm and sticky, covered her hands now, and she felt a surge of panic. This couldn’t be happening. She checked the phone again, hoping they were tracing the call. The line was still open, but she had it on mute. If the shooter was nearby, she didn’t want to draw him in here.


Ollie, come on. Open your eyes.


He wasn’t moving, wasn’t blinking, wasn’t making a sound. The rest of the house had gone quiet, too. She prayed the shooter wouldn’t come back. Had he fled out the back door? Was he in another wing of the house? Where the hell was Logan? She pictured him dead in the kitchen, and her blood turned cold.


Everything was quiet. Too quiet. The only sound was the frantic pounding of her own heart.


Don’t be dead. Don’t be dead. Don’t be dead.


The quiet ended with an earsplitting shriek.





CHAPTER





TWO


CHARLOTTE SPEARS pulled up to the curb and surveyed the action. This was not her lucky night. She counted five patrol units and two SUVs, but the CSI van was nowhere in sight.


She got out of the car, tucking a notebook into her pocket just as a media van turned the corner and rolled to a stop beside the police barricade.


“Oh for two,” she murmured.


Charlotte studied the house. The sidewalk leading to the front door had been cordoned off with yellow crime-scene tape, so she picked her way up the steep lawn, cursing as her heels sank into the grass. She’d considered going with flats today because of the soggy weather but had ditched the idea. She’d learned to accept the dull pantsuits her job required, but she would never be a gumshoe.


Charlotte paused beside a pair of cement lions and noted the open French doors on the far end of the courtyard. Ken Phan stood in the doorway talking to another uniform.


Okay, so maybe her luck was changing. She liked working with Phan. He had an eye for detail and didn’t have a problem with female authority figures.


Phan looked up and waved her over to the alternative entry point. Something must have gone down near the front door.


“Welcome back, Detective. How was your break?”


“Too short,” Charlotte said, trading her heels for paper booties. She stepped through the French doors into a formal dining room with a table big enough for twenty.


“What have we got?” she asked.


“Shooter rang the bell. Guy who answered took it in the chest, point-blank range,” Phan reported.


She sniffed the air. “Smells like a fraternity party in here.”


“Vic dropped his beer when he got shot. There’s glass everywhere.”


Charlotte stepped closer to the entry foyer, where a crime-scene photographer in a white Tyvek suit was crouched beside a dark red puddle. She snapped a photograph of the blood, then stood and stepped carefully around some shards of brown glass.


“Where’d she come from?” Charlotte asked. “I didn’t see the van outside.”


“They parked around the corner. Street was a mess when we got here. Looks like someone’s having a party down the block.”


Which would add even more chaos to an already hectic scene, no doubt. But maybe they’d catch a break and one of the partygoers had seen something.


Charlotte nodded toward the foyer. “Is our victim the homeowner?”


“No. Homeowner was in the kitchen. He had some kind of confrontation with the perp, who got a couple shots off and left him bleeding on the floor.”


The photographer continued taking pictures from various angles. The puddle was smeared, and it looked like emergency personnel had already managed to muck up the blood evidence.


“Are the victims a couple?” Charlotte asked.


“The vic works for the homeowner.” Phan smiled. “And last I heard, Brock Logan likes women.”


She turned around. “Brock Logan the lawyer?”


“You didn’t know?”


“No.”


“Guy from the foyer is Logan’s investigator, apparently.”


Charlotte disliked lawyers in general and defense attorneys in particular. She’d never met Logan personally, but she’d gone toe-to-toe with plenty of defense attorneys in court over the years, and it was about as fun as a migraine.


Phan led her through the dining room and into a spacious kitchen. Most of the room had been taped off, including another bloody patch of flooring near the granite cooking island.


“Logan went down there.” Phan nodded at the spot. Once again, there was a great deal of blood. Near a door to the utility room, Charlotte noticed a smear of red on the wall beside a keypad.


“After the shooter fled out the back, Logan managed to get up and set off the alarm,” Phan said.


“What’s the status on him?”


“Both vics were transported to Hermann Hospital. I don’t have an update.”


“Get one.”


Phan stepped away and spoke into his radio as Charlotte studied the scene. The breakfast table was a mess of legal pads and index cards. File folders were strewn across the floor, along with loose papers and a FedEx envelope. Charlotte noted two black power cords plugged into the wall but no computers in sight.


“We’re getting an update,” Phan reported.


“Two laptops stolen?”


“Looks like. But nothing obviously missing in the rest of the house. There’s a bunch of high-end electronics everywhere. He’s got a gold Rolex sitting on the dresser in the master bedroom and a pistol in the top drawer of the nightstand, so not your typical burglary.”


Charlotte didn’t like the sound of that.


“There’s a partial footprint on the FedEx envelope on the floor there,” Charlotte said. “Make sure the techs see it.”


“I did.”


She shook her head. “So this guy just rings the bell, shoots Logan’s PI, comes in here and shoots Logan, then helps himself to some computers?” She glanced through the archway into the entry foyer. “Why’d the PI open the door in the first place?”


“Witness said they were expecting a food delivery.”


Charlotte’s gaze snapped to Phan. “What witness?”


“There was a girl here, too.”


“A child?”


“No, a woman. Sorry.” Phan cleared his throat. “She was here the whole time. The perp shot at her and missed.”


“Is she injured?”


“No.”


“Where the hell is she?”





Kira sat motionless on the patio chair.


Motionless except for her hands, which wouldn’t stop shaking. She clamped them between her knees but couldn’t get them to still.


The scene before her seemed far away. Detached. She was surrounded by people and noises and clipped commands, and she felt like she was on a movie set, watching a cast of characters rush this way and that. She kept thinking someone would jump into the action and yell “Cut!” and it would all be over.


But the people around her weren’t actors. They carried real badges and real guns with real bullets that could tear through flesh.


Kira’s stomach roiled, and she leaned forward, hoping she wouldn’t puke. She glanced at the huddle of cops on the other side of Logan’s patio. The pool lights cast their skin in a bluish hue, and again she felt like she was in some alternative universe. She was sitting on Brock Logan’s patio in a borrowed Harris County EMT sweatshirt with Ollie’s blood all over her jeans.


Police had arrived shortly after the alarm sounded, and Kira didn’t know whether it was her phone call or the security system that summoned them. Maybe both. Ollie had been loaded onto a gurney and whisked away. Logan, too. He’d been conscious, at least, and cops had pelted him with questions as paramedics wheeled him out.


Ollie hadn’t been conscious at all. Hadn’t been moving or even breathing, as far as Kira could tell.


She tucked her hands under her thighs, but still they trembled. She stared down at the little bits of glass embedded in her knees.


Kira took a deep breath to steady herself and got a whiff of chlorine. Logan must have just had his pool shocked. She looked out over the blue expanse, and again she felt like she was on a movie set.


As she watched the group of police officers, the patio door opened, and a tall woman with short blond hair stepped out. She wore pants and an HPD windbreaker, and she towered over her male counterparts, including the heavyset uniform who’d interviewed Kira earlier. Hanson? Hamlin? Kira couldn’t remember his name. Her brain was only minimally functioning, and her answers to his questions had come out garbled and disjointed. Embarrassed, she’d asked him for some water, and he’d given her a look of disapproval before he’d flipped shut his notebook and walked off.


The woman turned, and her gaze rested on Kira. She broke free from the others and walked over.


“You’re Kira Vance?”


“Yes.”


“Detective Spears, HPD.” She took a notebook from her pocket. “Can you tell me what time you arrived at the residence?”


“Where’s Ollie?” Kira sat up straighter and squared her shoulders. “Oliver Kovak. He had a pulse when they took him out of here. I heard the paramedics talking.”


The detective looked her over. “He’s been transported to Hermann Hospital. That’s all I know.”


Kira’s chest squeezed. A tremor went through her, and she broke out in a cold sweat.


“We should know more soon,” the detective said. “Can you tell me what time you arrived at the residence?”


Kira took a deep breath. “Around six forty.”


“And you were coming from . . . ?”


“Work.”


The detective nodded. “Where do you work?”


“I work for myself. Not, like, for a company. I’m a licensed PI.”


The woman’s eyebrow tipped up as she scribbled in her notebook. “And you were coming from . . . ?”


“Downtown,” Kira said. “I had some papers for Ollie that I knew he’d want for tonight’s meeting.”


The detective flipped a page in her notebook. “Officer Hanlin tells me you got a look at the shooter.” Her eyes locked with Kira’s. “Can you describe him?”


“It was a blur, really. I didn’t see much.”


“Was he white? Black? Tall? Short?”


“I don’t know.”


“Did you get a look at his clothing?”


“He wore a gray sweatshirt. He—” Kira halted. Her throat went dry.


“Ms. Vance?”


“I saw him before.”


The detective’s gaze sharpened. “When?”


“When I pulled up. He was jogging. He had a gray hoodie and shorts, and he was jogging down the street right in front of the house.” The words spilled out of Kira’s mouth, and she was sweating again. “I had a fleeting thought about how that takes discipline, jogging in the rain like that, but maybe . . . I don’t know.”


“You think he was casing the house?”


Kira nodded.


Spears eased closer, her gaze intent now. “What else do you remember?”


“He was white.” Kira visualized the jogger. “Caucasian but . . . tan. He was tall. And he was wearing these tinted glasses. Amber-colored.” Which was odd, now that she thought about it, given the weather. “I didn’t notice his hair because of the hoodie.”


Officer Hanlin was back, and he looked Kira over as he handed her a bottle of water. Spears motioned for him to step away with her, and they spoke together in low voices.


Kira twisted the top off the water and took a gulp. It felt cool on her throat, and she realized how thirsty she was. She guzzled half the bottle. Then she poured the remainder over her fingers, trying not to think about Ollie’s blood as she wiped her hands on her jeans.


Another cop approached. He talked to Spears, and Kira overheard the words “Kovak” and “hospital.” She held her breath as the detective stepped over.


“Ms. Vance? We just got word about your friend.”


One look at her eyes, and Kira knew.





CHAPTER





THREE


THE WHINE of the Cessna’s engine made conversation impossible as the plane banked and descended, and that suited him fine. Jeremy Owen didn’t like small talk, and he had a special aversion now, as he closed in on hour forty-two of a trip that had bounced him around the globe. He’d started in Jakarta and been through three airports before getting waylaid in San Jose and catching a lift home on a client’s jet.


Jeremy was on edge. He needed food, a shower, and about three days of uninterrupted sleep before he was fit for human contact. He glanced at his teammate across the aisle, who was in worse shape than he was, dealing not only with extreme fatigue but with a dislocated shoulder that was going to knock him out of active duty for the foreseeable future. It had been a grueling job. Things had started out crappy and gone shitty from there, and Jeremy was ready to put the entire op in his rearview mirror.


He scrubbed his hand over his itchy beard and looked out the window. The morning sun gleamed off the bayou, and he squinted at the glare. Last time he’d had a bird’s-eye view of Houston’s Buffalo Bayou, he’d been in a helo packed with veterans en route to a staging area. It was two days after a hurricane had dumped fifty-two inches of rain on the city, stranding thousands of people in flooded houses until a volunteer army had pulled them out in skiffs, airboats, and kayaks—anything that would float. Jeremy had been drained that week, too, but not nearly as exhausted as he was right now.


The Cessna swooped low over the trees, and Jeremy tried to shake off the daze as the ground loomed closer. It was a pissant airfield with a too-short runway, but the pilot coasted in for a perfect landing, and Jeremy wasn’t surprised, because he was a former Marine.


At the end of the runway was a twin-engine Otter. Catching sight of the familiar pickup parked beside it, Jeremy went from dog-tired to alert in less than a heartbeat.


The plane taxied to a stop. Jeremy grabbed his duffel as his teammate exited ahead of him. Jeremy shook hands with the pilot, then trudged down the stairs, his attention locked on the man waiting beside the truck.


Erik Morgan was dressed as usual in black BDUs and boots, with a SIG P220 on his hip. But the look in his eyes made it clear something unusual was up.


Jeremy crossed the tarmac and stopped in front of him. “Tell me you’re kidding.”


“Nope.”


Jeremy tipped his head back. He wanted to howl at the sky. Or punch something. Or turn around and walk away.


“Fuck,” he said.


“Get in.” Erik nodded. “I’ll explain on the way.”


Jeremy tossed his duffel in back and slid into the truck. Erik quickly got moving, veering around the Otter and speeding across the tarmac to the exit.


“The rest of Bravo Team is in Los Angeles, and Alpha just started a training rotation,” Erik said.


“What about Lopez?” Jeremy asked.


“Special assignment in Aspen.”


“What about Keith?”


“He’s in already.”


“Trent?”


“In already. So is Joel, and Cody’s sidelined with the shoulder injury. That leaves me and you.”


“Five agents?”


“Six, including Liam.”


Jeremy stared at him. “Who’s the client?” Not that he gave a damn, but it had to be someone big for their CO to be directly involved.


“Brock Logan.”


Jeremy rubbed his eyes. “I’ve heard that name.”


“He’s an attorney in Houston. Involved in some big murder trial that’s about to start.”


“The doctor who killed his wife. I read about it.” Jeremy shook his head.


“Someone tried to take out his legal team last night, killed one of them,” Erik said. “Now his law firm’s scrambling to hire protection. They’ve got an in with Liam, so everything’s code red, rapid response.”


Jeremy leaned his head back against the seat. Physically and mentally, he was whipped. He was in a black mood, too, and the dead last thing he wanted any part of was a hastily organized op for some VIP client. A well-connected attorney, no less. Shit, shoot him now.


He looked at Erik. His friend was tense. Determined. And he hadn’t budged a millimeter on anything.


“Our entire op went to shit,” Jeremy reminded him. “We haven’t even done a full debriefing yet.”


“Liam’s aware. He wants you anyway.”


“Then he’s getting a compromised agent.”


Erik looked at him. “Are you?”


Was he?


Deep down, Jeremy knew he was solid. He had four tours in Afghanistan under his belt and five years with one of the world’s most elite security firms. He was trained to take a hit and get right back in the fight. Plus, he wasn’t the one who’d made the mistake that screwed everything up. But still, he felt rattled. Pissed off. Morose. And all that was in addition to being tired beyond belief.


“I’m not a hundred percent,” Jeremy said. It was the closest he could come to admitting he had some work to do to get his head straight.


“Get there.” Erik looked at him. “We need you on this one.”





Kira awoke with sun in her face and a screaming headache. She closed her eyes, trying to quiet the noise, but it only grew louder, and she sat up, wincing.


She hadn’t felt this hungover since . . . when? Her brother’s wedding? The World Series? But she wasn’t hungover. She’d banged her head on Logan’s table when she’d dodged a bullet last night.


A hard lump formed in her throat. She wished it was merely a case of too many tequila shots.


Kira swung her legs out of bed and glanced at the clock. Ten fifty. She’d come home at two and fallen into bed without even pulling the covers down. The crumpled jeans on her floor brought back a flood of memories, and the noise in her head intensified.


Kira turned the shower to cold and jumped under the spray. Three minutes later, she was wide awake. Wrapping herself in a towel, she hazarded a glance in the mirror.


“Crap,” she murmured, leaning close to the glass.


She looked—and felt—like she’d been in a bar fight. Her hazel eyes were bloodshot and puffy, and she had a cut on her cheekbone where a chunk of porcelain had grazed her. Her hair concealed the ugly goose egg on the side of her head, but it hurt like hell.


A low sound pulled her attention to the bedroom. Her jeans were buzzing. She grabbed them off the floor and dug a cell phone from the back pocket.


Ollie’s phone. One of them, anyway—he had at least three. In the chaos of last night, she’d forgotten stuffing it into her pocket. Kira sank onto the bed and stared at the blood-smeared device. She didn’t recognize the number, and she wouldn’t have answered it if she did. God, what if it was his daughter? Had police notified his next of kin?


Kira pinched the bridge of her nose. She needed to turn the phone over to investigators. She’d do it when she went back to the station later. Despite five long hours of interviews, they wanted her back today.


She found a clean pair of jeans in her closet. In deference to the humidity, she layered a thin white blouse over a tank top and slipped her feet into sandals. Her phone chimed from the charger in the kitchen, and she rushed to answer it.


Dread tightened her stomach as she read the caller ID: LOGAN & LOCKE. Was it more bad news?


She closed her eyes. “Kira Vance.”


“Kira, it’s Brock Logan.”


She breathed a sigh and leaned back against the counter. “Hi. How are you?”


“I’ve been better, actually. How are you?”


“Fine.” The pounding in her head started up again, calling BS on that.


“Listen, we need to meet with you. How soon can you get down here?”


“You mean downtown?”


“Yes, here at the firm. We’re having a meeting at noon. Can you make it?”


Kira glanced at the coffeepot and felt a bone-deep yearning. She ignored it as she processed Logan’s request. He wanted her downtown. She’d assumed he’d spent the night at the hospital, where he’d been treated for a gunshot wound to his arm, but evidently he was out and about and organizing meetings.


“Kira?”


“Absolutely. I’ll be there.”


“Good. And bring your case files. Everything you have.”


He clicked off, and Kira stared at her phone. Her “case files” consisted of a few slim folders she’d left at Logan’s house last night. Plus a spiral notebook jammed with research she’d gleaned online. But whatever. She’d wing it, like she always did. Her more pressing issue was transportation. A detective had given her a ride to the police station, and Kira had caught an Uber home, which meant her car was still parked in River Oaks.


Cursing, she glanced at her watch. Maybe she could get Gina to drive her. Kira went to the window and parted the mini blinds to check out Gina’s side of the duplex. The windows were dark, and their shared carport was empty. Kira scanned the street and didn’t see Gina’s car there, either. But she did see her landlord’s shiny black pickup.


“Damn it,” she muttered.


Bruce Garvis owned four properties on this street and made house calls when rent was late. He’d probably seen the empty carport and assumed Kira wasn’t home.


Kira grabbed her keys and picked up her messenger bag. She stepped through the back door into the muggy August air and instantly began to sweat. It was going to be one of those days.


Kira poked her head around the corner of the house. No Bruce. She quickly unlocked the storage closet at the back of the carport and disentangled her bike from a strand of Christmas lights. It was a Specialized Sirrus Comp with an aluminum frame, and her Lazer helmet dangled from the handlebar. The seat was dusty, but the tires looked fine. She went straight for the back fence, wedged open the gate, and cut through the neighbors’ side yard. They’d already left for work, and only their yappy terrier noticed her squeezing past the trash cans.


Kira hadn’t been on her bike in months, maybe a year. Her head pounded, and her system pleaded for caffeine. But at least she was alive.


A lump lodged in her throat as she walked down the driveway. You gotta work when the work’s there. It was one of Ollie’s mantras, and she wasn’t sure why it had popped into her head right now.


Kira reached the street and looked for any sign of a black pickup. She looped her messenger bag over her head so that it crossed her body. Then she pulled on her helmet, fastened the chin strap, and took off.





CHAPTER





FOUR


THE RIDE did her good. Not as much good as a greasy breakfast would have, but better than nothing, and she felt better by the time she reached downtown. She coasted down Allen Parkway. This was the easy part, but it was about to get rough.


Kira hit the incline near Tranquility Park and pulled herself out of the saddle. She pumped the pedals for two blocks, then hung a right onto Rusk, where she hit bumper-to-bumper traffic. Peering ahead, she spied orange cones and a utility truck, so she hopped the curb and cut over to McKinney, where traffic was slow but moving.


Sweat stung her eyes, and she squinted, wishing she’d remembered her sunglasses. She watched the gaps between bumpers, judging time and distance. Slicing between cars, she ignored dirty looks from drivers.


Kira loved her bike. It was fast and durable, and the tires felt grippy. She’d shelled out eleven hundred dollars for it back when she’d been riding three hundred miles a week as a court runner, racing legal documents around town. It was an investment in her first job, and it had more than paid off over the years.


The light ahead turned yellow, and the cars on either side of her surged to catch it. She pumped furiously, getting a burst of adrenaline as she made it through, just like old times. Glancing up, she saw a forest of steel and concrete, and the soaring glass skyscraper she wanted was just up ahead.


Kira shifted her weight, swerving around a van belching black fumes. She kept an eye on parked cars, careful not to get doored. She used the empty fire lane for the last half block and then hopped the curb and zipped through a concrete pocket park dotted with trees that grew through cutouts in the pavement. She glided between a pair of modern sculptures—big bronze arcs that had always reminded her of eagles. As she passed the giant fountain, she savored the cool mist on her skin and coasted to a stop by the wall of glass. Kira hopped off, lashed her bike to a rack with a heavy-duty chain, and rushed inside the building.


The air inside was an arctic blast, and she stood still for a moment as the sweat dried on her skin. Kira’s thighs quivered. Her car had spoiled her, and she’d let herself forget how it felt to ride all day—the sore muscles, the burning eyes, the layer of grime that clung to her skin like plastic wrap. But there was some good, too. The bike made her feel revved and alert. It brought out her competitive edge, which she desperately needed on a day like today.


Kira took off her helmet and shook out her long hair as she assessed the lobby. The building had fifty-nine stories served by eight elevators. Crowds of people waited in front of each one.


The lunch rush. She was later than she’d thought.


Kira attached her helmet to the strap of her bag and made a beeline for the service elevator. She caught it just in time, jumping through the doors to find herself alone with two large men—a maintenance worker and a DHL guy, judging by their uniforms. She didn’t recognize either of them, but her helmet and messenger bag said she was an insider, one of them, sure as hell not a stuffed shirt who worked inside one of the lofty offices with a city view.


“Floor?” DHL asked her.


“Thirty-seven.”


They soared up, and Kira held her stomach, afraid of losing the breakfast she hadn’t eaten. They stopped at thirty for the maintenance guy, and then it was a quick hop to her floor. The doors pinged open.


“Later.” Kira smiled and stepped off. She followed the corridor around to the real elevators used by people in suits and ties.


Across from the elevator bank, shiny brass letters spelled out LOGAN & LOCKE. The firm had the entire floor, and a young receptionist with blond corkscrew curls sat at a glass desk in the waiting room.


Kira stepped over. “Hey, Sydney. I’m here for—”


Sydney gasped. “Oh, my God. What happened to you?”


Kira remembered the cut on her face. And that she probably looked a bit disheveled, having just hopped off her bike.


“Looks worse than it is,” Kira said. She didn’t want to get into the whole story, but realization seemed to come over Sydney’s face, and Kira saw that it was going to be inevitable.


“Were you there last night? At Mr. Logan’s?” Sydney asked.


“Yes.”


“Oh, my God.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “I heard about Ollie. I’m so sorry.”


Kira’s stomach knotted. “Thanks. Listen, I’m—”


“One sec.” Sydney adjusted her headset. “Logan and Locke. How may I direct your call?” She paused. “One moment, please.” Then to Kira, “What were you saying?”


“I’m here for an appointment with Logan.”


“He’s in a meeting, but have a seat, and I’ll let him know you’re here.”


Kira bypassed the modern leather chairs and ducked into the restroom to smooth her hair and put on some lipstick. Once she was presentable again, she crossed the waiting room to the Keurig. She spun the coffee carousel and selected a pod. As the machine hissed and slurped, she noticed the man standing by the doorway watching her.


Tall. Bulky. He looked like a bouncer, only less friendly. He wore a dark suit and tie, and clearly he was some sort of hired muscle, because she noticed the bump of a gun at his hip but didn’t see a badge. Kira dumped sugar into her coffee as the man pulled out his cell phone and answered a call.


“Mr. Logan will be with you soon,” Sydney told her.


Kira walked back to the desk. “So who’s the beefcake?”


Sydney slid a glance at him. “Don’t know.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “They showed up an hour ago, right after the police got here. Speaking of.”


A pair of plainclothes detectives crossed the waiting room to the elevator bank. Kira recognized one of them from last night, but neither seemed to notice her. She was good at escaping attention.


Sydney’s phone bleated.


“You can go on back now,” she said. “Last office on the right. You can’t miss it.”


Kira took a long sip of coffee and dropped her cup in a trash can. “Thanks.”


She walked to the back, passing several offices with closed doors before she reached a windowed conference room with people seated around a long black table. Logan’s office was just across the hall, and Sydney was right—you couldn’t miss it. It was a corner office, and a desk sat in front of it, probably for an administrative assistant, who wasn’t there. Logan’s door was open, though. He caught her eye and waved her in.


The attorney was on the phone, and he didn’t get up as she entered. He looked shockingly similar to how he’d looked last night, in a light blue dress shirt with his sleeves rolled up. His left arm was in a sling, which was the only overt evidence of his near-death experience.


Overt evidence. The grim look on his face told Kira he was dealing with some fallout.


She glanced around his office, pretending to admire the decor as she collected details about the man, starting with his wall of diplomas and awards.


Brock Logan was a legend in legal circles. He had an Irish-American father and a Puerto Rican mother, and he’d been raised Catholic, or so she’d heard. She’d also heard he’d inherited his mother’s good looks and his father’s taste for booze.


Logan’s dad had run an auto-repair place in Beaumont that was rumored to be a chop shop. When he wasn’t knocking his kids around, he managed to make decent money. Logan wasn’t interested in his dad’s business, so he left home at eighteen and worked two jobs to put himself through school.


Kira didn’t like everything she knew about Logan, but she couldn’t help but be impressed with what he’d done for himself. Despite his well-heeled clients, he’d come from a working-class background, which meant that at trial, he typically had more in common with the people in the jury box than with the client sitting beside him at the defense table. Logan was fluent in Spanish—which became known during jury selection when he pronounced names correctly—and he had an instinct for people. Jurors found him relatable, which didn’t necessarily make them fall in love with his clients, but it helped.


Kira looked him over now, taking in the black sling and the small white bandage on his hand from an IV. Any other man might look sickly today, but he didn’t. If he still had the sling during the trial—which was bound to be postponed—Kira had no doubt he’d find a way to use it to his advantage.


He ended his call and stood up, resting his good hand on his hip. “Kira, hi. We didn’t really meet last night. You’re Ollie’s partner?”


“Associate.”


Was. She was Ollie’s associate. She felt a sharp pang in her chest.


“We started working together about three years ago,” she told him. Ollie liked to keep her behind the scenes, so she wouldn’t poach his clients. He gave her the work he didn’t want, especially the online stuff, which he hated doing, even though it was becoming a bigger and bigger part of every job. Kira hadn’t minded the arrangement when she’d been a brand-new PI just starting out, but she’d recently upped her rate and started pressuring Ollie to treat her as an equal.


“Sit down.” Logan gestured to a chair. “I assume you noticed the detectives on your way in?”


“I did.” Kira took a seat and nodded at the conference room across the hall, where another linebacker-size guy was now stationed beside the door. “I noticed them, too. Who are they?”


“Private security.” He leaned back in his chair. “We hired them this morning.”


Kira looked at the conference room again and counted nine people seated around a table. Everyone wore suits, but the bodyguards were easy to pick out because of their muscular builds and military haircuts.


“Lot of manpower,” she said.


“It’s a big job. Our team has four attorneys and a paralegal.”


Kira didn’t comment. No matter how many people they had staffed to the case, she knew when it came to trial, it would be just Logan and the client at the defense table. He was known as “Lone Logan” because he always liked to play up his client’s underdog status.


She checked her watch. “You said there was something urgent?”


He smiled slightly. “In a hurry today?”


“I’ve got a meeting at the police station, and I still have to retrieve my car from your house.”


“No, you don’t.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s not there. They towed it this morning. One of the neighbors must have called.”


Kira cursed inwardly. Just what she needed today.


“Listen, Kira.” Logan leaned forward, resting his good arm on the desk. “I spent several hours this morning with the detectives investigating Ollie’s murder.”


“Any arrests?”


“No.”


“Suspects?”


“Not yet. I assume you talked to them, too?”


“Five hours last night at the station.”


He nodded. “I was in surgery then. It was a through-and-through bullet wound. Messy but not too serious, so they discharged me early this morning.”


“Glad you’re okay,” she said. “Were you able to give a good description?”


“Not really, since he was wearing a ski mask.”


Kira must have looked startled, because he frowned. “What, you didn’t notice?”


“It was a blur,” she said. “I didn’t see much of anything.”


“The detectives told me the gunman, whoever he was, took the laptops and cell phones, along with some files off the table,” Logan said. “They’re working the theory that he was after information. Particularly information about the Quinn case. They think someone might be trying to throw a wrench into the doctor’s defense by gunning down his legal team and stealing the case files.”


Kira just stared at him.


“You follow?”


“Sure, but if that was the purpose, why aren’t you dead?”


He looked taken aback. “I don’t know. Luck, I guess? I acted dead on the floor, so maybe he bought it. Or maybe he just wanted the hardware. It’s possible he was after something we have but don’t necessarily know we have yet. In that case, we might have been collateral damage, and the real goal may have been the electronics.”


Kira watched him, trying to get her head around the idea. Was that really what all this was about? Laptops and cell phones?


“Which brings me to my next question,” he said. “Why were you at my house last night?”
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