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Melanie bumped along the pitted road, almost certain she wasn’t lost. She peered through the darkness and drizzle, searching for nonexistent landmarks. Had she missed it again? No way. First left after the low-water bridge—


She spotted the yellow porch light and sighed. Finally. Sex and Mexican food. She’d been craving both all day—in that order—since Joe had called to tell her he was off tonight.


The Blazer pitched down, then up again, its worn shocks responding to every rut as she neared the house. She pulled in behind Joe’s Honda and noticed the house’s darkened windows. Maybe the game had ended. With a giddy rush, she gathered up the carryout bag and pushed open the door. The smell of warm tortilla chips mingled with the cool dampness of the spring night. She glanced at the house again—


And froze.


The back of her neck tingled. She heard a voice from her past, a faint echo at first, then a whisper. She gazed at the house through the raindrops as the whisper grew louder.


Go, go, go!


And she did, numbly dropping the takeout food and yanking the door shut. Turning the key and shoving the Blazer into gear. Shooting backward down the driveway, then retracing her course, only the gentle bumps were bone-jarring now as she sped toward the highway with a hammering heart.


He was there.


How did she know? She just knew. Something about the house told her, something she could figure out later. She tried to keep the Blazer centered on the road as she rummaged for her phone. Her trembling fingers dialed Joe.


Voice mail.


Tears burned her eyes. She reached the paved highway and slammed on the brakes just as a sports car zipped past.


Think, damn it. What would Alex do? The tires shrieked as Melanie pulled onto the highway and groped for a plan. She had one. She had a plan.


What was it?


She took a deep breath. Her emergency kit was in the back. She could leave this instant, no stops. She could go to her safe spot.


But what about Joe? She slowed again. She had to go back.


A pair of headlights winked into her rearview mirror. The objective part of her brain registered the height, the shape, the spacing. The rest panicked.


She floored the gas pedal. Her pulse skittered as the car behind her sped up, too. The speedometer inched past sixty, but still the lights behind her refused to fade. Her hands clenched the steering wheel. Her heart pumped furiously. He couldn’t have found her. Not now.


Why hadn’t she listened to Alex?


A curve in the road. She jerked the wheel, then struggled for control. She felt the spin coming, felt her stomach drop out as the tires glided across the asphalt. Brakes squealed—or maybe it was her scream—and a wall of bushes rushed at her. Metal crunched. Her nose hit the wheel.


Then nothing. Just the rasp of her breathing and the tip-tap of rain over her head. No air bag. She clutched her abdomen and tried to take stock. Blood, warm and coppery, seeped into her mouth.


He’s coming.


The thought spurred her body into action. She pushed at the door, heavy because of the angle. She was in a ditch. She threw her shoulder against the door and muscled it open. Branches snapped at her cheeks as she heaved herself out of the car.


The only light nearby was a head lamp, now buried in leaves. Rain pelted her face. She blinked at the surrounding gloom and tried to orient herself.


She heard a low rumble—like thunder, but not. It was a pickup, diesel engine, somewhere behind her. She listened, paralyzed with terror, as the rumble ceased and a door slammed shut. He was here. The nightmare she’d imagined so many times, in vivid detail, was happening.


She clawed wildly at the vines and branches. Panting now, she crashed like an animal through the woods. No car. No phone. No emergency kit.


A distant whir growing nearer. Tires on pavement. She scrambled toward the sound. She broke through the foliage just as the car whizzed by.


“Help!” she screamed, waving her arms at the shrinking taillights.


Her mistake hit her. She ducked back into the bushes, but it was too late. He was right behind her, closer now, so close she could hear his grunts and breaths.


Move! she willed her rubbery legs. She choked back a sob as he came closer, closer. Then smack! she was on the ground, her legs pinned. No air, no breath. She scratched and elbowed and kicked, her heel hitting something soft. A moan. She jerked herself free and lunged for the road. Another car—she heard it, saw its lights beckoning her to safety. Just a few more feet… She reached for the light, the pavement. She clawed at the gravel.


“Help! Stop!”


A hand clamped around her ankle and dragged her back.


Two days later


Alex Lovell downed her last sip of tepid coffee, slung her camera around her neck, and checked her watch. Late again.


Fortunately, the subject of today’s surveillance liked to sleep in. Less fortunately, he lived in his girlfriend’s apartment near campus, which meant parking was going to be a bitch. As a backup plan, Alex grabbed the orange traffic cone that lived in the corner of her office and helped her get away with damn near anything.


Outside, an early morning downpour had snarled traffic. Alex cast a glance over her shoulder as she hurriedly locked the office. Cars inched along Lavaca Street, and she tried to decide which route to UT would be fastest.


A shadow fell over her.


“Scuse me, ma’am?”


She surveyed the man’s reflection in the glass door before answering. Boots, jeans, western-style jacket. His six-foot frame was augmented by a cowboy hat. Was this guy for real?


“Think I might be lost,” he drawled.


She turned around. “Cattle Raisers Association’s two blocks over.”


He smiled slightly, and the lines bracketing his mouth deepened. “I’m looking for Lovell Solutions.”


She nodded at the words etched on the glass door beside her. “Looks like you found it.”


“Are you Alexandra Lovell?”


“Yes,” she said, certain this wasn’t news.


“I have something to discuss with you. Only take a minute,” he added, as she glanced at her watch.


“What’s your name?”


“Bill Scoffield.”


“What do you do?”


“I’m a lawyer.”


She eyed him skeptically. Tufts of white hair peeked up from his shirt collar, and a slight paunch hung over his belt buckle. She put him at fifty-five. Her gaze dropped to his boots, shiny black ostrich. She’d been in Texas long enough to recognize expensive footwear.


She thought about this month’s receivables. “Five minutes,” she said, glancing at her watch again.


She dropped the cone on the sidewalk and unlocked the door. “And I’ll hang on to that SIG while we talk, if you don’t mind.”


You would have thought she’d asked him to surrender his dick. His gray eyes narrowed as he fished the pistol out from the holster beneath his jacket. He passed it to her, butt first.


She led the way into her air-conditioned reception room. It lacked a receptionist. Alex glanced at the door to her messy office, which thankfully was closed. As the visitor removed his hat, she walked behind her assistant’s recently vacated desk.


“Little paranoid?” He glanced pointedly at the security camera mounted up near the ceiling.


She shrugged. “You can never be too careful.” The last man she’d let in here armed had put her in the hospital.


Alex nodded at a vinyl chair. “Have a seat.” She placed the pistol on top of the file cabinet behind her and settled into a swivel chair. “What can I do for you, Mr. Scoffield?”


He deposited his hat, brim up, on the mini-fridge beside him. “I’m here on behalf of a James Bess. I have it on good authority that his estranged daughter hired you a few months back.”


“I don’t know any Bess.”


“Melanie Bess? Married name Coghan?”


“Never heard of her.”


“Well, that’s too bad. See, Melanie’s come into some money, and it’s my job to get it to her.” He watched her, as if to see whether “money” was Alex’s magic word. Sometimes it was. But at the moment she was more interested in determining this guy’s agenda.


She tilted her chair back. “Where’d you say you were from again?”


“Midland,” he said. “Drove in this morning.”


“Long trip. You probably should’ve called first.”


They stared at each other for a moment. He pulled a photograph out of his jacket pocket and slid it across the desk. “You recognize Melanie?”


The picture showed a smiling teenage girl posing for the camera in a cheerleading uniform. Curly hair, laughing brown eyes, dimple. She looked a lot like Alex had in high school, only blond and popular and with big breasts.


“She’s pretty,” Alex said. “I’d definitely remember her.”


“Listen, Miss Lovell.” He leaned forward and rested his elbow on the desk between them. “I really need to find Melanie. Her daddy just passed away. She’s got a lot of money coming to her, and I bet she could use it. Last I checked, she wasn’t exactly flush, if you know what I mean.”


“Have you tried the Internet?” Alex tipped her head to the side. “The online White Pages can be an amazing resource these days, if you’re trying to find someone.”


He frowned at her across the desk. She watched neutrally as he stood and tucked the photo back into his pocket, then rested his hands on his hips and gazed down at her. “How good are you at finding people?”


“If you can afford it, I can find them.”


“How much to track down Melanie Bess?”


She shrugged. “I’m pretty booked up right now. It would take me at least a few days to get to it.”


“The money’d be good.” He produced a business card and passed it to her.


She stood and slipped the card into the back pocket of her jeans. “I’ll think about it.”


He collected his hat, and she followed him to the door. When they were out on the sidewalk, she returned the pistol, and he wedged it back into his holster.


“You think about my offer, now.” He tipped his hat and strolled away.


In the side mirror of her car, Alex watched him head east, toward Congress Avenue, and turn the corner. She took out her phone and keyed a three-word message. She flagged it “urgent” and pressed Send.


Alex drove a five-year-old Saturn that got great gas mileage and almost never went into the shop. A surveillance vehicle it was not.


Despite a battery-powered fan, Alex spent her morning sweltering in the Saturn’s front seat and waiting for a subject who never showed. By lunchtime, she was ready to call it quits. But the guy’s insurance company was her top-paying client, and they were giving her good money to tail him with her camera wherever he went.


So Alex stayed. And sweated. Between PowerBars and a sprint to the corner gas station for a much-needed break, she made dozens of calls searching for any trace of Melanie Bess.


By evening, she’d found one.


Alex was on the move again now, still unable to believe it. The low-profile life she’d gone to great lengths to set up for Melanie was no more. Melanie had quit her job, canceled her utilities, and moved out of the Orlando apartment she’d rented under a corporate name just six months ago. And then Melanie committed the cardinal sin for women on the run.


She came back.


The news burned in Alex’s chest as she navigated the ruts of the gravel road. All that effort, and her client had come right back to the place she’d tried so hard to leave behind.


Alex passed a weathered wooden sign for Shady Shores RV Park. She crossed the low-water bridge and hung a left at a gnarled oak. Another quarter mile of scrub brush, and there it was: 15 Moccasin Road, the house number stenciled right on the mailbox.


Alex gazed with apprehension at the modest wooden cabin. It was so small. And dark. The dread that had been nipping away at her for hours took another bite.


Alex scanned the nearby cabins and trailers. Some had been boarded up, others simply abandoned. Most lake-front property in Austin was expensive, but this scrap of land looked to be the exception. She glanced at the rusty spires rising over the tree line. The nearby power plant probably wasn’t doing much for property values.


Alex parked in front of the house and unfolded herself from the car. She shook out her stiff legs and studied the overgrown yard. No cars, no sounds. The place seemed deserted. Maybe it was, and Melanie was merely using it as a dummy address.


And maybe Alex was giving her too much credit.


Six months. Six months and she’d come right back to Austin. What was she thinking? All that time, all that wasted effort… Alex nursed her anger. It was easier than dealing with the steadily creeping fear.


A breeze stirred the cypress limbs overhanging the house. Goose bumps sprang up on her arms, and she rubbed them away as she trekked across the weedy lawn to the front stoop. The screen squeaked as she pulled it open. No bell, so she rapped on the wooden door.


Alex let the screen slam shut and walked around back, where she found a sagging wooden porch. She mounted the back steps and tried the doorknob. Unlocked.


“Hello?”


She listened intently, but heard only the faint buzz of motorboats in the distance. With a growing sense of foreboding, she stepped over the threshold.


The kitchen was tiny, with a 1950s fridge, a gas stove, and a Formica table in the center. Alex walked through the room. She picked up a Budweiser can from the table and shook it. Half empty. Warm. In the living room, a tired tweed sofa took up the wall beside the front door, opposite a surprisingly new flat-screen TV. Magazines littered the coffee table: People, Cosmopolitan, TV Guide. Alex put down the beer can and shuffled through them all. The issues were current, but no mailing labels.


She peeked her head into the bedroom. A queen-size bed with a plaid green bedspread dominated the space, hardly leaving room to walk. On the nightstand sat an empty water bottle. Alex stepped into the cramped bathroom and pulled back the shower curtain. Pert shampoo on the side of the tub and a pink razor. Nothing on the sink.


She returned to the kitchen and spied a bit of white plastic on the floor. An earbud. Just one. She picked it up. It looked like it belonged to an iPod.


A blinking red light on the kitchen counter caught her eye. Two messages on the answering machine. Alex tapped Play. A long beep, and then a woman’s voice—not Melanie’s—filled the room.


Hey, it’s me. Gimme a call. Another long beep, and then a dial tone.


Alex went to the back door and peered out. Almost dusk. The bushes and trees formed a shadowy purple backdrop, allowing only fleeting glimpses of the lake beyond. She caught a flutter of movement by the water and stepped out onto the porch. Nothing. Just her eyes playing tricks on her in the twilight.


She pulled the door shut behind her with a thud and tugged her phone from her pocket. She dialed Melanie, yet again, as she made her way down the steps. For the fifth time today, she waited through the computer-generated greeting.


“It’s me,” she said. “I really need to hear from you. I—”


Alex halted and stared at the shoe print on the step. Not mud. Was it… blood? She squatted down and illuminated the print with the light from her phone.


Blood. Dried. Old. But definitely blood. Her gaze traveled up the steps, to the door. More droplets, a smear.


She stood up suddenly and felt dizzy as her gaze followed the trail from the door out to the yard. Feet heavy with dread, Alex followed the narrow dirt path through the grass. She batted her way through the mesquite bushes until she stood on the spongy shore of the lake. She gazed out at the water, at the distant twinkle of houses on the opposite side. Guilt, thick and bitter, clogged her throat.


Alex jumped, startled, as her phone beeped. The call had ended.


She should call the police. Or 911. But she couldn’t do it. She had to think of another way.


The photo flashed into her mind—a teenage Melanie with curls and dimples. Alex gripped her phone and cursed.


Something snapped, like a twig, and she glanced over her shoulder. Behind the windows, an orange flicker.


Fire.


The earsplitting blast knocked her off her feet.





CHAPTER TWO



[image: Image]


Heads turned when Nathan Devereaux entered the Smokin’ Pig. Ignoring the looks, he went straight to the bar and pulled out his wallet.


Janelle whistled. “What happened to you?”


“Long story.”


She lifted an eyebrow.


“Trust me,” he said, mustering a smile for her, “it’d bore you to tears. My order ready?”


She pursed her lips and studied him. Then she poured two fingers of Dewar’s, slid the glass across the counter, and sauntered into the kitchen.


Nathan’s attention drifted to the basketball game playing on a TV above the bar as he waited for the Scotch to kick in. But when Janelle came back, he felt just as lousy as he had when he’d walked in.


She put an aromatic bag of barbecued ribs on the bar beside him. “Witch hazel,” she said. “On a warm washcloth, right on that eye. If that doesn’t work, try alfalfa tablets.”


“Alfalfa tablets.”


“Or arnica cream.”


She was speaking Greek, but he nodded anyway and slid her a twenty. “Thanks,” he said. “Keep the change.”


And then he was back in his car, finally headed home after a never-ending shitstorm of a day. It had started at 7:40 A.M. when he’d watched the ME’s crew pull a waterlogged body out of Lake Austin. It had ended thirty-five minutes ago when he’d finished booking a pair of sixteen-year-olds for murder.


Nathan eased into his garage—more carefully than usual because his vision was still wacked—and entered his house through the back door. He dropped the food on the counter but realized he couldn’t eat yet. He was too pissed. The Scotch hadn’t helped, and he knew the only real cure was waiting for him outside. He stashed his dinner in the fridge and went into the bedroom to change.


Two hundred reps later, he lay on his weight bench, soaked and winded, but in a better mood. He could have clocked the kid. He’d had the chance. He’d had the provocation. But his partner had jumped in and, with one look, stopped Nathan from taking a career-threatening swing at a cranked-up gangbanger not half his age. Instead of returning the right hook, Nathan had settled for slapping some cuffs on him and hauling him downtown.


Now Nathan’s gut clenched right along with his biceps. The scene on that street corner had been a bloodbath. Three victims—all still in high school. One of the kids’ mothers had seen it, and her shrieks still rang in his ears.


What a waste. Nathan sucked in a breath and pushed the bar up. One more time. And again. And again. What a goddamn waste.


“Pretty impressive.”


His elbows buckled, and he dropped the bar onto the bench frame. A woman stood in the doorway of the garage. He sat up and wiped sweat from his eyes.


Nope, he wasn’t seeing things. Alex Lovell stood right in his garage against a backdrop of pouring rain. Her dark hair was plastered to her head.


She walked over and plunked a hand on her hip. “On second thought, you look like hell.”


He hadn’t been this close to Alex in months. He noted the fresh scrape on her chin, the dirty arms, the grass-stained jeans.


He glanced up into those whiskey brown eyes. “You seen a mirror lately?”


“No.” She crossed her arms. “But it can’t be worse than you. You been beating confessions out of people again?”


Her sarcasm hit a little too close to home. He grabbed a towel from the floor and mopped up his face.


“How’d you find me?” he asked.


She tipped her head to the side, obviously insulted by the question.


He’d forgotten how short she was. The bench put him at eye level with her breasts. He hadn’t really noticed them before, but in that wet shirt—


“Quit ogling. I have to talk you.” Her gaze wandered the room for the first time, skimming over his black ‘66 Mustang. It was the other half of his garage that captured her attention. Not a car person, apparently.


He stood and draped the towel around his neck, recovering some of his cool. Alex Lovell was at his house. His pulse thrummed, but that was probably from the weights.


She met his gaze briefly, then stepped away. “What’s with all the shelves?”


“Ask my ex-wife.”


She turned her back on him and paced the length of the wall. Some men had power drills and a tool bench in their garage. For years, Nathan had had Santas. And wreaths. And boxes and boxes of designer glass ornaments.


Alex surveyed the empty plywood shelves. “Your ex a big reader?”


“She’s a Christmas fiend. She needed half the garage just for her stuff. Took it with her when she left, though.”


“You sound heartbroken.”


“Come inside. I’ll get you a beer.” And clean up that face, too. The more he looked at her, the more he got a sour feeling in the pit of his stomach. Alex was up to her neck in something, and if she needed to talk to him about it, that couldn’t be good.


He held the door for her and continued to ogle as she stepped inside. He should have called her months ago. He should have done a lot of things.


She stood in the middle of his kitchen and glanced around.


“Smells like hamburgers.”


“Barbecue,” he corrected. “You hungry?”


“No.” She pulled out a chair and sank into it with a sigh. She rubbed her grimy arms and shivered.


Nathan dragged open a drawer and tossed her a dish towel.


“Thanks.”


She blotted her face, then her neck. And that’s when he saw it. The tiny, crescent-shaped scar above her top lip. That scar would be seven months old now.


“I need your help.”


He tore his gaze away from her mouth and looked at her eyes. “With what?”


She stared down at her mud-caked Nikes. “This is harder than I thought.” She glanced up at him. “Could I have a drink first? A Coke or something?”


He pulled open his fridge and retrieved two Bud longnecks, even though she’d told him once that she hated beer. He twisted off the tops and handed her one.


“Thanks.” She took a long sip and rested the bottle on the table with another shudder.


Nathan’s stomach tensed. The Alex he knew from before didn’t scare easily. And it was fear, not cold, that had her shivering in his kitchen. She took another swig, and his gaze slid over her slender neck, her mud-spattered T-shirt. It stopped at the hole in her jeans.


“You’re bleeding.” He whipped the towel off his shoulder and dampened it under the faucet. Then he crouched down in front of her.


“It’s nothing.”


But he was already tugging up her jeans to reveal an ankle holster, which held a SIG P228. The pistol shouldn’t have surprised him, but it did. Her pale calf was streaked with blood, and she flinched as he pushed the denim up farther to uncover a deep gash in her knee.


“What’d you do?” He dabbed at the blood.


“I tripped. Earlier. It’s nothing—ouch!”


He pulled a giant splinter of wood from the wound and glared up at her. Blood gushed from the cut, and he pressed the towel against it.


“Hold that.” He replaced his hand with hers and went to get some first-aid stuff. His supply was limited, but he rummaged through the bathroom cabinet until he came up with some gauze and hydrogen peroxide.


He knelt in front of her again. “Sit tight.”


“Damn, that hurts!” She clutched his shoulder as the cut bubbled and foamed. He poured more antiseptic and grabbed her foot as it shot out to kick him in the stomach.


“Easy, now.”


Her grip tightened, and she let out a string of curses.


The bleeding slowed. She drank and looked away. By the time she’d emptied the beer, he had her knee wrapped in gauze and taped securely.


He sat back on his heels and looked up at her. “You were saying? You need my help?”


“I’m not sure I want it now.” She scooted her chair back. “You’re a sadist!”


He watched her steadily, relieved to see the fire back in her eyes.


“Spit it out, Alex.”


She jerked the leg of her pants down. Then she looked at him and took a deep breath.


“I need to report a murder.”


He crouched there, staring up at her, but she couldn’t read his expression. Probably because of all that nasty purple swelling around his eye. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and winced.


“Alex…”


He stood up and leaned back against the counter. Then he plowed his hands through his scruffy dark hair and gazed down at her until she wanted to squirm.


“You need to call a lawyer,” he finally said.


A lawyer? What…? “I didn’t kill anyone!” she sputtered.


But she could tell he didn’t believe her.


“I think someone killed a woman I know.” The words made her queasy. “She was a client.”


“You think someone killed her.”


“No, I know. At least, I think—”


“Where is she?”


“Huh?”


“Your client. Where’s the body?”


“I don’t know. That’s the thing. I was looking for her—”


“If you don’t know where she is, how do you know she’s dead?”


“Because I can’t find her. Anywhere. She won’t answer my calls or my text messages.”


He uncrossed his arms and seemed to relax again. “So maybe she left town.”


“She did. But then she came back.” Alex shot a glance at the ceiling, straining for the last bit of patience she needed for this conversation.


“She did leave town,” she explained. “Months ago. I helped her disappear. You know, drop off the radar.”


She watched his reaction. Some of her techniques weren’t exactly legal, which he probably knew because he was frowning at her.


“You do this a lot?”


“What?”


“Make people disappear.”


She shrugged. “It’s kind of a niche business. Sometimes people want to start over. For a lot of reasons. I show them how. I’m pretty good at it, actually.”


Not good enough. Not this time. Alex gazed down at her slimy shoes. God, she was a mess. Maybe she shouldn’t have come here.


“So if you showed her how to disappear, how do you know she’s really gone?”


Alex got up and walked to the sink. She pumped soap into her hand and lathered up her arms, then nudged him aside and pulled open a drawer.


“I met Melanie back in October.” She dried off with a fresh towel and finger-combed her hair. “She came to see me after a fight with her husband. He’d beaten her to a pulp.”


“You should have called the police.”


“I wanted to, but she refused.” Alex tossed the towel on the counter. “I started making arrangements for her. It took a few days. She gave me a little money, and I told her we’d settle up later, after she got a job. I told her to try waitressing.”


“Why?”


“You get paid in tips, mostly. If you can find someone to pay your wages off the books, it works out. She got moved, got on her feet. We were in touch for a little while at first, but then I stopped hearing from her. I did some searching today and found out she’d blown her own cover.”


“How?”


Alex huffed out a breath. “Every way possible. She ditched the waitressing job and went to work at some clinic, doing almost exactly what she’d been doing here.”


“Makes it easier to track her down,” Nathan commented.


“Exactly. And then I found out she’d been flying to Austin. Long weekends here and there, over the last two months. And then I found out she moved right back here. Right back to her asshole husband.”


“She move in with him?”


“No.” Alex scoffed. “But she may as well have. It took me ten minutes to find her, once I knew she was back in town. Her husband probably found her quicker than that. I went looking for her—”


“Don’t tell me you confronted this guy.”


“I didn’t,” she said. “But I checked out the house—”


“You broke in.”


“And then it caught fire.”


“It caught fire? What the hell did you do?”


“Nothing! Someone burned it! On purpose. It had to be. I think it’s a crime scene. I saw traces of blood on the back porch.”


“What did the fire investigators say?”


She glanced down.


“Alex? You gave a statement, right? Don’t tell me you just peeled out of there.”


She closed her eyes, ashamed of what she’d done. She’d taken off like a teenager afraid of getting caught. She’d messed up, but it was too late to go back and change it.


She opened her eyes and looked at Nathan, wanting to make him understand, but also wanting to protect his opinion of her. After last fall, she knew he thought of her as smart, maybe even brave. Tonight she’d been neither of those things.


“I was scared,” she said simply. “Something about the place felt creepy. Like someone was lurking around. And when I saw the fire, I panicked. I couldn’t think of what to do, so I came here.”


His expression softened. Maybe he’d just realized that she’d known where he lived, that she’d had an interest in him long before tonight’s catastrophe.


Well, so be it. She’d never been good at coy.


“I need to go back to that house,” she told him. “I think Melanie might have died there, and I need you to come see. I want your take on it.”


He sighed heavily, as though he sensed this was going to be much more complicated than she’d led him to believe.


He was right. And he didn’t even know the half of it.


“You’d better stop,” Alex said, glancing through the windshield. A foot of water streamed over the bridge, according to the metal depth marker, but Nathan didn’t slow.


She glanced at him across the front seat. “Look, the last thing I need is your flooded-out car on my conscience.”


But he looked totally unconcerned as he sailed right over the bridge, spraying water on both sides. Then he pulled over to let a boxy red fire engine rumble by. Its sirens were silent, and it was the second rig they’d passed since they’d left the highway.


Alex didn’t need to navigate farther. A crowd of people milled around in the center of the road. They turned and squinted at Nathan’s headlights, but didn’t step aside. Nathan pulled onto a relatively high patch of grass across from Shady Shores RV Park.


“You wait here.”


“But—”


“We can poke around later. I need to see who’s here.”


He got out and slammed the door before she could object. Alex crossed her arms and heaved a sigh as he disappeared past the reach of the headlights. More waiting. Just what she needed.


Patience had never been her strong suit, and she found it ironic that such a big chunk of her professional life was spent waiting around for things to happen.


Her personal life was the opposite, and she liked it that way. When she saw something she wanted, she steeled herself for possible rejection and then just went for it. None of this moping around and wishing some guy would call.


So why hadn’t she called Nathan? She’d run into him here and there since they’d met last fall. They had some mutual friends, and their paths tended to cross. But they’d kept it light, professional. Maybe it was the shock of everything that had happened today, but Alex wasn’t feeling very professional toward him right now.


She caught a glimpse of him, talking to a firefighter beside a red Suburban. He was probably using his cop status to get all kinds of info not available to lowly citizens like herself. Law enforcement was a fraternity, and Alex was well aware that she’d never gain access to the club. She operated on the fringes, but she liked it that way. More flexibility. More room to bend the rules.


Alex squirmed in her damp jeans. Nathan’s car was like a sauna. She decided to do some investigating of her own and popped open his glove box: proof of insurance, Maglite, bullets, lighter. Hmm… Closet smoker? Doubtful. Probably more of a Boy Scout, always prepared.


Her phone vibrated in her pocket, and she jerked it out, hoping it was Melanie. But she didn’t recognize the number.


“This is Alex.” She waited a few beats. “Hello?”


The call ended, and she stared down at the screen, her heart racing now. Was it her? Was she reaching out, finally, after a dozen urgent messages?


Alex clicked over to the Web browser and keyed the phone number into a search engine. No matches. She redialed the number and sat through about twenty rings before hanging up.


The crowd had dispersed now, and Alex didn’t see Nathan. She watched the red Suburban containing the last firefighter roll away. Then she grabbed the flashlight out of the glove box and trekked across the road, sweeping the ray of light back and forth over the soggy grass until she found a strip of yellow crime scene tape. Beyond the barrier, the house had been reduced to a pile of charred debris. Steam curled up from the cinders and danced in front of the flashlight beam.


“Hey.”


She gasped and whirled around. “Dammit, you scared me!”


“I told you to stay in the car.”


“What did you find out?” she asked.


He took the light out of her hand and turned it off. Right. Better not to broadcast their activities.


“I talked to the captain.”


“And?”


In the darkness, her senses were sharpened. The air smelled like summer camp. Nathan smelled like damp leather from the jacket he wore to conceal his gun.


“They got here pretty quick,” he said in that low, southern-tinged voice. “No casualties.”


“Okay. And they’re sure about that?”


“They brought in a couple of canines. No bodies under the bed, if that’s what you were thinking.”


That was exactly what she’d been thinking. She felt relieved. But then she recalled the bloody shoe print, facing out, as if someone were leaving.


“One of the dogs picked up an accelerant. Also, there was a propane tank somewhere in the kitchen. It exploded in the fire, pretty early on, based on witness accounts. Couple people at the RV park heard the boom before they even noticed the fire.” He paused. “They reported a white Saturn racing down the road soon after that.”


The last part was loaded with disapproval.


“I think there was a gas stove,” Alex said, redirecting the conversation. “I didn’t smell anything funny inside the house, though. No gas, nothing… decaying. I was standing right behind the house when the explosion happened.”


Nathan didn’t say anything to this news, but Alex sensed he wasn’t thrilled by it.


“Could a stove just blow up like that?” she asked.


“I doubt it,” he said tightly. “Not unless it’d been tampered with.”


Alex swallowed hard and glanced around in the dimness. It seemed like they were alone, but she couldn’t tell for sure.


If the neighbors had seen her here, had someone else? And had anyone gotten her license plate?


“Show me where you saw the blood,” Nathan said.


She took back the flashlight and led him around to the back of the property. She aimed the light beam beyond the crime scene tape.


“There was a porch,” she said, but it was gone now, reduced to a pile of burned wood. A blackened beam lay in the middle of it all, its surface all cracked and scaly, like alligator skin. “So much for the shoe print.”


“You remember anything about it?” he asked. “Did it look like a man’s or a woman’s size?”


“I don’t know. It was only the front part.” She walked toward the lake. “What if we got some Luminol out here? Maybe someone trailed blood away from the house.”


“That’d be a huge long shot with all this rain,” he said. “Not to mention the fire hoses.”


Alex’s temper flared. “Well, we have to do something! This is a homicide scene. Don’t you want to look for evidence?”


He stepped closer, until he was a big shadow beside her.


“You’re worried about your client. I get that. But for all you know, she’s hanging out at some bar right now, living it up with her friends.”


“She doesn’t have any friends. That’s one of her problems.”


He sighed, and Alex tried to tamp down her annoyance. “Look, something’s wrong,” she insisted. “I was here. I saw blood. And then someone, for some reason, burned this house down. I’m no homicide detective, but that tells me we might be standing on top of a murder scene.”


“You want to know the first rule of murder investigation? It’s real simple. Have a body.”


“I told you, she’s—”


“Yeah, I know, she’s missing. If you really think something happened to this girl, you need to go down to the police station and fill out a missing-person report. Get it on record, along with your suspicions about her husband.”


“I can’t do that,” Alex said quietly.


“Why the hell not?”


“Because her husband’s a cop.”





CHAPTER THREE
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Nathan stared at her, hoping he’d heard wrong but knowing he hadn’t. “You want to say that again?”


She turned her back on him and trudged over to the car, the flashlight a glowing pendulum beside her. Nathan followed. Whatever she had to tell him, she didn’t want to say it out in the open. He slid into the driver’s seat and waited for her to explain, but she just sat there picking at the rip in her jeans.


“Who is he?” Nathan demanded.


“Craig Coghan.”


Craig Coghan. Nathan almost laughed, it was so absurd. “You think Craig Coghan murdered his wife?”


“I know he did.”


“Alex… I know the guy.”


“What, you think you couldn’t know a man who beats his wife? Wake up, Nathan.”


“I’m not saying that, I just… Shit, he’s a friend of mine, okay? He’s a good cop. I find it pretty hard to believe he’d—”


“He’s a terrible cop,” she said. “And a terrible husband, too. And don’t talk to me like I don’t know what I saw. My client was a mess. I have photos of it. And I checked out her story.”


“And?”


“And she’s credible, so just forget about explaining this away. Melanie was scared enough—despite her husband’s threats—to move halfway across the country to get away from him. Craig Coghan is dangerous. And I don’t care who he’s friends with.”


Nathan’s mind reeled. Coghan. Nathan knew the man. They’d played in a basketball league together a couple years ago. Nathan had been out for beers with him countless times.


“This is why I need your help.”


He turned to face Alex, who sat in the dimness on the other side of the Mustang, her back pressed against the door. He could feel the tension radiating off of her.


“I can’t just show up at APD and start asking questions,” she said firmly. “I want to gather evidence first. Discreetly, without tipping anyone off. And when I’ve got something solid, I want to take it somewhere else. Maybe the FBI. Or the D.A. Someone outside the police department.”


Nathan shook his head. She was in for an uphill battle. And it wasn’t just because the guy was a cop. They didn’t have a body. Coghan worked narcotics, but any cop worth his salt would know plenty of ways to hide a corpse. And get rid of evidence. And craft an alibi.


“When did you last hear from Melanie?” he asked.


“It’s been months. But the airlines have a record of her flying here from Florida five weeks ago. And she didn’t fly back. So that’s the window I’m looking at.”


A depressingly big window.


Nathan tore his gaze away from Alex’s shadowy silhouette and stared through the windshield at the gloom.


“Will you help me?” she pleaded. “Quietly? Without tipping anyone off?”


“That’s going to be tough,” he said. Try impossible. How could he work a homicide without anyone in the department knowing? She was talking about an investigation that was the purview of Internal Affairs. Nathan hated IA rats. And he wasn’t about to become one.


“It’s important,” Alex pressed. “Melanie came to me for help. I feel responsible for her now, and I won’t screw this up. Not again. So if you can’t do this discreetly, I’d rather you not do anything at all.”


The tone of her voice pulled at him.


“Will you do it?”


“Yes,” he said, knowing he’d just made a promise that was going to be nearly impossible to keep.


Alex’s eyelids grew heavy as Nathan wended through Austin back to his house in Northwest Hills. She rested her head against the window and gazed out at the glowing porch lights moving past. Melanie had lived in a neighborhood much like this, but on the other side of town. She’d had a job and a marriage and a seasonal wreath on the door. Anyone looking at her life from the outside probably figured she was happy.


“Tired?” Nathan asked.


“I guess.” She closed her eyes and sighed. She wished she could just go to sleep and wake up tomorrow knowing Melanie was safe in Florida, where she should have been, and this day had all been a dream.


“The adrenaline’s wearing off,” Nathan said. “You’re about to crash.”


Alex opened her eyes and sat up straighter. She couldn’t crash. Not yet, anyway. She still had work to do tonight. She had a timeline to build—Melanie’s timeline—and she needed her brain alert and functioning. Maybe she’d go home and make a pot of coffee.


Alex looked across the car at Nathan. He hadn’t seemed to mind being dragged away from home to go check out a hypothetical crime scene.


“You probably work pretty crazy hours, huh?” she asked.


“I’m used to it. Hardly think about it anymore.”


He had a good profile. Strong, masculine lines. And from this angle, she couldn’t see his bad eye. She liked the way his hair brushed the top of his jacket. It made her want to run her fingers through it.


“What?” he asked, glancing at her.


“Nothing.”


She looked into the side mirror. Three cars back, she saw the same pair of headlights that had been behind them ten minutes ago. The lights were low, square, and set wide apart. An American-made sedan, if she had to guess.


“So how’d you find her?”


“Huh?”


“Melanie Coghan,” he said. “You said it took you ten minutes, once you knew she was in town. How’d you do it?”


The sedan behind them hung a left, and Alex turned her attention to Nathan. “I had her phone number, so it was easy,” she told him.


“I thought you said she wasn’t answering.”


“She wasn’t.” Alex smoothed her T-shirt. She really was a mess. She hoped she didn’t smell bad, too, after slogging around in the mud tonight. Nathan smelled like leather and freshly showered man, and it was getting to her. She’d been having a hard time keeping her distance since he’d cleaned up back at his house.


“Okay, I give up,” he said. “What am I missing?”


“I called Domino’s. Actually, I called Domino’s, Pizza Hut, and Papa John’s, but Domino’s was the one that had her.”


“So she ordered a pizza…?”


Alex shifted in her seat to face him. “They track customers by phone number in the computer. It was a simple pretext. I gave them Melanie’s number, placed an order, and they confirmed an address on Moccasin Road. Then I canceled the order and went looking for Melanie.”


Nathan turned onto his street, where Alex’s car sat in front of his house. She was almost too tired to drive home. She needed to rally.


“That’s good,” Nathan said. “I wouldn’t have thought of that.”


She shrugged. “People give out information all the time. You just have to know who to ask.” Nathan parked in the driveway, and Alex shoved open her door. “Thing is, with Melanie, it shouldn’t have been so easy.” She got out and slammed the door. “That’s what pisses me off.”


Nathan came around to her side of the car. He glanced over her shoulder, at the Saturn parked in front of his house, and then met her gaze.


“So you told her to keep a low profile when you sent her off to Florida,” he said. “And you’re upset because she didn’t follow your advice.”


“Bingo.” Alex sighed. She tucked her hands in her back pockets and looked at her feet. “I guess I didn’t drill it home hard enough. She never should have come back here. And then after she did, she got sloppy, blew off everything I taught her.”


“Her fault, not yours. You need to let it go.”


She glanced up at him. It was too dark to see his expression well, but his warm southern voice surrounded her. He was from Louisiana, and his voice in the dark made her think of the bayou.


He was staring down at her now, and a shiver moved through her. He lifted his hand to her chin, and she held her breath as he brushed his thumb over the scar above her lip.


“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he said, “how you’ve been doing all this time.”


Since last fall, he meant. All this time since a professional hit man had busted into her office and tried to beat information out of her. She’d called Nathan afterward and kind of lost it.


She looked away. “I’ve been okay,” she said.


His hand dropped away. “I should have called you.”


“No big deal.” Why did she have this knot in her stomach? She stepped away from him and fished her car keys out of her pocket. “Well… thanks for your help tonight.”


He stood there, watching her.


“I’ll touch base tomorrow,” she said, “see what you found out.”


She took another step back, then turned and started toward her car. His street was quiet. No cars, no pedestrians, not even a barking dog.


“Be careful,” he said after her.


She glanced over her shoulder and waved. “I will.”


Sophie Barrett didn’t always believe in horoscopes, but some days she had to admit they were pretty damn accurate.


Good fortune will befall you when you least expect it. Sophie drove down Lavaca Street and confirmed that, no, her baby blues were not deceiving her. There was an empty parking space right in front of her destination. Meaning that although it was rush hour, and downtown, and congested, she wouldn’t have to hike it three blocks from the nearest parking garage in the drizzle. Her hair and her silver sling backs stood a chance of making it to the interview unscathed.


Sophie rolled past the space, then reversed into it with perfect ease. She’d always been a good driver, and she handled her SUV like it was a coupe.


Lovell Solutions. She read the lettering etched on the glass and glanced at the rearview mirror. Her lipstick was flawless. No need to risk sitting here primping within plain sight of that glass door. Alex Lovell was probably inside, and Sophie was determined not to let him think she was a bubblehead. Being blond had its advantages, but there were disadvantages, too. Sophie adjusted her push-up bra, smoothed her satin blouse, and slid out. After quickly dropping a few quarters into the meter, she hurried to the entrance.


This must work out, Sophie told herself, and put her hand on the door. It buzzed, startling her, and she pulled it open.


The office was cool after the humidity outside. Her eyes adjusted to the dimness, and she took in everything at once: the mismatched chairs, the worn sofa, the black metal desk. A woman stood behind it, staring at her.


“May I help you?” she asked.


“I’m here to see Alex Lovell.”


“About?”


“I have an important matter to discuss with him.”


The woman came around the desk and stood in front of Sophie. She had curly dark hair that fell to her shoulders, brown eyes, and no makeup. Good cheekbones, though. Nice lips, too, although she didn’t look like the collagen type.


Sophie let her gaze flick down to the woman’s faded jeans. Not much of a dress code here, but then she’d heard that about Austin.


“Is he in?” Sophie asked.


The receptionist tipped her head to the side and gazed up at her. “Do I know you from someplace?”


Sophie smiled. “It’s possible. Have you been to the Velvet Note?”


The woman tucked her hands into her back pockets. “You’re the singer. I remember you now.”


This was going better than she’d hope. Maybe this woman would put in a good word for her.


“I’m Sophie Barrett,” she said, extending her hand.


“Alex Lovell.” She gave Sophie’s hand a firm shake. “What did you want to talk about?”


“Uh…” She glanced around, flustered. Was this a joke? Mitch had said he wanted to kill Alex Lovell. He’d said he wanted to strangle him with his bare hands.


He had said “him,” hadn’t he?


“You’re Alex Lovell?”


“I am.”


“I’m sorry, I—”


“Did you need something?” The woman glanced at her watch. “Because I’m on my way out, actually. I’ve got to be somewhere, and I’m already running late.”


Panic surged through her. “I need a job,” she blurted.


“Excuse me?”


“I lost my job because of Alex Lovell. You. And I need a place to work now.”


And that had come out all wrong. Sophie closed her eyes and clasped her hands together. Desperation was not attractive.


When she opened her eyes again, Alex had her arms folded over her chest and was watching her with a chilly expression.


Sophie took a deep breath. “Let me start over.”


“Please do.”


“Mitch Kohl used to be my boss. After you came to… visit him last month, he was arrested. Put in jail.” Sophie paused for emphasis.


“That’s generally what happens when people get arrested. You want to explain how that means I owe you a job?”


“I worked at Mitch’s club. It’s closed down now because he can’t make the rent.”


“Mitch Kohl’s a lying deadbeat who owes twenty-two months’ back child support. He’s got three kids living in Austin. Did you know that?”


Sophie stepped back, away from the harsh tone. “I wasn’t aware—”


“The Velvet Note’s in Dallas, anyway. What are you doing down here?”


“I’m here for the music,” Sophie said, before she could censor herself. But maybe honesty was her best strategy. This woman wasn’t going to be swayed by cleavage and guilt. “I’m trying to get my singing career started. Austin’s got a big music scene.”


“And you figured you’d sweet-talk me into letting you work for me.”


“I guess so.”


“Doing what?”


“Well.” Sophie straightened her shoulders. “I have a minor in photography.”


Alex’s eyebrows arched.


“I figure you take a lot of pictures? Of, you know, people cheating on their wives? Stuff like that?”


“Actually, most of my clients are insurance companies,” she said. “And I take my own pictures. What else you got?”


Sophie darted her gaze around the office. She noticed the piles of papers, the overflowing trash can, the software manuals stacked on the floor beside an empty Dell computer box.


“I’m good with computers,” she lied. “And I’m super organized. I love to file.”


Alex laughed at this, and Sophie realized she’d gone too far.


Still, she seemed to be considering it.


“You must really want a job,” Alex said.


“I do.”


“How old are you?”


She thought about tacking on a few years. But this woman was a PI. “Twenty-three,” she answered.


Alex looked her over again, and her gaze lingered on Sophie’s French manicure. “Look, Sophia—”


“Sophie.”


“I actually do need an assistant. But I run a lean operation here. The wages are low, the hours suck. And I know PI work might sound glamorous, but it’s really pretty boring. I doubt you’d be up for it.”


Alex’s candor only made her want the job more. She could almost feel it within her grasp, when just minutes ago, she’d thought she’d blown it.


“It sounds perfect,” Sophie told her. “I want to live in Austin and pay my bills. You need an assistant. I’m not looking for a career or anything—just a day job.”


“That your Tahoe?”


“Huh?”


Alex peered around her. “On the street there. Is it yours?”


“Yes.”


“You mind using it for work?”


She had it! “Not at all.”


“Good. I’ll need the keys.” Alex held out her hand. “And your license, too. I need to run a background check.”


“I don’t—”


“Look, I’ve got to be somewhere ten minutes ago. I’m not about to leave you here with eight thousand dollars’ worth of office equipment unless I have some collateral. You want the job or not?”


“I want it.”


“Good. Then you can lend me your car. I’ll call you from the road, fill you in on everything else while I drive. Answer the phone and be ready to take notes.”


Sophie felt like she was stepping off the edge of a stage into thin air. A total stranger was going to hire her for a job she couldn’t do and drive away in her car. It was crazy.


She dropped her keys into Alex’s hand.


It wasn’t as if business could get any worse, Alex mused, as she headed across town in Sophie Barrett’s Tahoe. Why not hire an underqualified, overdressed office assistant?


Alex was ninety-nine percent sure she was going to regret this decision, but the thought of spending yet another day melting in the Saturn had pushed her over the edge.


The Tahoe had possibilities. The Tahoe had black-tinted windows, a spacious backseat, and plenty of room to spread out a computer during endless surveillance gigs. And best of all, it was registered to someone besides Alex, so that if anyone—say, Craig Coghan—should happen to see it around, he wouldn’t link it back to Lovell Solutions.


Alex turned into the parking lot of Coghan’s gym and maneuvered the hulking SUV between two cars. She spotted the white Dodge pickup on the opposite side of the lot.


Right on schedule. Looked like the guy’s routine hadn’t changed since Alex had run surveillance on him back in the fall. If he remained true to form, he’d spend another twenty minutes here at the gym before reporting in for work at APD. Like most cops Alex knew, Coghan’s schedule tended to start out predictable, then get increasingly chaotic as the day wore on, meaning that if Alex hadn’t caught up to him by lunchtime, it was a good bet she wouldn’t find him until he returned home for the night.


Alex tucked her hair into a baseball cap, entered the gym, and rode the elevator up to the second floor, where the workout room overlooked downtown traffic. She darted her gaze around. Glass, mirrors, and Spandex as far as the eye could see.


“Can I help you?”


She turned her attention to the guy sitting at the reception counter behind a stack of towels. “Hi, there.” She smiled. “I wanted to inquire about a membership here.”


“Sure.” He pulled a brochure out of a drawer and slid it across the counter while Alex stared at his enormous pecs. The kid was practically bursting at the seams.


“Your first consultation is free,” he said.


“Thanks.”


She spotted Melanie’s husband at the far side of the room, leaning on a treadmill and talking to a brunette in yoga pants. Coghan was every bit as muscular as Alex remembered him, possibly even more so. Had he been spending a lot of time at the gym since his wife left? Alex tugged the bill of her cap lower and watched him, trying to determine whether he was coming or going.


“Is that a yes?”


She snapped her gaze back to Steroid Boy. “Excuse me?”


“Would you like to schedule a free consultation?”


Coghan picked up a water bottle from the floor and started walking toward Alex. Then he turned into the men’s locker room.


“I’ll think about it.” Alex slid the brochure into her pocket and ducked back into the elevator.


She needed three minutes. Five, at the most.


She tried to look nonchalant as she approached Coghan’s pickup. The truck bed was empty except for a crushed beer can. She glanced inside the cab. No alarm, which was a pleasant surprise. Alex slipped a Slim Jim from her purse. With well-practiced movements, she slid the tool between the window and the weather stripping, caught the lock rod, and popped the lock.


It was your typical man’s truck cab—empty fast-food cups in the console, McDonald’s wrappers on the floor, a phone charger plugged into the lighter. She checked the glove box and the console. Nothing incriminating.


Alex sighed. What had she expected? Some empty gas cans, maybe? Bloody handprints on the dash? The guy was a cop, and she gave him just a bit more credit.


Alex reached under the passenger seat and felt around for a smooth metal surface. After finding one, she pulled the GPS from her purse and attached the magnetic mount box to its new hiding spot. The device was motion-sensitive and would come to life whenever the truck started moving, which would preserve its battery life. She glanced up at the row of windows facing the street. Time to clear out. She slid from the cab, relocked the door, and returned to her car.


Now she’d track him. She wanted to see his every move. Arrogance was Craig Coghan’s Achilles’ heel, according to Melanie, which meant he thought he could get away with anything. Including murder.





CHAPTER FOUR
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Nathan was up to his knees in garbage when his phone buzzed for the second time in ten minutes.


“It’s yours, Dev,” his partner called from a neighboring Dumpster.


Another buzz.


“Goddamn it,” Nathan muttered, snapping off a Latex glove. He dug the phone out of his pocket and checked the screen. Alex. He’d missed two calls.


“What’s wrong?” he demanded, and was answered by silence. “Alex?”


“Nothing’s wrong, it’s just… you sound upset. Did I interrupt something?”


“No.”


“Having a bad day?”


Nathan gazed down at the putrid remnants of food and grease leaking from the trash bags. “Everything’s peachy. Why?”


“I just got a lead. On that thing we talked about last night.” Alex obviously thought she needed to be guarded on the phone with him. “I thought we’d get together later, maybe compare notes.”


Compare notes. That assumed Nathan had something to compare. He didn’t. His whole morning had been derailed by a convenience store holdup. After hours of legwork he’d turned up the terrific lead that some homeless guy had seen someone who might fit their shooter’s description tossing something that could have been a handgun into this Dumpster.


“I’m in the middle of something,” Nathan said, nudging aside an empty milk carton with his shoe.


“Well, how about dinner? We could meet somewhere and exchange information. I know a good Chinese place—”


“No,” he cut in. He was standing on top of enough rotting Chinese food to feed an army of roaches. “Anything but Chinese. And it’ll have to be late. I’ve got about ten things to do before I can knock off, so—”


“How about the Smokin’ Pig at nine o’clock?”


She’d read his mind. Or maybe she just remembered it was the place he’d taken her the night they’d first met. He’d bought her a beer. Then she’d sat there and cracked one of his cases wide open. Nathan had been impressed. More than impressed—he’d been intrigued. And he’d been meaning to call her ever since to ask her out on a date.


But he hadn’t done it, and now she’d beaten him to the punch.


Although, this meeting tonight didn’t seem like much of a date. Her voice was all business, and she wanted to “compare notes.” Didn’t that sound exciting?


“Nathan? You there?”


He glanced at the rank, unidentifiable ooze clinging to his pant leg. “Make it nine thirty,” he said. “I’ve got to run home first and shower.” And it wouldn’t hurt to toss his clothes in an incinerator.


“Nine thirty, then. Don’t be late,” she said, and clicked off.


Nathan stuffed the phone back into his pocket as Will Hodges poked his head over the side of the rusty Dumpster.


“Hot date?” his partner asked.


“Nah, just work.”


Hodges lifted an eyebrow. The kid could smell a lie from a mile off. It was uncanny. And one of the reasons he made a good homicide detective, despite his age.


“You know, Courtney’s got this friend—”


“Forget it,” Nathan said.


“So it isn’t just work.”


Nathan glanced at Hodges, who, sure enough, was smirking at him.


“It’s nothing,” Nathan said. “Just Alex Lovell. I’m helping her out on something.”


But Hodges still didn’t look convinced.


Screw it. Maybe the kid could help him.


“Hey, you ever heard anything about Craig Coghan?” he asked, tugging the glove back on so he could keep digging.


“Narcotics guy?”


“Yeah.”


“Don’t really know him,” Hodges said. “Good reputation, though. What’s he need with a PI?”


“His wife hired her.” Nathan crouched down to lift up a black plastic bag. About a hundred glass bottles cascaded out, and the smell of stale beer blended with the ripe mix of rainwater and garbage.


“Thought he was divorced,” Hodges said, his voice echoing from inside the metal box.


“More like separated, I think. You haven’t heard any dirt on him?”


“I haven’t heard much, except that he got promoted last fall to head up the narco squad. Hey, I found something.”


“What?” Nathan stood up and craned his neck to see into the neighboring Dumpster.


His partner knelt amid the garbage bags, beaming. He held up a nickel-plated pistol with a wilted lettuce leaf stuck to the barrel.


“Money,” Hodges said proudly.


“Yep.” And it was. They had their murder weapon. Nathan yanked off his gloves and shook loose the egg shell attached to his shoe. All they needed now was a shooter and a confession, and they’d have this case wrapped up with a big red bow.


Nathan wasn’t holding his breath.


For the second evening in a row, Alex pulled up to Nathan’s house and parked beneath the giant pecan tree that shaded his front yard.


Pecan trees, landscaping. The place was so domestic, it was hard to believe a jaded homicide detective lived here. Alex had never owned a house. She didn’t cook or entertain, didn’t like gardening. She spent most of her time working and thought of her one-bedroom apartment as a convenient place to sleep and stash her things.


Alex tossed her baseball cap on the Saturn’s passenger seat and finger-combed her hair. She considered lipstick, then ditched the idea. This was business. Period. She got out of the car and slammed the door.


The house looked dark, but Nathan’s Mustang was in the driveway. She walked up the sidewalk and a floodlight blinked on, startling her. She looked for movement behind the windows flanking the front door but didn’t see any. Alex rang the bell and waited. And waited. And rang again. A light switched on in the hallway. The door swung open, and Nathan was standing there, a blue bath towel slung low around his waist.


“You didn’t get my message?” He stepped back to let her in, and she tried not to gape at his nicely sculpted chest as she entered the house.


“I did get it,” she said. “That’s why I’m here. This can’t wait until tomorrow.”


He closed the door and strode past her into a darkened hallway. “You’ll have to talk fast, then. I’m on my way up to Round Rock for a suspect interview.”


He’d said as much in his phone message half an hour ago when he’d canceled their dinner plans. Alex had been disappointed, and not just because she had something important to show him. She’d spent her entire day conducting surveillance, and she’d been looking forward to some conversation.


The man she’d wanted to converse with led her back to the master suite. Like the rest of the home’s interior, it had “bachelor pad” written all over it. Alex hesitated a moment before stepping into his bedroom. It felt steamy and smelled like Irish Spring from his shower. A black floor lamp stood in the corner, providing the only light. Not much furniture to speak of—just a bureau and a king-size bed with a simple black spread.


Nathan stood at his closet with his back to her. “My day got trashed. Literally.” He grabbed some clothes and walked into the bathroom. “Sorry about dinner, but there’s nothing I can do.” He swung the bathroom door closed, but left a slight opening so she could hear him. “It’s taken us weeks to locate this kid, and we need a confession out of him.”


Alex was well aware of Nathan’s reputation. He’d been nicknamed the Priest—not because of any kind of devout lifestyle, but because of his legendary ability to get a confession. Nathan had the gift of gab and a knack for getting people to talk to him. Alex wasn’t sure how he did it, but she’d fallen for his techniques a time or two herself.


“So what’d you need to tell me?” he asked over the buzz of an electric razor.


Alex looked around uncertainly. No chair, so she perched on the corner of his bed, resisting the urge to glance at the sliver of reflection in the bathroom mirror.


She had so many things to tell him, she didn’t quite know where to begin. So she started at the top.


“I checked out that attorney.” She heard a towel hitting the floor and pants being pulled on.


“What attorney?”


“His name’s William Scoffield. He came to see me yesterday morning about Melanie. That’s what prompted me to try and contact her.”


He jerked the door open now and stood there, buttoning his cuffs. White shirt, charcoal slacks. His work uniform, or so it seemed.


“What did the attorney want with her?” he asked.


“You really should get that eye looked at. It’s even worse today.”


He dragged open a bureau drawer and fished out some socks. “The attorney?”


“Some sort of probate issue,” she said. “Told me he was handling Melanie’s father’s estate. That she just inherited property in west Texas.”


“You think he’s legit?”


“Seemed to be.” Alex remembered the way he’d handled his cowboy hat, removing it indoors and placing it brim up on the table. “I checked him out. He’s registered with the state bar. And Martindale-Hubbell lists him as a partner with a firm out in Midland.”


Nathan reached for the shoes sitting beside his closet. He sat down on the bed beside her, and the mattress sank. “What about the inheritance?” he asked.


“State has a record of a Midland County man by the name of James Bess passing away several weeks ago. Melanie never told me much about her family, except that she wasn’t on good terms with them. It seems to fit.”


He propped his foot on his knee and tied his shoe. “So that’s your big lead? A lawyer who is who he says he is?” He stood up and reached for the belt coiled on the dresser, right beside his Glock.


“That wasn’t all I did today.”


“What else did you do?” He quickly put on his belt and threaded it through his holster.


“I followed Coghan.”


His hands stilled on the buckle. He stood there, watching her, and the scowl on his face would have been scary, even without the bruise.


“What?” she asked.


“It ever occur to you that a cop might just notice you tailing him around all day?”


“I did it from a safe distance.” She omitted the part about breaking into the man’s truck to plant a GPS she could track with her cell phone.


Shaking his head, he finished buckling and adjusted his gun. “And what’d you find out?”


“He made some weird pit stops.”


“How do you mean, ‘weird’?”


“Well, he’s a narcotics cop, right? Head of some task force?”


“Yeah.” He rested his hands on his hips.


“So… I’d expect him to spend his time at the police station,” she said. “Or maybe in the really crime-infested neighborhoods, doing drug raids and stuff.”


“Yeah?”


“He spent half his day over in Captain’s Point. In his personal vehicle.”


Nathan muttered something she couldn’t hear as he walked out of the bedroom.


She followed him. “Don’t you think that’s a little upscale? I mean, Captain’s Point isn’t exactly a hive of nefarious activity.”


Nathan went into the kitchen and jerked open the fridge. He grabbed two cans of Red Bull and handed one to Alex. This was dinner, apparently.


He leaned back against the counter and popped open his can. “I’m not really following how Coghan spending the day in Captain’s Point means he murdered his wife.”


“It doesn’t. I just think it was odd. Don’t you?”


“I think your theory’s odd.” He took a long swig, then set the can down on the counter. “Not only that, I think you’re underestimating who you’re dealing with. You don’t think Coghan’s eventually going to notice you tailing him around town? He probably already knows his wife hired you just before she left. You’re aware of that, right?”


“So?”


“So the guy’s probably pissed off.” He glanced at his watch and grabbed his car keys off the counter. “I have to go now.” He stepped closer and gazed down at her. “We can talk about this again tomorrow, but leave Coghan alone, okay?”


“I haven’t told you the best part yet.” Alex pulled a clear plastic bag from her back pocket and handed it to him.


His dark brows knitted together. “What’s this?”


“An earphone,” she said. “Like, for an iPod. I found it at the house last night, on the floor. Then everything went sideways, and I forgot about it until I was getting dressed this morning. It was in my pocket.”


Nathan held the bag up and studied the white plastic earbud.


“You see that brown stuff on there?” Alex pointed at the bottom part, just above where it looked like the wire had been cut. “I think it’s blood.”


Nathan shot her a glare and handed back the bag. “Just what are you planning to do with this?”


“We can have it tested, try and find out who the blood belongs to.”


Nathan shook his head and looked away.


“What?”


“This isn’t some TV show, Alex. I can’t just order up a DNA test whenever I feel like it.”


“But this is important evidence.” She held up the bag again. “Look at that and tell me you don’t think that’s blood on there.”


He shrugged. “Sure, maybe, but it doesn’t mean anything.”


“It means we have evidence,” Alex protested. “If it’s Melanie’s blood, it proves something violent happened to her just before that fire. Or maybe the blood might belong to her killer.”


“Alex.” He gazed down at her again, and she bristled at the condescending tone of his voice. “Do you have any idea how backlogged our crime lab is? DNA tests are time-consuming as hell, not to mention expensive. Typically we don’t even do them unless we’ve got a suspect charged and on his way to trial.”


Alex’s stomach twisted with disappointment. She wasn’t sure if it was what he was saying or how he was saying it that bothered her more.


“You’re telling me you won’t do this,” she said. “You won’t even consider what this evidence could mean—”


“It’s not evidence!” he snapped. “Alex, you broke into some house, you picked up someone’s personal property, you removed it from a supposed crime scene—”


“It is a crime scene. You said it was arson—”


“Now you want me to send it to the lab and ask for a DNA test? And then what? It doesn’t matter whose blood it is, if it even is blood. There’s no chain of custody. The evidentiary value of it is zip.”


She stepped back, stung by the harshness of his words. He wasn’t even willing to consider the fact that she’d found something important. He was too caught up in all the standard procedures.


She gazed down at the bag in her hand, at the brown smudge on the cord. Anyone could see it was blood. What if Melanie never turned up and this was the only evidence out there that something bad had happened to her?


“Fine.” She shoved the bag back into her pocket. “If you won’t investigate this case, then I will.”


She handed back the can of Red Bull. “Thanks for dinner,” she said, and strode for the door.





CHAPTER FIVE
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The sky was still dark and likely to stay that way for another half hour when Alex pulled into the almost-empty parking lot. Nathan watched her swerve around a pothole before sliding into a space beside his Mustang. She got out of her car and slammed the door.


“Morning, sunshine,” he said.


She eyed him grumpily over the roof of her Saturn. “Is this place even open yet?”


“It will be when we’re done.”


“Done what?”


He walked over to where she stood, hands on hips, scowling at him in the drizzle. He glanced at her feet and saw that she’d followed the directions he’d given her over the phone twenty minutes ago.


“You wore your Nikes,” he observed.


“You can’t be serious about that.”


“Why not?”


“It’s raining. And who in the world exercises at this hour?”


“It’s barely sprinkling.” He smiled. “Don’t be a wuss.”


“I’m absolutely a wuss. I need coffee.” She glanced longingly over her shoulder at the café. A light had come on and someone was taking down chairs, but the sign still said CLOSED.


“Thirty minutes.” He draped an arm over her shoulder and steered her toward the lakefront trail. “Then we’ll have breakfast and talk over your case.”


She thrust her chin out.


“I’ll go easy on you,” he added. “Four miles, max.”


She snorted and shook off his arm. But then she pulled her ankle back behind her and started stretching her quadriceps. “You’ll be lucky to get a mile out of me. I haven’t jogged in ages.”


They waited for a break in traffic, then crossed Lake Austin Boulevard. When they reached the sidewalk, he broke into a trot. She joined him soon enough, and he shortened his stride so she could keep up. She was a small woman. Petite, some would even say. But Nathan never thought of her that way, probably because of the force of her personality.


“How do you stay in shape?” he asked, as they veered off the paved sidewalk to the gravel path that hugged the shoreline.


“What makes you think I’m in shape?”


“You look it. And you have the gear, too, so you must do something.”


“I have all kinds of gear,” she said. “You never know when you’re going to need to tail someone to the gym.”


But Nathan wasn’t buying it. She was barely breathing hard, and they were moving at a good clip. He increased his stride and led her onto the concrete pedestrian bridge. Cyclists blew past them. Early morning traffic whooshed back and forth on the car bridge just above. On the other side, they veered left onto the trail that paralleled the lake’s south side. Traffic was sparse today. Looked like the cool, damp weather was keeping everyone snug in their beds at home. He glanced at Alex.


“How’d your interview go?” she asked, and he caught an edge in her voice. Or maybe he’d imagined it.


“Good.”


“You get your confession?”


He hadn’t imagined it.


“Yeah.” He looked over again, but her face was unreadable. He guessed she was still pissy about their canceled dinner plans. Maybe he should feel smug about that.


Or maybe he should have his head examined. Alex Lovell wasn’t the type to sit around pining for a man to go to dinner with her.


Hell, for all he knew, she already had a boyfriend. He should probably just ask her.


“How’s business?” he asked instead.


“Busy,” she said. “Lots of insurance work lately with the economy down like this. No one wants to pay anybody.”


“Including you?”


She sniffed. “I get my bills paid.”


He’d bet she did. She was tough.


Except when it came to Melanie Coghan.


“How about you?” She shot ahead of him to squeeze past an overhanging tree limb. When he reached her side again, he noticed she’d picked up the pace.


“Busy.”


“I keep reading about gang shootings in the paper.”


“Some of that,” he said. “We’re getting a lot of turf wars, drug deals gone bad. Plus the regular ration of crap.”


“City’s expanding,” she said.


But that wasn’t all there was to it. Even given the swelling population, crime was on the rise, gangs were making inroads, the murder rate had spiked. APD was hiring new recruits as fast as they could get them, but that didn’t seem to help. There weren’t enough old guys like himself. Not that thirty-eight was old, necessarily, but they needed more experience out there. Anyone with more than five minutes on the job was stretched thin.


Sure, there were good days—the collars, the confessions. The feeling of deep satisfaction when someone actually went to trial and got put away. But there was the bullshit, too—the never-ending paperwork, the plea bargains, the perps who went to jail, then got spit right back out onto the same streets to pull the same shit Nathan had nailed them for the first time. With every new arrest, Nathan was feeling like he was winning the battle but losing the war.


By the time they reached the second pedestrian bridge, his T-shirt was soaked through, and not with rain. Alex was in the lead now. He’d told her four miles, and she seemed to be holding him to it. The fact that she knew the trail told him she wasn’t as much of a stranger to exercise as she let on.


Another fifteen minutes, and they were back in the parking lot. Nathan untied his car key from his shorts and unlocked the Mustang. He tossed Alex a white towel from the duffel he kept in the backseat. Then he stripped off his wet T-shirt and pulled on a dry one. He caught Alex checking out his chest as she blotted her face, but she quickly looked away.


“They’re half full already,” she said.


“Best pancakes in town.”


“Really?” She sounded surprised. “It looks like a dive.”


“It is.”


Alex tossed back his towel. He locked his car and led her into the restaurant, where the hostess he knew gave them a booth in the back corner, which was his preferred spot.


Alex slid in across from him, and he felt a warm shot of lust. Her brown eyes were bright and alert now, and her cheeks were pink with all that freshly oxygenated blood. Just like the other night, he could see the shape of her breasts through her damp T-shirt.


“Y’all ready to order?”


He snapped his attention to the waitress.


“Pecan pancakes, link sausage, orange juice, and coffee,” Alex said.


“Whole wheat or buttermilk?”


Alex made a face. “Buttermilk. Definitely.”


“I’ll have the same,” Nathan said.


When the waitress left, he looked at Alex. “I’ve got some questions for you before I can really dig in on this thing.”


She leaned back in the booth. “Shoot.”


“I need to know the exact day Melanie left town and the exact day you last heard from her, if you can remember.”


“October fifth, January third.”


“You sure?”


“Positive. I just reconstructed the timeline from phone records.”


“Okay, and where’d you move her?”


“I told you,” she said. “Florida.”


“Whereabouts, exactly?”


“Orlando.”


He watched her, looking for the telltale signs that she was lying. Nathan was good at gaining people’s trust. And he knew that, for whatever reason, he hadn’t fully gained Alex’s.


“What?” she asked.


“You’re being straight with me?”


“Why wouldn’t I?”


“I don’t know. Why wouldn’t you?”


She crossed her arms.


“I spent about an hour on your case yesterday. Airline has a record of Coghan heading up to Portland the weekend of November fifth.”


“So?”


“And an apartment locator in Salem ran a credit check on Melanie on October eighteenth. A cable company in Salem did the same for her a week later. I’m guessing if I took the trouble to look, I’d find some ATM debits in Oregon right about that time, too.”


“You would,” Alex said.


“But she was in Florida.”


She arched her eyebrows and looked at him impatiently.


“Just making sure.” He leaned back and watched her. She was good. Thorough. She’d been just as good and just as thorough on the last case he’d seen her work, the case of Courtney Glass, who now happened to be married to Nathan’s partner. Courtney had gone to Alex last fall when she was flat broke, neck deep in trouble, and looking to disappear. Alex had helped her. Both Hodges and Nathan had searched high and low for Courtney but had turned up nothing but dead ends. If Courtney hadn’t slipped up, she might have stayed lost forever.


The coffee came, followed by two plates heaped with steaming pancakes. Nathan welcomed the distraction. He didn’t much like remembering Courtney’s case. He particularly didn’t like how it ended with Nathan inadvertently leading a hired gun straight to Alex’s door. The fucker had been looking for Courtney, and thought Alex would give up her client’s whereabouts after a good beating.


“Coghan’s trip up to Portland,” Alex said now as she poured syrup over her pancakes. “We can assume he was looking for Melanie?”


The scar above her lip moved as she talked, and Nathan watched it, feeling the familiar anger. He pictured her in her office, all cut up and bruised, and his gut tightened.


“Nathan?”


“I never assume anything. I’ll have to check it out.”


“I also planted some bogus ATM transactions in northern California, just after she left.”


“How’d you do that?”


“Friends in the area,” she said. “I sent a couple of them Melanie’s ATM card. Told them to make a withdrawal, FedEx the card back, then go have a drink on Melanie for their trouble. I wanted to make it look like she was moving around the region, looking for a place to settle.”


She gulped down some orange juice, and he watched her, wondering where she’d picked up her trade. This niche business of hers was like a civilian-run witness-protection program. And despite the complexities involved, she seemed to have a handle on everything.


“Did Coghan have any travel to California?” she asked. “Maybe he rented a car or dropped one off?”


“I didn’t see anything. But like I said, haven’t spent a lot of time yet.”


“Let me know what you find out.”


“What is it with you and these basket-case women, anyway?”


“What do you mean?” she asked.


“I mean, if business is good, why take all these crap cases? They’re dangerous. And they don’t pay.”


She shrugged. “Not everything’s about profit.”


“I thought you were a businesswoman.”


“I am. My insurance cases pay me nicely.”


He studied her face, trying to see past the attitude. Finally, he shook his head. “I don’t get you.”


She leaned closer, and he caught the gleam in her eyes. He’d struck a chord.


“Let me ask you something,” she said. “When you get called to the scene of some murdered woman, who’s the first person you look for?”


“Husband or boyfriend.”


She nodded. “And if the victim was in an abusive relationship, odds are even higher that’s who killed her. Some women try and get out, but that’s when they’re in the most danger. These guys don’t exactly take rejection well.”


“So you step into the middle. You have any idea how reckless that is?”


“Not reckless,” she said. “Carefully calculated. My clients follow my advice, they get free.”


“So what happened with Melanie?”


She looked away. “I’m not sure. I thought she understood the danger of coming back here. I can’t figure out why she did.”


“Where do these women hear about you?”


She forked up a bite of pancakes. Chewed thoughtfully. Washed it down with a sip of juice. “Here and there.”


“Meaning?”


“Courtney was a referral. A friend of a friend. Some of them I get through a shelter, I think. I’m pretty sure someone at one of the places in town has my number.”


Perfect. Someone was sending Alex these people. Parking trouble right on her doorstep, over and over again.


“Melanie get you through a shelter?”


“She never went to one,” Alex said. “She was too scared.”


Nathan didn’t comment. He wasn’t sure fear was what had kept Melanie away from any shelters. He still had his doubts about Coghan’s wife. Alex had been way too eager to accept her story at face value. Nathan knew some of his reservations stemmed from his relationship with Coghan, but another part was experience. He’d learned that most things were much more complicated than they seemed. And people—particularly desperate ones—lied like rugs.


“These are great.” Alex nodded at his plate. “Aren’t you gonna eat?”


He frowned down at his breakfast. Stabbed a link of sausage.


“How’d you get into what you do?” she asked. “You’ve got a lot of crap cases yourself. Can’t be the pay.”


She seemed to like throwing his words back at him.


“I wanted to be a cop since I was a kid.”


“Why?”


He watched her for a moment. She looked genuinely interested, not like someone making small talk.


“My family ran a bar in the French Quarter,” he said. “My dad was always getting called out of bed to go meet the cops, hear about how some punk had busted into our place, looking for money or booze. When I got old enough, he started letting me come along.”


“So cops were your heroes.”


He shrugged. He’d never really thought of it that way, but Alex would. She was an idealist.


“How’d you get into PI work?” He scooped up a bite of pancakes and watched her.


“I always liked computers,” she said, as if that explained it. “I tried working for other people, but I do better on my own.”


“Problems with authority?”


“I like to call my own shots.”


More interesting than what she’d said was all the stuff she’d left out. Nathan had looked into her background—not that he’d ever tell her that. She’d grown up in Urbana, Illinois, the daughter of two university professors. She’d gone through her freshman year of college there, receiving what had to have been a nice break on tuition at U of I, where her parents worked. But then she’d dropped out. Three years later, she’d founded Lovell Solutions in her hometown. Then she’d taken the show on the road, apparently, moving herself and her company to Chicago, San Francisco, and most recently, Austin.


She was just twenty-nine. She’d been here two years, and it looked like she planned to stay. Unless she got itchy feet again.


“What?” Alex said now, and dabbed her mouth with her napkin. He’d been staring.


“Nothing.” He glanced down at his plate, which he’d somehow managed to clear, despite all the distractions. Alex had cleared hers, too.


She downed a sip of coffee and checked her watch. “I hate to eat and run, but I’ve got an appointment over in West Campus. Is there anything else you need to know?”


“The date of your last payment from Melanie.”


“October fourth. The day after she hired me.”


“That was it?”


“Yep.”


Shit, she’d let the woman walk all over her.


“That about covers it, then,” he said. “I’ll do some more digging today, see what I can find out.”


“Whatever you do, be discreet. I don’t want this getting back to Coghan.” She tried to pass him some money, but he waved it off.


“My treat,” he said.


“No, mine.” She slid out of the booth and tucked the bills under her coffee mug. “You’re spending time on this case for me. I feel like I owe you.”


“You don’t owe me anything yet. I haven’t done jack.”


She smiled down at him. “Yeah, but you will.”


Sophie twisted the last screw into the shelving unit with the little metal tool and stepped back to admire her work. Not bad. And this one had taken only half as long as the one she’d built yesterday. The main challenge had been deciphering the instructions that had come in the bag with all the different-size screws.


Someone knocked on the glass, and she whirled around.


A visitor. Her first visitor, and she was on her knees surrounded by files. She jumped to her feet and smoothed her skirt down as she walked over to the door. Alex hadn’t shown her how to buzz someone in from her desk. Sophie added that to her mental list of questions as she pulled open the door.


A tall man loomed on the sidewalk. He looked at least six-two, but it was hard to tell because of the cowboy hat.


“May I help you?” she asked crisply.


“I’m here to see Alexandra Lovell.” He stepped forward, and Sophie caught a whiff of tobacco.


“Ms. Lovell isn’t in right now.” She leaned back against the door and ushered him inside. “Would you like to leave her a message?”


He hesitated a moment, then stepped into the office and removed his hat to reveal a shock of white hair. His gaze roamed over the mess and then paused on the open door to Alex’s office.


“May I get your name?”


“Scoffield. Bill Scoffield.”


His voice had an east Texas drawl to it. Sophie was an expert on voices. She could place almost anything and sometimes made a game out of it.


“You know when she’ll be back?” he asked.


“Anytime now, I expect,” Sophie said, although she had no idea when Alex was coming back. She was doing some sort of surveillance, and it was taking much longer than she’d originally said. Sophie stepped over a stack of files and opened the drawer she’d organized this morning. She found a pink message pad and jotted down the man’s name.


“Anything you’d like me to tell her, Mr. Scoffield?” She glanced up, and he stood right by Alex’s door, peering into the office. Sophie stepped into his line of sight and pulled the door shut. “A message, maybe?”


“Just tell her I dropped by.” He gazed at her a moment, then he settled the hat back on his head and walked out.


Sophie watched him go, feeling uneasy. She didn’t like his interest in Alex’s office. She didn’t like something else about him, either, but she couldn’t quite place it.


She got down on her knees and resumed her shelving. Another knock, and she turned around, expecting the cowboy again.


But it was someone else.


No walk-ins for two days, and now they were flooded. Sophie hurried to the door and pulled it open.


“May I help you?” she asked, trying not to flinch when she saw his face.


“I’m looking for Alex.” He sauntered into the office and turned around. “She in?”


The man had a friendly voice. Southern. Louisiana or Arkansas would be Sophie’s guess.


“I’m sorry, she’s out right now.”


He ambled around the room, taking in everything, it seemed, despite the injury to his left eye. “You expect her back soon?”


“I don’t really know.”


“And who are you?” he asked, pausing beside the desk she’d just organized.


“I’m Sophie. Alex’s assistant.”


He nodded, then glanced down and thumbed through the Rolodex.


Annoyance overcame her intimidation, and she rushed over. “And you are?” She picked up the Rolodex and slid it into a drawer.


“A friend of Alex’s.”


Friend, as in boyfriend? Doubtful. He looked too scruffy, even for Alex Lovell. The navy blazer and gray slacks were probably meant to make him seem civilized, but they didn’t quite do the job. Maybe he was a loan shark. Or some angry husband whose wife’s PI had caught fooling around, and now he was out for revenge on Alex—


“Place is looking good.” He stepped over to Alex’s office door and stood there listening, as if wanting to confirm that no one was behind it.


Sophie crossed her arms. “May I take a message for you?”


But the man was more interested in checking out the reception room. His gaze drifted over the results of Sophie’s last two days of work: the two bookcases, which she’d unpacked and assembled from the dusty Ikea boxes leaning against the wall; the newly organized file cabinet, which now doubled as a table for the coffeepot.


“Looks like you’ve been busy.”


“Yes, well…”


He smiled, which went a long way toward calming her nerves. He had a nice smile. “Relax,” he told her.


“Excuse me?”


“You seem kinda jumpy.”


“I’m not, really. I just—”


“I bet she’s a tough boss, huh?” He stepped closer. “She’s good, though. At what she does. You’re lucky she hired you. She’s a pretty quick judge of character, so you must have made a good impression.”


Sophie felt herself smile, even though something told her she should stay on her guard.


“Listen,” he said smoothly, “I really need to find Alex, and she’s not answering her cell. Where is she, exactly?”


“I’m not sure.” Sophie perched on the desk and took a sip of coffee, then casually placed the cup on top of the note she’d made earlier. “But I’ll be happy to get her a message.”


He plunked his hands on his hips, revealing a gold shield clipped to his belt. “You know where she is, but you don’t want to say. Is that right?”


“I’m not at liberty to disclose—”


“Honey, I’m a cop. And I need to talk to Alex. You can tell me.”


She gazed up at him, warmed by a sudden wave of trust. “She’s doing surveillance all day,” she told him. “That’s all I can tell you. But I’ll be happy to get her a message for you, if you like.”


“Thanks.” He smiled again, a flash of perfect white teeth. “Just tell her I stopped by.”


And then he was across the office, pulling open the door. He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Good luck with the new job.”


Sophie smiled as the door whisked shut. He was cute. Sexy, even, if you overlooked the dings.


A thought struck her.


“Wait!” she rushed to catch him. “You never told me your name!”


She pulled the door open and poked her head out, but he was already gone.





CHAPTER SIX
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Alex had never ruptured a disk in her back before. But she was pretty sure that if she had, she wouldn’t be eager to heft a kayak eight feet in the air.


“Lying liars who lie,” she murmured, zooming in on her subject. This was well worth the thirty-plus hours she’d sat roasting in a car, waiting for this guy to emerge from his girlfriend’s apartment. Standing on the running board of his Nissan XTerra, the subject centered the kayak on the luggage rack. He pulled a bungee cord from his pocket and tossed it down to his pretty female helper. Together, they started securing the boat.


Alex zoomed in closer, making sure she got a shot of his smiling face as he reached over the roof to hook the cord. What a faker. He hopped down and went back inside the apartment. Five minutes later, he returned with a huge cooler. Alex got a shot of his carefree grin as he loaded the ice chest into the cargo space. When the XTerra pulled away, Alex followed.


A little sunset kayaking? The SUV turned south, toward Town Lake, and her suspicions were confirmed.


Alex hung back discreetly, excitement fluttering in her belly. She had him, finally, after days and days of nothing. This was just the footage she needed to wrap up this project and get paid. Then, at last, she could give Melanie her undivided attention.


The subject pulled into a lot near a lakefront boat ramp and slid into a handicapped parking space. Alex double-parked on the opposite end of the lot and fumbled for her camcorder. This was too good to be true.


The passenger door jerked open. Alex dropped the camera in her lap as Nathan ducked his head in.


“Hey! Don’t sneak up on me like that.”


He smiled. “Making a movie?”


She muted the sound on the camera. “Get in,” she said. “And don’t slam the door.”


He obediently slid in and eased the door shut. “This a company car?”


“It is now.” She lifted the camera and zoomed out for a wide shot of the couple unfastening the boat. The woman wore cutoffs and a T-shirt with Greek letters emblazoned across the front.


Alex glanced at Nathan. “How’d you find me?”


“Tailed you over here from West Campus.”


“Bullshit.”


“‘Fraid not.”


Alex bit her lip. She would have noticed a tail. She should have, but maybe she’d been distracted. She needed to be more careful.


She returned her attention to the subject of her surveillance. A few more seconds of him, and then she zoomed in on the license plate to underscore his identity for the insurance company that was paying his claim. Some collegiate-looking people wandered over from a nearby picnic table and exchanged greetings. Soon they were unloading the cooler, stowing it beneath the picnic table, and putting a pair of boats into the water.


Alex grabbed her tote bag from the backseat. She pulled out a khaki baseball cap—her quickie disguise of choice—and tugged it down over her unruly hair. “You coming or not?” she asked.


“I don’t know. What are you doing?”


“My job.” She rummaged through the tote for her black Astros cap. “Here, wear this.” She handed it to him. “That eye’s a little too conspicuous.”


Alex found an empty park bench facing the water. She placed her bag beside her and arranged the camcorder within it so that the lens peeked through the custom-made hole in the bag’s side.


Nathan sat down next to her.


“So what’d you want to tell me?” she asked.


He gazed out at the shimmering water where Alex’s subject was kayaking with his friends, practically guaranteeing a big paycheck in Alex’s future. But she couldn’t have cared less at the moment. Nathan had something to say, and she could tell from his suddenly grim expression that she wasn’t going to like it.


“I checked out Coghan today,” Nathan said. “It was real interesting.”


Her shoulders relaxed a little. They hadn’t found a body, thank God. “And what did you come up with?”


He stretched an arm out over the back of the bench. “Well, for starters, he just received a commendation from the chief of police. He got promoted last fall to head up the anti–drug task force—no small achievement—and he’s got a pristine record.” He paused, as if wanting this to sink in. “I checked with Human Resources, too. Not a single complaint about him in fifteen years of service.”


Alex’s mouth dropped open. “You checked with Human Resources?” Of all the places to check…


“I also checked police reports. Coghan’s got nothing linked to him about domestic abuse. No calls from Melanie or the neighbors, nothing. Not even a noise complaint.”


“You don’t believe me.” Alex’s breath caught. “After everything I told you, you still don’t believe me.”


“Melanie Coghan never reported any kind of abuse. Not once.” He rested his elbows on his knees and gazed at the lake. “But that’s not to say APD hasn’t heard of her. Your client’s got an interesting reputation, did you know that?”


She couldn’t believe she was hearing this. He didn’t believe her.


“Rumor is, Melanie Coghan’s a nutcase,” Nathan said. “She actually showed up at the station once, shitfaced drunk, and got into it with her husband, right there in the parking lot. She cursed him out. Told him she was leaving him. I talked to a patrol officer who says he saw the whole thing.”


“What are you trying to say?” Alex asked.


“I’m saying, all that doesn’t jell with your helpless, battered wife running away from her husband.”


“I can’t believe you.” Alex snatched up her tote bag and stalked back toward the parking lot.


Nathan followed. “What can’t you believe? That I checked into some facts before tossing around accusations?”


“I asked you to do this quietly.” She shook her head. “Human Resources is the gossip mill of any office. Don’t you know that? You’re going to tip him off! He’s probably out right now, getting rid of evidence!”


“Alex.” Nathan took her by the arm. “Listen to yourself. You’re not making sense.”


“I’m not making sense?”


“No.” He gazed down at her. She actually caught a flicker of concern in his expression, but she didn’t care. She was too mad.


“I understand that you’re worried about your client,” he said. “But you’ve got to get some perspective here. All you have is one woman’s story. And no evidence. And you’re accusing a veteran police officer of murder.”


She looked down at her feet and swallowed the lump of frustration in her throat. He didn’t believe her. And worse, he’d betrayed her trust.


“Let me ask you this.” His gentle tone made her chest hurt.


“What?”


“Does Melanie owe you money?”


“A little.” A lot, actually. Alex had paid the security deposit on her Orlando apartment out of her personal bank account. Ditto her utility deposits.


“You think it’s possible she’s avoiding you because she doesn’t want to pay?”


Alex looked away. It was possible. But she didn’t believe it.


In her heart of hearts, she believed Melanie was dead. And in her heart of hearts, she believed Craig Coghan was responsible. Melanie had come to Alex for help. She hadn’t had anyone else to turn to, so she’d turned to Alex.


“Alex? Isn’t it possible you’ve got this wrong? That you’ve made a mistake?”


She gazed up at him and felt the bitterness expand in her chest. He’d opted to trust his colleague over her because the guy was a cop. She’d always heard about the Blue Wall, but she’d never seen it up close like this.


She stepped back, away from him. “The mistake I made was thinking you’d help me.”


Captain’s Point was a luxury subdivision carved out of a hillside overlooking Lake Travis. During the dot-com heyday, hordes of thirtysomethings had built huge custom houses and thrown lavish parties there. Times had settled down, though, and now many of the houses were owned by retired couples or banks that had foreclosed after some Dellionaire couldn’t make his payment.


Alex wended her way through the neighborhood, too distracted to be dazzled by the pseudo-Tuscan architecture or sweeping sunset views. Nathan was wrong. That’s all there was to it. Alex didn’t care how many commendations Coghan had under his belt, the man was a wife beater, and probably a murderer, too. And just because Nathan couldn’t find a record of something didn’t mean it hadn’t happened.


Of all the things he’d discovered during the course of his nano-second-long investigation, one thing stood out. It was the parking lot scene, when Melanie allegedly showed up at Coghan’s workplace, drunk and verbally abusive. It didn’t sit well with Alex. For one thing, Melanie had told Alex once that she didn’t drink. And for another, the meek, mousy woman who’d walked into Lovell Solutions all those months ago had seemed completely incapable of staging a scene like that. Alex couldn’t imagine Melanie threatening her husband at all, much less in public and in front of his coworkers. Was it possible Coghan had planted a witness to some imaginary fight?


Or was it possible there was another side to Melanie, a side Alex knew nothing about? In addition to the trembling, terrified victim who’d gone through a box of Kleenex in Alex’s office, maybe Melanie also happened to be a loudmouth drunk who didn’t mind humiliating her husband at his workplace.


But if she truly was afraid of him, why spark his temper in such a dramatic way?


It didn’t make sense. And it put the first nugget of doubt in Alex’s mind. Maybe she didn’t know Melanie quite as well as she thought she did.


Melanie’s return to Austin had been stupid. And her actions once she’d come back had been sloppy. But Alex’s background investigation had been sloppy, too.


Of course, none of that accounted for why Coghan was spending his workdays in Captain’s Point, stopping in at various houses. Alex passed the first of three homes that had been on Coghan’s agenda. She turned a corner and drove past the other two. Yesterday, each of the three houses had had cars in the driveway. Now, as dusk fell over the hillside, those driveways were empty.


Alex parked her Saturn down the street at a utility easement. After her run-in with Nathan, she’d dropped by the office to give Sophie back her Tahoe. Alex had been curt to the point of rudeness, and her new assistant was probably wondering what had put her in such a bitchy mood. But Alex hadn’t explained. Instead, she’d sent Sophie home, closed up shop for the night, and come here.


Expensive gas lamps flickered along Treasure Trail as Alex hiked up the hill to the first house on her list. Luckily, there weren’t a lot of nosy neighbors out and about. But Alex liked to be prepared for contingencies, so she’d tucked a clipboard under her arm. On it was a petition for improving water quality, which gave her a reason to be wandering around the neighborhood gleaning information from people.


A breeze cooled her bare arms as she neared the house. The two-story entrance was lit by an outdoor chandelier. No interior lights on, though. No cars, no dogs barking, no flutter of movement behind the closed curtains. It looked like no one was home, but she made her way up the cobblestone sidewalk and rang the bell anyway. After several minutes of waiting, she walked around to the wooden gate leading to the backyard.


She hesitated a moment, listening for the slightest growl or rustle of plants that would mean she wasn’t alone. Then she stepped into the yard and quietly closed the gate behind her. In the dimness, she could barely make out the shape of a spacious swimming pool surrounded by rocks. The water looked murky. Dark shapes hovered at the bottom, and it took her a moment to realize they were leaves. And branches. From the looks of it, the pool hadn’t been cleaned in months.


Alex stepped closer to the house, beneath a covered patio where the visibility was even worse. She pulled a penlight from her bag and shone it around.


An empty terra-cotta planter stood beside the column closest to Alex. The plant in it was shriveled and dead. Other than that, the patio was empty—no chairs or chaise lounges or stainless-steel barbecue pits.


And then she got it. Duh. This was a vacant house. She aimed her light inside the windows to confirm it. Not a stick of furniture anywhere, not even a rug—just bare tile floors.


What the hell? Alex checked the other two houses on her list and found them vacant, too. She drove out of Captain’s Point more puzzled than ever. What had Coghan been doing here?


Alex pondered the question all the way across town until her grumbling stomach broke her concentration. She hadn’t eaten all day, so she pulled into a Dairy Queen and ordered a Hunger Buster with cheese, a chocolate milk shake, and fries. While she waited at the window, she took out her phone and logged onto Google.


The first two addresses netted nothing, but she got a hit with the third. It came up as part of the online directory for the Austin Camera Club. The club’s president, evidently, had lived there in the not-so-distant past.


“Ma’am? Your order?”


Alex glanced up at the impatient teenager trying to hand her her dinner.


“Thanks.” She took the sack from him and pulled away. A warm, oniony smell filled her car, and she dug french fries from the bag as she made her way home.


What was Coghan up to? And did it have anything to do with Melanie? Even if the man was in the market for a house, Alex hadn’t seen any FOR SALE signs. Plus, Captain’s Point was well above a police officer’s pay grade.


Alex pulled into the driveway of her garage apartment and glanced at the main house. The glow of the television in the living room told Alex that Thelma was home tonight instead of out playing bunco with her girlfriends. She climbed the metal stairs leading to her door, stepping over the gray tabby curled up on her welcome mat. Sugarpotamus stood up, arched, and stretched as Alex unlocked the door. He sniffed the bottom of the takeout bag and mewed plaintively. Thelma fed him table scraps all the time. No wonder the poor thing weighed eighteen pounds.


“Not for you,” she told him. “You’re on a diet.”


Alex pushed open the door, and the cat darted inside. She stepped in behind him.


And saw the man-size cowboy boots parked right beside her sofa.





CHAPTER SEVEN
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How’d you get in here?” she yelped.


Troy Stockton watched her from his sprawled-out position on her couch. The side of his mouth curled into a smile. “I never forget a hide-a-key.”


“My alarm was on!”


“I never forget an alarm code, either.”


Alex glanced at the keypad beside her door and saw that he had indeed entered her code. She slammed the door and dumped her purse and takeout bag on the table.


She didn’t care for the fact that he’d let himself in here. She cared even less for the fact that he was stretched out on her sofa, all relaxed and gorgeous, while she stood there all tired and disheveled. She’d envisioned her next meeting with him countless times, and every vision was the same: Alex would be somewhere—preferably at a bar surrounded by men—looking sexy, but uninterested. Troy would be there, too, looking tortured and desperate to win her back.


“I told you to call me. Not show up here.” She strode into her kitchen, catching her reflection in the microwave as she went. Yikes. It was worse than she’d thought.


Troy sauntered into the room with the athletic gait she remembered so well. She never should have called him. But she’d only wanted him on the phone, not in her apartment.


He propped his shoulder against the wall and crossed his arms. “Three voice mails,” he said. “All urgent. You didn’t think that’d get my attention?”


She turned her back on him and busied herself at the sink, filling a bowl with water. The fact that she still had the power to get his attention made her feel funny. Good, yes, but also a little uncomfortable.


“I needed to talk to you about something.” She shooed Thelma’s cat back outside and put the bowl down for him beside the welcome mat. “It’s about a case.”


Troy smiled slightly and heaved a big sigh. “I figured that when you mentioned the Delphi Center.”


His disappointment was feigned. He must know he had a lot of groveling to do if he wanted back in her life. She planned to make him do it, too, because she’d missed him. But as a friend only. She wasn’t about to get burned twice.


“So let’s hear it,” he said. “You said you needed a favor.”


“I do.” Alex got two plates down from a cabinet and carried them to the table. She took out her burger and fries. “Bring me a knife, would you?”


He retrieved one from the drawer beside her oven, but she refused to be impressed that he’d remembered her kitchen even though he’d been in it only a few times.


She cut the burger in half and divided the food. Troy sank into a chair, and she winced as it creaked under his weight. She told herself not to feel self-conscious about her consignment-store furniture and her cheap Target dishes. Troy had more money than God, but he wasn’t a snob about it. It was one of the things she’d always liked about him.


“Here,” she said, and slid a plate in front of him. “You’ll be more likely to say yes on a full stomach.”


He chomped into the burger as she sat down at the table and poked a straw into her shake.


“I’ve got this client,” she started. “I helped her disappear about six months ago.”


Troy’s expression hardened. He knew all about her work with runaway wives and girlfriends. Alex was pretty sure his mother had been in a similar predicament once upon a time, but Troy didn’t talk about his childhood much, and Alex had never asked.


“Here’s the problem,” Alex told him. “She came back to Austin, and I think her husband found her. Now she really has disappeared.”


Troy ate silently as she explained the events of the past three days. When she’d finished, she took the clear plastic bag from her purse and placed it in front of him.


She went to the refrigerator for some water. A six-pack of Dos Equis sat on the top shelf. He’d remembered her aversion to beer, evidently, and brought his own. She grabbed one of the bottles for him, annoyed that her grudge was weakening. And he hadn’t even begun to grovel.


“You want this blood analyzed, is that right?” he asked.


She popped off the cap and handed him the beer. “You guessed it.”


Troy raked a hand through his longish brown hair. He’d always reminded her of Brad Pitt, and it wasn’t just because of the name.


“You still have that contact at the Delphi Center?” she asked. “The forensic scientist?”


“Mia Voss,” he said. “She’s a tracer. Works in their DNA lab.”


“You guys still in touch?”


“Just talked to her a week ago. She’s helping me out with some research.”


Alex slurped up milk shake. “New book?”


“Same one,” he said, then frowned at his empty plate. “It’s really dragging this time. I keep running into walls.”


She felt a twinge of sympathy. Troy was a bestselling true-crime writer, and he constantly dealt with police departments as he researched homicide cases for his books. Sometimes he had to go outside regular channels to get information, which meant he had a mind-boggling list of contacts in all areas of law enforcement. One of those contacts had referred him to Alex several years ago. Troy had needed to track down someone in the federal witness protection program for an interview, and he’d hired Alex to do it.


It was, without a doubt, the toughest assignment she’d ever been given. And she’d succeeded.


As had Troy’s book, which had been picked up by Hollywood and made into a movie.


Less successful was the affair they’d started last December. Troy had a wandering eye, and Alex had a zero-tolerance policy.


“So do you think Mia could run this for me?” Alex nodded at the earbud.


“For a fee,” he said. “The Delphi Center’s a private lab, so it won’t be cheap. Especially not if you want it soon. When do you need it?”


“Immediately.”


“That might take some persuasion.”


“That’s your department,” Alex said, getting up from the table. “I was hoping you could call your friend and put in a good word for me.”


He came up behind her as she rinsed the plates.


“I’ll do you one better,” he said when she turned around. “I’ll take you there myself. They’re about an hour south of here, near San Marcos. We can go tomorrow.”


She folded her arms over her chest and watched him. Troy lived on the lower Texas coast, which meant he’d come a long way to do her this favor. And he probably expected her to let him spend the night. Which she’d be happy to do.


“You have a hotel room somewhere?” she asked.


He hooked his thumbs through his belt loops. “Thought I’d stay here.”


It was that warm, seductive look that had haunted her for weeks after the party they’d attended on New Year’s Eve. She’d also been haunted by the image of him in a lip-lock with another woman at 12:01. And 12:02. And 12:03.


Alex smiled, savoring the moment, if not the memory.


“You’re more than welcome to stay here,” she told him. “You can have the couch.”


Mia Voss peered through the eyepiece and sighed, then made a notation on her report: Odocoileus virgianus. Her detective was going to be disappointed.


“Great news.”


She looked up from the microscope to see Darrell standing in her doorway. He had a Starbucks bag in his hand and a grin on his face.


“You brought scones?” she asked.


“Muffins.” He pulled out a chocolate cupcake and started peeling away the paper. “But I’m willing to share. Want some?”


“I’m good, thanks.” Mia ignored the shower of black crumbs as she slid the file aside and gave Darrell her full attention. “Okay, let’s have it. I could use some great news this morning.”


“Remember that case that came in last week? The one from Dallas?”


“The blue jeans,” she said. How could she forget? The jeans had been saturated with so much dried blood, they could have practically stood on their own. The crime scene must have been horrendous.


“That’s the one,” Darrell said. “We got a forensic hit.”


“You’re kidding.”


“The perp’s profile matched one from a murder scene up in Oklahoma City. Crime’s five years old.” He popped another chunk of cake into his mouth. “I just talked to the cold case squad up there, and they’re reopening the file. Dallas PD’s got some fresh leads for them.”


Mia snapped off her latex gloves and tossed them in the biohazard bin. Now she was smiling, too.


Hits were a reason to celebrate. In Mia’s line of work, the only thing better than a forensic hit—which linked crime scenes together and generated new leads for the police—was an offender hit, as in, not only was this DNA profile already in the database, but they knew whose it was. Offender hits were the reason Mia got up in the morning.


She tucked her hands into her lab coat and watched Darrell polish off his breakfast. As a computer tech at the Delphi Center, Darrell’s job included entering DNA profiles into the national database on behalf of the lab. Letting the scientists who worked those cases know that their efforts had made a difference went above and beyond his job description.


“Thanks for telling me,” Mia said. “You didn’t have to do that.”


“No problemo. Hey, catch you later, okay?” He lobbed his trash into a wastebasket and sidestepped the visitor approaching her door.


Mia’s smile widened. “Well, if it isn’t my favorite Texas Ranger. What brings you here?”


“Hadn’t seen your pretty face in a while.”


She walked over and gazed up at those gray eyes she remembered well. “Still full of bull,” she said.


“You got a minute?”


“For you, I’ve got hours. What’s up?”


John Holt stepped into her cramped, windowless laboratory and glanced around. “Nice digs.”


“It’s not much to look at, but everything’s top of the line.”


“I believe it.” His gaze landed on an electron microscope that probably cost more than he made in a year. “Looks pretty high tech. And the building’s nice, too. Never been here before. Thought I was walking into the Parthenon, all slicked up.”


She dragged a stool from the corner of the room and nodded at it. “Have a seat.”


“Don’t mind if I do.” He sat down and crossed his feet at the ankles, displaying a familiar pair of cowboy boots. Mia hadn’t seen Holt since she’d worked at the state crime lab in Austin. Two years had gone by, but it looked as though he hadn’t changed a bit.


“Just dropped off a tissue sample with your evidence clerk,” he said.


“Something wrong with the facilities in Austin?”


The twinkle in his eyes faded. “This is a special case.”


“Okay.” She stepped closer. “How can I help?”


“Sample’s from a floater recovered in Travis County. Body’s a mess, no prints. We’re having a hell of a time getting an ID. I need a DNA profile so I can see if he’s in the system somewhere.”


“Okay.” So far, everything sounded standard. “When do you need it?”


“Yesterday.”


Standard again. “I’ll do my best,” she said. “What’s this about?”


“That, I can’t say. Only that it’s highly sensitive. After you generate the profile, send it straight back to me.”


“Our database tech can enter it—”


“Not this time.” His gaze locked with hers.


Mia folded her arms over her chest, trying not to get defensive. “Background checks on the tracers are very thorough. I trust every one of my colleagues, so—”


“I’m sure you do.” Holt stood up and rested his hands on his hips. His silver star gleamed at her, reminding her of the early days of her career when she’d paid her dues at the state crime lab. “I’d tell you more about it if I could, but you’re gonna have to take my word for it. It’s a sensitive case. You’re the only person I trust.”


She nodded. “All right, then. I’ll start on it today.”


“Thanks.” He squeezed her arm affectionately. “I sure appreciate it.”


When he was gone, she stared at her empty doorway until the telephone yanked her back to the present.


She picked up the receiver. “DNA.”


“You have visitors down in the lobby, Mia.”


She checked her watch. It would be Troy and his detective friend. Another face from the past. Mia glanced at her reflection in the glass cabinet. She tucked a wayward curl back into her ponytail and sighed. It had been years since she’d had a good hair day and almost as long since she’d had a good date.


Troy Stockton. Here we go.


“I’ll be right down,” she said.


Nathan pulled into work and knew it was going to be a shit day. All the clues were there: no coffee filters, a sopping wet newspaper, a sharp pain behind his eyeballs every time he looked at the sun.


Maybe Alex was right and he should get his eye checked out. Or maybe his headache had more to do with her than the punk who’d sucker punched him a few days before.


The station house was buzzing with activity as Nathan walked in. Only Friday morning, and the weekend rush had already started. Nathan hiked up the stairs to his department, trying to recall the last time he’d had two consecutive days for recreation.


“Yo, Dev.”


He turned to see Hodges coming toward him, a manila folder in his hand. More reports Nathan hadn’t had time to read.


“We got a problem,” Hodges said.


Nathan ducked into the break room, where the coffeepot was empty, of course.


“What’s the problem?” he asked, fishing his wallet from his pocket and turning to the vending machine.


“Floater from Lake Austin,” Hodges said. “Strangling victim.”


A Coke thunked down, and Nathan retrieved it from the machine. “What about him?”


“I followed up on that phone number we found on the matchbook in his pocket,” Hodges said. “Took me a while to track it down.”


Nathan popped the top and chugged, eyeing his partner’s face over the top of the can. Hodges looked much too intense for the average day at the office, even in homicide.


“What?” Nathan asked.


“It’s a corporate account, belongs to A.L. Enterprises.”


“Yeah. And?”


“And that’s a shell company,” Hodges said. “Owned by Alexandra Lovell.”


Alex hadn’t expected one of the world’s foremost DNA experts to be cute. But that was the first word that popped into her head as she watched Mia Voss walk across the lobby.


Alex told herself to reserve judgment, at least until the woman opened her mouth. When Mia reached them, Troy pulled her into a hug while she regarded Alex with curious blue eyes.


“You must be Alex,” she said, and Alex could tell by her tone she’d been expecting a man.


They exchanged a polite handshake. “Thank you for seeing us on short notice,” Alex said.


“Troy tells me you’re down from Austin. So… you’re with APD?”


“Not exactly,” Troy said. “Hey, you mind giving us the tour before we head up to the lab? Alex has never been here.”


“Sure.” Mia glanced at the visitor’s badge clipped to Alex’s shirt. “Looks like you’re all checked in.”


She led them across the spacious lobby toward a pair of Doric columns. Alex wasn’t sure what to make of the place. Or the guide, for that matter. Besides the predictable lab coat, Mia wore faded jeans and ankle boots, and her strawberry blond hair was pulled back in a black scrunchie. Alex suddenly wondered whether this pretty young doctor was one of Troy’s many ex-girlfriends.


Alex cut a glance at him as they walked. Instead of signing in as Alex had and having his driver’s license swiped for a criminal background check, he’d simply pressed his palm against a screen at the front desk. The receptionist had waved him right in. How had he gotten that sort of clearance? She’d asked, but he’d shrugged off the question, which had only piqued her curiosity.


They passed through the columns and into a long corridor, and the architecture fast-forwarded into the twenty-first century.


“We call this wing Plants and Ants,” Mia said over her shoulder. “Our botanists and entomologists work here.”


Alex glanced back and forth at the glass doors as they passed. Behind each one, she saw stainless steel counters and sinks, lots of cumbersome-looking equipment, a few scientists in goggles peering into microscopes.


“Is it my imagination,” she whispered to Troy, “or are we going down?”


“We are,” Mia said from several steps ahead. “I’m taking you past our Bones Unit. They work in the basement.”


The temperature cooled as they descended. Alex had thought the complex looked large from the front steps, but she’d had no idea it extended so far underground.


Mia came to a double glass door. She rested her palm on the screen to the right, and the panels parted. A wall of cold air hit them.


“This is where we do cadaver research,” Mia said. “All the workrooms are closed off, but the entire section stays at about fifty degrees.”


Alex rubbed her bare arms and wished for a lab coat like Mia’s. As they moved through the corridor, she gazed through a long window at a group of people with clipboards and eye shields huddled around a table.


“That’s Osteology.” Mia stopped and nodded at the glass. “Looks like a class going on right now.”


Alex craned her neck, but she couldn’t get much of a view. “What are they looking at?”


“A skeleton,” Mia said. “They brought it in from the body farm this morning.”


Alex sent her a questioning look.


“We’ve got about a hundred acres southwest of the building where we research decomposition. How human remains react under different conditions—car trunks, ponds, open fields.”


Mia resumed the brisk pace. “Used to be, the country’s primary body farm was in Tennessee. But we get different kinds of weather and wildlife out here, so ours is more helpful for law enforcement agencies in the Southwest.”


Mia led them around a corner and stopped at an elevator. When the doors dinged open, she stepped inside and flattened her palm to the screen before pressing the button for the sixth floor, which was labeled DNA/COMP. Alex read the other choices: IDENT, TRACE, PHOTO, QD.


“What’s ‘QD’?” Alex asked.


“Questioned Documents. I’d take you by there, but they’re hosting VIPs today. Some group from Britain, I believe.”


“Delphi’s getting attention from all over the world.” Troy smiled slyly. “Almost like Quantico.”


Mia shot him a look. “Better than Quantico.”


The doors dinged open, and Alex kept her skepticism to herself as they stepped into a sunlit hallway. She squinted up at the glass ceiling. “Guess you get to work in the solarium?”


“Actually, no.” Mia led them down the hall as Alex gazed down through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the courtyard six stories below. They passed another interior window, and Alex stopped short. “Holy hell,” she muttered.


“Knew you’d like this part,” Troy said.


Alex gaped at the enormous room filled with sleek new machines: computers, servers, 3D laser scanners. A trio of latex-gloved men stood around a table at the end of one of the rows. One of them slowly waved a scanner over a skull, and the image appeared on a nearby screen.


“That’s Digital Imaging and Cyber Crimes.” Mia looked at Alex. “I take it you like computers?”


“Yeah.” Alex itched to go explore, but she had a feeling her visitor’s badge wouldn’t get her inside.


Troy leaned in close. “Jealous?” he asked, and his breath was warm against Alex’s ear.


He was talking about the computers.


“Not really,” she said. “I just upgraded, so I’m not in the market.”


Mia passed another row of windows, and Alex saw more scientists with eye shields working at tables. Then Mia stopped at a door and did her palm routine again. The panel slid open.


“This,” she said, stepping inside, “is where I work.”


They followed her into a windowless room, and the door slid shut with a whoosh. The space was dim, the only light coming from a desk lamp sitting on the counter beside an open file folder.


Alex glanced around. The center of the space was occupied by a rectangular, slate-topped table. Three microscopes were arranged in a neat row on top. On the far wall were shelves filled with glassware: beakers, test tubes, lots of other stuff Alex couldn’t identify. A red biohazard bin sat tucked in a corner.


“Is this all yours?” she asked Mia.


“Not really. Most of our DNA tracers work in the bigger lab next door. I like this room because it’s dark, and I work with lots of alternative light sources, chemicals that fluoresce, stuff like that.” Mia gestured to a stool. “Have a seat. Show me what you brought.”


Feeling a bit self-conscious now, Alex pulled out the plastic sandwich bag containing her “evidence.” It seemed out of place here, amid all the cutting-edge equipment. She passed it to Mia.


“Hmm.” She held up the bag. “Next time, use paper.”


“Paper?”


“To transport evidence,” Mia said. “Plastic containers can accelerate the deterioration of biological specimens. So what is it you want to know about this?”


“Well.” Now Alex felt even more self-conscious. “First off, I’m not sure whether it’s blood.”


“Let’s find out.” Mia reached for a box on the counter behind her and snapped on a pair of surgical gloves. She pulled down a metal arm suspended from the ceiling and switched on a light. The glare was intense, and Alex was reminded of visiting the dentist’s office.


“I’ll just do a quick TMB test,” she said, taking some supplies from a drawer. She tore a piece of paper from a wide roll, arranged it on the table, and emptied the plastic bag on top of it. Then she dampened a cotton swab with some sort of liquid and bent over the earbud.


“What’s that?” Alex asked.


“Distilled water.” She dabbed gently until the tip of the cotton swab was pink. Then she dampened a paper strip with the water and held the swab against it. “This is a Hemastix strip.” She glanced up. “We’re looking for it to change color. Sort of like a home pregnancy test.”


Troy eased closer. Alex pulled up a stool and sat down to wait. Soon the paper turned greenish-blue.


“It’s blood,” Mia announced. “Next question, is it human blood? I would guess yes, since it’s on an earbud, but you never know. Just this morning I tested blood droplets on a pair of boots that belong to a murder suspect. Odocoileus virgianus, unfortunately. White-tailed deer.” She sighed. “My homicide detective isn’t going to be very happy. Anyway, I’ll run what’s called a precipitin test to be sure.”


Alex glanced at the cotton swab. “Aren’t you worried about using up the sample?”


“It’s okay. We’ve got methods now to replicate DNA so that we can get a usable sample from a very small amount. I can get one off a single hair follicle, if I need to.”


“I’m pretty sure it’s human blood, given the circumstances,” Alex said. “The question is, whose?”


“You want a DNA profile,” Mia stated.


“I guess.” Alex glanced at Troy. He hadn’t told her that when he set up the appointment?


“And I assume you also want us to run it through the database for you.”


“Depends.” Troy claimed the stool beside Alex, and she felt reassured by his closeness. “Alex believes the blood belongs to a murder victim.”


Mia’s brows arched. “A victim? Would they be in the missing-persons index?”


“What’s that?” Alex asked.


“The national DNA database has three main parts,” Troy said. “One is for profiles lifted from crime scenes—that’s the forensic index. Then there’re profiles from offenders. The third part is missing persons. Profiles from un-IDed remains.”


“It also includes donated profiles,” Mia added, “from families who are looking for someone, hoping they’ll turn up someday.”


“I see.” Alex felt the weight of her ignorance. “Sorry, but this isn’t really my area. Tracing people in cyberspace, I know all about. Tracing people through genetic codes, I’m way out of my league.” Alex looked at Troy. “I doubt Melanie’s in the database, though. I mean, I’m the only one who even believes she’s missing. And she doesn’t have a criminal record.”


Mia tipped her head to the side, clearly confused. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure I understand your objective here. Your department thinks someone was murdered? And they sent you here to—”


“I’m not a police officer,” Alex cut in. “I’m a private investigator. One of my clients disappeared, and I think there was foul play involved.”


Mia gave Troy a look, but Alex couldn’t decipher it. Had he misled her about why they were here today? Or maybe she was annoyed to be wasting her time with a civilian.


“Alex is trying to convince police that her client is dead,” Troy said. “She wants a murder investigation. But the only evidence she has is this”—Troy nodded at the earbud—“and a burned-down house, where her client was staying. Alex thinks the killer set fire to the place to conceal the crime.”


Mia leaned back against the counter and folded her arms. “So there isn’t even a case yet, really. Just your belief that something bad happened to this woman.”


“That about sums it up,” Alex said.


Mia watched her for a moment, drumming her fingertips against her sleeve. “All right.” She shrugged. “Works for me.”


Alex stared at her. She was going to help. Alex hadn’t really believed it until just this moment, and she didn’t know what to say.


“What?” Mia glanced at Troy. “That’s why you came here, right? To make your case?”


“I’m just surprised,” Alex said. “Getting the tests run… this detective I know made it sound like such a big deal.”


“I get that a lot,” Mia said. “Old dogs, new tricks, and all that. Most cops still look at DNA as something used to prosecute a case, not investigate. It’s one of the biggest problems we’re up against.” Her voice took on an edge as she talked. “With the technology available now, that’s so shortsighted. We can use DNA to put a weapon in someone’s hand. To put a perp at a crime scene where he claims he’s never been. We can pile up evidence and pressure someone into a confession, save the taxpayers a big trial. But that’s not happening right now because the system is broken. We’ve got this amazing technology, but we’re really only using it to prosecute cases that have already been solved.”


The room fell silent, and Mia’s words hung in the air. Alex realized this woman was on a mission.


“Sorry.” Mia rolled her eyes. “Bottom line, yes, I’ll help you. I assume you brought me another sample? Something I can compare to this blood, see if I get a match?”


Alex pulled another plastic bag from her purse, this one containing the envelope Melanie had given her last October when she’d put a down payment on Alex’s services.


It was the only payment Alex had managed to collect from her.


“I watched Melanie lick this envelope.” Alex handed Mia the bag. “Will that work for you?”


She smiled. “Like a charm.”





CHAPTER EIGHT
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Troy turned onto Alex’s street, and she glanced out the passenger window for the hundredth time today. No tail. But still, she felt uneasy for some reason.


“What’s wrong?”


She shrugged. “Nothing, really. I just like to keep tabs.”


His brow furrowed. “You worried about something?”


“Force of habit.”


He pulled into the driveway behind her Saturn.


“Thanks for the ride.” Alex scooped the box of leftovers off the floorboard. They’d spent the afternoon walking around San Marcos and then stopped for drinks at a restaurant on the river. Drinks had become dinner. Now it was dangerously close to nighttime, and they still hadn’t dealt with the tension hovering between them.


Alex shoved open the door and got out. Troy walked her up the stairs, like she’d known he would, and stood patiently behind her as she fished her keys from her purse.


“You driving back tonight or tomorrow?” she asked, unlocking the door. She turned to face him and immediately knew the intention behind his warm, steady look.


“That’s up to you.”


Her stomach fluttered. He wanted to come inside and pick up right where they’d left off before New Year’s.


And she wanted to say yes.


“Thanks for your help today,” she said instead.


He gazed down at her.


“This case is important to me. And it means a lot that you gave up so much of your time to help me with it.”


“But you’re still mad,” he stated.


“I’m not mad.” And she wasn’t. Not anymore. The anger had lasted only a few hours. The hurt, though—that had stuck with her for months.


Troy rested his hand on her shoulder. He didn’t look upset. Just resigned.


“I know you’re going to think this is bullshit,” he said, “but I am sorry.”


She watched him, waiting for more. But he simply looked at her.


“Thank you,” she said finally. Where was the rest of it? The sweet talk? The seduction? This man was really good at the seduction part, and there was a strong chance he’d be able to sway her if he put some effort into it. Part of her wanted him to.


Another part of her was thinking of Nathan. She kept remembering him crouched in front of her the other night in his sweat-soaked T-shirt, cleaning up her knee and ignoring her while she cursed at him.


And then for some reason she felt guilty for standing here on the verge of inviting Troy inside. Where had that come from?


Troy dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Night, Alex. Lock up tight.” Then he went down the stairs and slid back into his car.


Alex stood on her doorstep and watched as he backed out of the driveway. She stayed there, thinking, until the sound of his engine faded completely into the night.


The Ferrari 360 Modena turned the corner, and Nathan watched Alex watch it go. When she finally stepped back inside, he sat in the Mustang for a few more minutes, collecting his thoughts.


Or, more accurately, grinding his teeth over the realization that Alex had spent the day with some rich hot-shot while he’d been busting his ass trying to find her.


He got out of his car and slammed the door. A dog barked nearby as he crossed the tree-lined street to the Hyde Park mini-mansion where Alex rented a garage apartment. Nathan had thoroughly scoped out the place earlier in the day, though why a woman who kept a brand-new Mercedes and a pristine-looking 1960 Ford Sunliner stashed in her garage should need to take a boarder was a mystery. Nathan walked around the side of the garage and glanced through a dusty window. The Sunliner alone was worth at least a few years of what Alex probably paid in rent. But maybe the rich old bird liked the company.


Nathan hiked up the stairs noisily and wasn’t surprised when the curtain behind the glass pane shifted and Alex peeked out at him. Then the door swung open.


She fisted a hand on her hip as he looked her over. Sometime in the past three minutes, she’d changed into—God help him—blue satin pajama pants and a tight-fitting tank top.


He dragged his gaze back to her face. “Hi.”


Sighing, she ushered him inside and closed the door. “Excuse me while I fire my assistant.” She turned and pulled a cell phone from the purse sitting on the breakfast table.


Nathan caught her wrist. “She didn’t give me your address.”


“Then how’d you find me?”


He lifted an eyebrow. It hadn’t been easy. Alex had a vast array of privacy shields, and every bit of information he’d had on her linked back to her business address.


“I’m not kidding,” she said. “I need to know.”


“I used your pizza trick.”


She crossed her arms. “I never order pizza.”


“No, but you like Hunan Cafe.”


She rolled her eyes and walked into the kitchen. She jerked the fridge open and grabbed a Coke from the top shelf. A half-empty carton of Dos Equis sat on the shelf, too.


Nathan’s irritation returned. “Where have you been all day?”


A look of amused disbelief came over her face. “Out.”


“You didn’t answer your phone.”


“I was busy,” she said. “You want a drink?”


“No.”


She popped open the Coke and took a sip.


Nathan forced himself to let it go. How she spent her time was none of his business. Neither was her personal life. Or the fact that she kept her fridge stocked with beer she didn’t drink.


He turned his attention to the apartment. A flat-screen television sat on an empty bookcase opposite a striped blue sofa. The coffee table consisted of a scuffed black camp trunk. Cardboard boxes lined the far wall beneath a pair of windows, reminding him of her office the first time he’d seen it. The place looked as though she’d just moved in, but the Chinese restaurant had orders for her dating back two years.


“Don’t you ever unpack anything?” he asked.


“Not if I can help it. I like mobility.” She scraped back a wooden dining chair and sat down. A sliver of black lace peeked over the waistband of her pants, and Nathan’s imagination kicked into gear.


“So what’s going on?” she asked.


“Did Melanie Coghan have a boyfriend that you know of?”


Alex’s face paled. “You mean she’s… dead?”


“No.” He frowned. “At least, we don’t know that.”


“You said ‘did,’ as in past tense.”


“Okay, does she have a boyfriend? I need to know if she’s seeing someone. Someone here in Austin.”


Alex shook her head slowly. “She didn’t say anything. Not to me, anyway.”


“You think it’s possible?”


Alex watched him, wide-eyed. Gone was the snippy attitude. She was worried about Melanie.


“You mentioned she’d been taking trips to Austin,” he reminded her. “You think she was meeting somebody?”


“I don’t know. Maybe. It would explain a few things. It would be incredibly stupid, though. What better way to piss off her husband than to come back here and have an affair, right under his nose?”


“I can’t think of one.”


Alex shook her head and muttered a curse.


“It’s not your fault,” he told her. “Whatever she was doing, she ignored your advice.”


Alex gazed up at him, her eyes wary. “What’s this about, anyway? What aren’t you telling me?”


“We recovered a floater from Lake Austin on Tuesday.”


Her eyes widened. “Was it—”


“Adult male. About five-ten, one-sixty. Dark hair. He sound familiar at all?”


“No.”


“We’re still working on an ID.” He stepped closer. “In the meantime, I need to know why your phone number was in his pocket.”


“My phone number? Why would some dead guy have my phone number on him?”


Nathan pulled a notebook from his jacket, flipped it open, and rattled off the number.


“That’s not my number,” she said.


“It was scrawled on a book of matches. It’s to a cellular account registered to A.L. Enterprises.”


A lightbulb seemed to go on. “It’s Melanie’s safe phone.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s just a regular cell phone. But it’s part of her emergency kit. Or it’s supposed to be.”


“Why is it in your name?”


“I give all my clients a safe phone. Or at least this kind of client. They’re supposed to use it only in an emergency. It’s part of this kit I tell them to put together in case their cover gets blown. They keep some cash, a phone, a simple disguise, like maybe a hat and wig. I also suggest they keep a prepaid gas card, any prescriptions—whatever they need to take off at a moment’s notice.”


“But why is this registered to you? Why not a prepaid cell phone?”


“Mostly, they use prepaid phones. This is just for emergencies. And I have the number, so I can track them, if I need to. The phone companies have gotten wise to pretexts from PIs, so it’s gotten harder and harder to gain access to other people’s phone records. This phone is in my name, so it makes things easier.”


“And I’m assuming you tried this with Melanie?”


“The very first day,” she said. “The last call bounced off a cell tower in Florida months ago. I’ve left messages on it and Melanie’s prepaid phone, but the mailboxes are full now. I don’t think she’s retrieved anything. I figure she took the battery out. Or maybe Coghan got rid of it somehow. Even the GPS wasn’t working.”


“Interesting. And how would you know that, exactly?”


She cleared her throat. “I sort of have this friend in emergency dispatch. I explained the situation and convinced her to ping Melanie’s phone.…” Her voice trailed off as Nathan stared at her.


“What?” she asked defensively.


“Nothing. It’s just, shit, here I am thinking you need a warrant, or at least a badge for that.”


“Hey, if you don’t want to know the answer, don’t ask the question.”


He shook his head, exasperated.


“There’s something more, isn’t there?” she asked. “Something’s bothering you.”


Everything about this case bothered him. Alex being mixed up in it was top of his list.


“We haven’t IDed this floater yet,” he told her, “but we think he may have had a gang affiliation.”


“Why do you say that?”


“I can’t disclose the details.”


“Nathan, I need to know what’s happening.”


He watched her for a moment, debating whether to trust her. “This is confidential,” he said finally.


“Okay.”


“Whoever strangled this guy cut off some skin before dumping him in Lake Austin.”


She cringed. “Why?”


“Tattoo removal. We see it sometimes with gang murders. You kill off a rival, take away his symbols. It’s kind of like the ultimate ‘fuck you’ to the rival gang.”


“But if you can’t see what was there, how do you know it was a tattoo?”


“We don’t. It’s just a possibility. Course with this link to Melanie, and to you,” he added pointedly, “we realize it might not be that simple. We’ll know more when we get an ID. Unfortunately, the whole department’s slammed right now. We’re in triage. My lieutenant just ordered me to lay off this John Doe homicide and tackle stuff that’s more solvable.”


“But I thought gang killings usually involved guns. Didn’t you say he was strangled?”


“Maybe someone didn’t want any noise. Or any slugs recovered. Hell, I don’t know. Maybe this has nothing to do with gangs, and someone’s simply trying to make it harder for us to identify this guy. His fingertips were in bad shape, so even if he’s in the system, it’s going to be tough to get an ID.”


Alex shook her head and looked down at her bare feet. He could tell she was worried, which was good. Worry might make her careful. But it was the guilt on her face that really bothered him. He slid his hand up her arm and rested it on her shoulder. She glanced up.


“Stop doing that,” he said.


“What?”


“Thinking this is your fault. Melanie was a grown woman. She made her own bad decisions.”


“You think she’s dead.”


“Maybe,” he said. And at her worried expression, he couldn’t help giving her a sliver of hope. “Or maybe she’s just avoiding you. Could be she’s involved in something shady, something that drew her back to town.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know. Right now, anything’s possible. Sounds to me like she never told you the full story about why she left.”


Alex shook her head and glanced away. She looked so pretty sitting there, and sad, too.


It was time to go before he did something stupid.


He dropped his hand from her shoulder. “You need to be careful,” he said sternly.


“Me?”


“Whatever this is, it involves you now. And until we get a handle on it, you need to watch your back.”





CHAPTER NINE
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Alex drove through Nathan’s neighborhood and was struck again by how domestic everything looked. People were out walking dogs, pushing strollers, and collecting Sunday papers off the sidewalks. Why did he live here? He couldn’t have very much in common with these people anymore. Alex pulled up to the curb and wondered if the white Saturn that kept appearing in front of his house had generated any gossip yet.


Nathan answered the door in jeans and a rumpled white T-shirt. She smiled at his bed head.


“Sleeping in?”


He stepped back to let her inside. “What time is it?” he asked, and his voice was husky.


“Almost nine.”


He went straight for the kitchen, and she trailed behind him through the living room. “Looks like you pulled an all-nighter.”


“Got in at six,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. He went to a cabinet and pulled down a yellow tin of coffee. He put a new filter in the coffeepot, then dumped in half a dozen heaping scoops. He added water and switched on the power.


Alex glanced at his bare feet. The cuffs of his jeans were stained with something.


“Double homicide.”


She snapped her gaze up to his. He’d noticed her noticing the blood. He must have come straight home from work and fallen into bed.


“Guess I’m going to have a tough time talking you into a run this morning,” she said.


He leaned back against the counter and looked her over. His attention lingered on her bare legs.


“I could probably be persuaded.” He held her gaze for a long moment, and her cheeks warmed. The pot gurgled and hissed beside him.


She turned around and opened a cabinet. Dishes. She opened another one. Cups. She pulled two down and poured coffee, even though the pot had barely started brewing. She passed him a half-full mug and took a sip from the one in her hand.


“Whoa.” She made a face. “It’s strong.”


“It’s the chicory,” he said. “Plus you didn’t let it finish.” He downed his in one gulp, then plunked the cup on the counter. “Gimme a minute, and we can go.”


He disappeared into the back of the house, and she stood in his kitchen, sipping coffee and questioning her decision to show up here unannounced on a Sunday morning. It felt a little too… something. Intimate, maybe? She put her mug in the sink and went to the front door to wait.


Nathan appeared a minute later in shorts and running shoes.


“How far?”


“Four-point-six miles,” she answered, leading him down the sidewalk.


“You clocked it already?”


“MapQuested it. We’re going to Mount Bonnell. If we take Mesa from here—”


“I know where Mount Bonnell is.”


She heard the amusement in his voice and glanced at him over her shoulder. “What?”


“You’re funny,” he said.


“Let’s go.”


She set a brisk pace, determined to redeem herself from the last time, when she’d had to hide the fact that she’d been sucking wind the whole way.


He switched places, so he was running on the outside and she was closest to the sidewalk. His protective streak again.


She cast a sidelong glance at him, admiring his straight posture and the way his T-shirt stretched taut over his chest. He caught her looking.


“I don’t remember you being in this kind of shape,” she said.


“When?”


“When we worked together last fall.”


“It’s Hodges.”


“What?”


“Will Hodges, my partner. Guy’s a fitness nut. Figured I needed to kick it up a notch or he’d make me look bad.”


“I’ve met him before,” Alex said. “How old is he, anyway? He looks pretty young.”


“Twenty-nine.”


“You’ve got a decade on him.”


“Not quite,” he said, and she sensed she’d touched a nerve.


“You’ve got almost a decade on me, too.” She smiled and picked up speed, and of course he responded to the bait. Men were so predictable.


Because of their ridiculously fast pace, they reached the trailhead in almost no time. He led the way up the uneven stone steps. For a while they hiked in silence, passing a few other people out soaking up the morning. It was a popular trail, and it ended at the highest elevation point in the city.


Alex spotted a large boulder on an outcropping of rock just off the path. “Let’s sit down.”


She rested against the rock and glanced around. The sun cast sharp shadows over the hillside, and a chilly breeze stirred the trees. Alex closed her eyes and took a deep breath of the sweet, piney air. “I love this smell.”


“Mountain cedar,” he said. “Lot of people can’t stand it. Gives them allergies.”


“I like it.”


“Spoken like a native Texan.”


“I’m not from Texas.”


He propped his shoe on the rock and looked down at her. A sheen of sweat covered his skin, but he wasn’t winded. Alex took another deep breath. Hot guy. Another scent she liked.


“So what do your parents think of you chasing down deadbeats and insurance cheats?”


She looked away. “I don’t know. Why?”


“Seems like they’d want you home in Urbana.”


She glanced over at him. She’d never told him much about her background, and she wondered if that slip had been intentional.


“They probably wouldn’t mind.” She shrugged. “I didn’t ask them, really. I just left.”


“Why? I hear Urbana’s a nice town.”


“It is.”


“But?”


“It’s too, I don’t know… settled, I guess.”


“Chicago too settled, too?”


“Not really.”


“San Francisco?”


She narrowed her gaze at him. “What’s your point?”


“You move around a lot. Come on.” He jerked his head toward the trail, and she fell into step behind him.


For a while, they hiked without talking. The trail grew narrower, and the trees and scrub brush thinned out as they neared the top.


“So let’s hear it,” he said.


“Hear what?”


“What you need today.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “Don’t tell me you came to see me because you love jogging.”


“Maybe I like your company.”


“Maybe you need a favor.”


“Have you always been this cynical?”


“Yep.”


“Okay, you’re right,” she said. “I need a favor.”


He didn’t break his stride as they moved up the increasingly steep hillside.


“I went back and canvassed the neighborhood over on Moccasin Road.”


“And?”


“And I talked to some people who noticed a Honda sedan and a Chevy Blazer at that cabin in the weeks before the fire.” Alex struggled to keep up with him as she talked. “One woman said she saw the Blazer in a ditch just off the road around ten on the night of the eighteenth. There was a red tow truck there. A pickup, too. Maybe it was Coghan’s.”


“She get a tag number?”


“No.”


“On any of the vehicles?”


“No.”


“What color was the truck?”


“She couldn’t remember for sure. Something light.”


“Lot of pickups in Texas,” he stated, and for some reason his tone of voice ticked her off.


“I’m aware of that. But wouldn’t there be an accident report or something? Maybe someone called the police?”


“I can look into it.”


“Thank you,” she said, and he didn’t respond. He was probably annoyed that she kept peppering him with requests. But at this point, she didn’t really care. Nathan was her best contact at APD, and she needed help.


He took her elbow and pulled her close to the trees. A couple squeezed past them on the narrow trail, and Nathan nodded hello. When they were gone, he gazed down at her with those clear blue eyes, and her stomach did that little flutter.


“I’m doing you a lot of favors,” he murmured.


“And?”


“And it’s only fair to warn you. I’m keeping score.”





CHAPTER TEN



[image: Image]


Nathan ignored the neon fast-food signs lining the feeder road. He’d skipped lunch and dinner. It was nearing midnight now, and he could have used a hamburger something fierce; but more than he needed food, he needed to talk to Alex. And she wasn’t going to like what he had to say. He dialed her number with one hand while using the other to swerve into the fast lane.


“Hello?”


“Hey, it’s me.”


She said something, but it was drowned out by the wail of a guitar. “What?”


“It’s Nathan.”


More noise, and then “Have to talk louder.”


“Nathan Devereaux.” Jesus, where was she? “I ran down that lead for you.”


She said something, but he didn’t catch it.


“Where the hell are you?”


The noise stopped abruptly. “The Roadhouse,” she said, clear as a bell. She must have gone outside.


“Eli’s Roadhouse? Off the interstate?”


“You know another Roadhouse in town?”


Her sarcasm grated on his nerves. Not to mention the vision of her standing outside some noisy biker bar talking on her damn iPhone.


“Did you say you ran down that lead for me?”


“Yes.” He tried to keep the annoyance out of his voice. “I need to talk—”


“Want to have breakfast tomorrow? You can fill me in.”


He exited the freeway and pulled up to a stoplight. It was a quiet Monday night. Not too many cars out. Sounded like all the action was going on at Eli’s.


“Nathan? How about eight A.M. at that pancake place?”


He heard a whoop of laughter followed by the snort of someone’s Harley.


“Are you outside? You know, that’s a crappy neighborhood. The parking lot backs right up to a strip club and—”


“I’m going back in,” she said. “So I’ll see you for breakfast then? Eight o’clock?”


He imagined her rolling out of bed and coming to meet him. After sleeping with some biker she picked up.


Shit, he was being a jerk. She wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t pick up some stranger at a bar.


But what did he know? And what was she doing at Eli’s Roadhouse? The place was a rat hole. Nathan had practically grown up in bars, and he knew exactly the kind of people who frequented ones like Eli’s.


“Are we on, or not?”


“We’re on,” he said.


“Good. See you tomorrow.”


Then the music was back, and she clicked off.


* * *


Troy watched Alex zip the phone into her purse and elbow her way back through the crowd. Whatever that was, she didn’t look happy about it. She hitched herself back onto the stool beside him, dropped her purse on the floor, and picked up her drink.


“You okay?” he asked over the noise.


“Yeah.” She took a gulp of rum and Coke.


“You don’t look happy.”


The band ended their set with a loud flourish, and the crowd clapped and whistled.


“It was my detective friend,” she said.


“Something come up?”


“Nothing urgent.”


“So what’s the problem?”


She rolled her eyes. “He’s on my case about safety. Thinks this place is a dump.”


“Hey, I wanted to meet at El Rancho. This place is a dump.”


“Yeah, but it’s got atmosphere.” Alex pushed her empty glass across the bar and traded nods with the bartender.


Typically, Alex wasn’t much of a drinker. But something was bugging her tonight, and Troy was determined to figure out what it was.


“Guess your detective friend doesn’t know about your SIG,” he said. “Maybe your concealed carry permit’s a little out of date?”


“You were saying?” she asked, changing the subject. “About the Delphi Center?”


The band filed off the stage to take a break, and Stevie Ray Vaughan’s “Caught in the Crossfire” started up on the jukebox. Troy took a swig of beer and then picked up where he’d left off.


“Mia called me last night,” he said. “She wants to talk to you.”


“She has the results already?”


“She has something.”


“Is it Melanie?”


“She wouldn’t give me details over the phone,” he told her. “She said come by in person, she’ll explain everything then.”


Alex eyed him suspiciously. “She didn’t tell you what she had?”


“Nope.” Troy had asked, of course, but she’d been unusually tight-lipped.
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