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				Chapter 1

				Seneca Simms hurried down the narrow corridor, scanning the numbers on the office doors as she brushed past them. When she reached number 425, she stopped. Through frosted glass and thick black letters announcing Collin Atlee, Private Investigator, she saw the shadowy figure of a man hunkered over a computer.

				“Gotcha.”

				She twisted the knob and pushed. For a moment the door stuck in the frame. Then it gave, banging against the wall with a dull thud, and Seneca gazed at the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. His features were sharply cut, forehead high, cheekbones prominent, nose straight. His mouth was generous, almost sensual, a feature the dark stubble covering his square jaw failed to hide. Beneath blond hair and dark brows, long-lashed eyes glittered like a king’s ransom of sapphires.

				A few seconds ticked by while Seneca adjusted to the presence of a handsome stranger sitting in Collin Atlee’s office. He frowned at her, perfect brows knitting over the sharp bridge of his nose. Concern creased the corners of his mouth.

				Seneca hitched up the heavy purse slung over her shoulder and folded her arms. “Where is Collin Atlee?”

				Mr. Beautiful’s eyes narrowed until the blue barely showed beneath his sweep of lashes. “If you are looking for Richard, ma’am, you’re on the wrong side of town.”

				“I’m looking for the guy whose name is on the door.” She jerked her head sideways at the lettered glass. “Collin Atlee.”

				His head tipped back. His eyes widened in surprise. “I’m Collin Atlee.”

				“I’ve met Mr. Atlee, and you are not him. If you don’t tell me where he is right now, I’ll-I’ll …” What would she do? She itched to punch him, but from the width of his shoulders, she guessed a jab delivered by a woman barely five-foot-two wouldn’t convince him to start talking.

				“Who are you?” he asked.

				“You know very well who I am. Mr. Atlee put you up to this, didn’t he?”

				Mr. Beautiful rose to an intimidating height, requiring her to tilt her head to keep an eye on him. As he came around the desk, he fished something out of the back pocket of his desert camo combat pants. He produced a worn leather wallet and flipped it open. An Illinois state driver’s license with the name Collin R. Atlee stared out at her along with a fairly hot DMV photo.

				She gaped at the picture. Red hot anger exploded behind her eyes.

				“Are you all right?”

				“How could I be all right? A bumbling, addle-brained jerk screwed with me. I’ve been on pins and needles for a month, waiting for his report — ”

				“Report? What report? Who are you? What are you talking about?”

				Poppy’s voice spoke in her head. Breathe deep, Sen. Take it one step at a time. She took a cleansing breath, then tipped up her chin and eyed the genuine Collin Atlee. “I better go. Obviously there was a mix-up of some kind. You are not the man I talked to last month.” If she wanted to resolve her problem in two weeks — and what choice did she have — she’d better get cracking.

				He slid his wallet back into his pants. “You talked to someone last month who said he was me?”

				“Yes.”

				“In this office. With my name on the door.”

				“Yes. Just after Labor Day.”

				“You’re sure.”

				“Of course I’m sure.” She stepped back. “I’ve got to go.”

				“What did he look like?”

				She let her eyes drift down his body, taking in the black T-shirt, the camo pants, the long legs. “The opposite of you. Short for a man, sort of light brown hair, brown eyes, and well-dressed.”

				One perfect eyebrow lifted.

				“He asked me a lot of questions, mostly about myself, but he didn’t write anything down except for my phone number.”

				“I’ll bet.” He muttered the words under his breath.

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				He gestured toward the set of chairs in front of his desk. “I’m sorry for any trouble this guy caused you. I’d like to make it up.”

				Chicago is a big city, Sen. You can’t trust people. She studied his desk. It was cheap and battered, but his laptop looked new. He kept no photos or other personal items on the desk. A Styrofoam cup held a motley assortment of pens and pencils, an iPhone glowed beside the laptop and a white paper bag with the Golden Arches printed on the front teetered atop a stack of unopened mail. In the window, behind a comfortable leather chair, an ancient air conditioner rattled. Spartan, definitely masculine, but it said nothing about the man himself.

				“I don’t know.”

				“Do you need help or don’t you? From the way you burst into my office I thought you came about an urgent matter.”

				An urgent matter that should have been resolved by now. Her fists bunched at her side as her temper inched up toward the danger level again. Maybe he noticed because he backed away from her.

				“I’ll get you some water.” He strode around his desk, back ramrod straight, shoulders thrown back, a posture Seneca had seen hundreds of times. Half the boys in her little hometown joined the military after high school, and when they came back they walked just like Collin Atlee.

				Relief washed over her. “You’re a soldier, Mr. Atlee.”

				He dug around in a canvas bag dangling from a bent coat rack and pulled out a bottle of water. “Yup. Call me Collin.”

				“Seneca Simms.”

				He twisted the cap off the bottle. His long arm, tattooed just above his elbow with a combat knife and crossed arrows, reached over the desk. Familiar ink on the streets of her hometown. He handed the water to her. “Have a seat.”

				She lowered herself into one of the visitors’ chairs. “I don’t know where to start exactly.”

				“The beginning.”

				She frowned. “That’s my problem. I don’t know how to find the beginning.”

				Tiny smile lines creased the corners of his mouth. “Just dive in. We’ll straighten the chronology out later.”

				She nodded and looked down at her hands. “Well, my father, his name was Woodrow Simms, died last May.”

				“In Chicago?”

				“No. Peabody, West Virginia. I was born, uh, raised there. Anyway, I drove down to Peabody over the Labor Day weekend to sort through his papers and clean out the house. I discovered a birth certificate for a Seneca Albers Simms, same first and last name as mine and same date of birth, but everything else was changed, and I don’t have a middle name.”

				“Brothers, sisters, mother, cousins?”

				“Just me.” She swallowed. “As far as I know.”

				“You waited three months to retrieve important documents from an empty house?”

				She’d come to Chicago because she wanted to play music, but on the eve of her audition at the music conservatory, Poppy died alone in their small clapboard house in Peabody. Music corrupts. Don’t ever forget, Sen. He’d said those words to her just before she left to go north. If she’d listened, Poppy might still be alive. Being in the house where he died made her nauseous.

				She looked at Collin and shrugged. “I was busy.”

				“I understand. Go on.”

				“The other birth certificate says a man named Thomas Simms is my father and someone named Sonja Albers Simms is my mother. But Loralynn Simms was my mother. She died when I was three but I remember her. I’ve never heard of Thomas or Sonja. There must be a mix-up. I was born in West Virginia at the County Hospital just outside Peabody. I know it.”

				“But …”

				“But this other certificate says I was born in Los Angeles. I’ve never set foot in California.”

				“Did you take them to the registry in your county?”

				She nodded. “The clerk told me the California one was a fake. He tried to take it away from me, but I raised a fuss until he gave it back.”

				“What makes you think it isn’t a fake?”

				“It has an official California state seal on it. I checked. They’re both authentic documents.”

				“What do you think happened?”

				“I don’t know. I thought maybe I was adopted, but when I researched online, all the adoption sites said the original certificate is sealed by the courts. The names of the adoptive parents are entered on the new certificate, but all the other information is the same. Mine has a different place of birth.”

				She paused. “Besides everyone in Peabody says I look like Poppy. He had red hair and mine is darker, auburn, I guess. His eyes were blue not green like mine, but I have his freckles and his quick temper.” Her face grew hot. “Plus we’re both on the short side.”

				Collin tipped his chair back and folded his hands under his chin. “Doesn’t make sense.”

				“What do you think?”

				“One of the certificates is counterfeit, and if I was a gambler, I’d put money on the one issued in Peabody.”

				“But why the Peabody certificate? Why can’t it be the California certificate?” What if Thomas and Sonja were alive? How would she explain all this to Michael? 

				“There is no logical reason to forge a birth certificate naming strangers in L.A. as your parents.”

				“What is the logical reason for faking the Peabody one?”

				His voice gentled. “Come on, think about it. The man who claimed you as his daughter would need a birth certificate to prove it. Why would strangers in California risk arrest or a prison sentence to produce a forged document for no purpose? Or at least not one I can see.” He dropped his hands and leaned forward. “Are you all right?”

				“I knew the California certificate was genuine the minute I pulled it out of Poppy’s box of important papers. I just couldn’t admit it to myself. My, uh, father is the only family I’ve ever known. We had our differences, but he loved me as his daughter. I know it.” Bewildered, she shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why did he do this?”

				“I don’t know.”

				Chirp, chirp, chirp. Her cell phone burst into bird song. Damn! She’d forgotten about Michael. Her eyes met Collin’s.

				One corner of his mouth tipped up. Tiny laugh lines curved around his lips. “Do you need to get your phone?”

				She slipped her hand into her purse and fished around for her cell. “Excuse me.” She retreated into the corridor, shutting the door firmly behind her.

				“Hello? Michael?”

				“Where are you?”

				She stalled for time. “What do you mean?”

				“I went by your apartment after work, and you weren’t there. You said you’d help me with my speech tonight.”

				Firing Mr. Atlee was supposed to take five minutes. She planned to be home before Michael arrived. Seneca glanced over her shoulder at the frosted glass. The shadowy head on the other side appeared to be watching her. She ducked out of sight.

				“Seneca. Are you there? Is something wrong?”

				Poor Michael. He carried the worries of an ailing planet on his shoulders. Some days the weight nearly crushed him. How could she pile on her own minuscule problem and say she loved him? Next spring he was running for the state senate. No skeletons, Seneca. It’s critical. That’s how they kill a political movement.

				“I’m fine. I went for a long walk.”

				“Did something happen at work?”

				“Just walking off a bad day. He loaded up my inbox at 4:30. Tomorrow’s going to be hell.” Administrative assistant to prominent attorney had sounded like an exciting job. Paper shuffler to cheap, egotistical ass proved closer to reality.

				“Are you sure?”

				“Of course I’m sure.” She raised her eyes to the cracked ceiling. Was Poppy watching her fib from his heavenly cloud?

				“You’ve been walking a lot since you got back from Peabody last month.”

				The scrape of Collin’s chair vibrated through the thin wall. “Nothing is going on, Michael. I just forgot.” Her temples began to throb. She pressed her hand to her forehead. “I’ve had a long day.”

				“Are you almost home?”

				Heavy footsteps approached the door. It opened, and Collin’s very large, very hunky body filled the doorway. His eyes met hers. He mouthed the word, Okay? She held up a finger. One minute, she mouthed back. He nodded and turned away. The door stayed open.

				She lowered her voice. “It will take me at least an hour to get back to my apartment. I’d understand perfectly if you wanted to bag it and go home.”

				“I thought this speech was important to us.”

				Irritation prickled her. “You’re being dramatic. It’s almost done, and you still have a week before the rally.” On the other side of the door, Collin cleared his throat.

				“Sorry. I’m just disappointed.” A loud sigh blew through the phone. “I’ll get something to eat. See you in an hour.”

				“Can you make it two?”

				“An hour. I can’t — ”

				“Two.” She turned off the phone.

				Seneca ducked back into the office. Collin wore a grave expression, but that darned eyebrow of his lifted again. It was probably how he asked women up to his apartment. “Trouble?”

				Her fingers smoothed the folds of her skirt. “Can you take my case?”

				“Depends on what you want me to do.”

				“I want you to find out which certificate is genuine.”

				“I already told you. It’s the California one.”

				“Where’s the evidence? I want to know why. Who are Thomas and Sonja?” She stopped. The eyebrow hadn’t moved. “Who am I?”

				His eyes softened. “Of course. I’ll start right away.”

				“I need this done yesterday. I’ve already wasted a month.”

				“Did you bring the certificates?” He glanced down at her purse.

				“They’re in my apartment.”

				He stood. “Let’s go.”

				The sensible part of her brain nudged her. “Mr. Atlee — ”

				“Collin. If you would prefer to bring them by tomorrow, I understand.” He reached over, grabbed a bottle of water from the canvas bag, twisted the cap off and took a long slug. The muscles under his tattoo rippled. They didn’t let psychopaths into the Green Berets, did they? Besides, if they didn’t get the certificates tonight, she would have to spend eight hours slaving in her airless cubicle before she was free to return with them tomorrow evening. Another day wasted and no closer to finding the truth.

				“I guess it would be okay if we hurry. I have an appointment at eight.”

	
				Chapter 2

				Collin bent his head and patted his pockets for the car keys. “Did you drive?”

				“I took the bus.”

				“My Jeep’s downstairs. You can direct me.”

				He sensed her hesitation again. Reaching for the bottle on his desk, he swallowed more water he didn’t want and tried to feign indifference as she studied him. Finally, she picked up her purse and slung it over her shoulder.

				“My apartment is in Lincoln Park.”

				“Let’s go.”

				Grabbing his jacket from the rack, he ushered her out the door before she could change her mind. In front of the building, his Jeep Cherokee waited at the curb, its rusted bumpers and faded navy paint discouraging would-be thieves.

				For the first ten minutes, they drove in silence. He concentrated on the tangled Loop traffic. His passenger sat beside him, arms crossed against her chest, knees pressed together beneath her skirt, eyes fixed on the windshield. Then she stirred.

				“The man who impersonated you. Do you know who he is? It just doesn’t make sense — ” She trailed off.

				He frowned at a merging bus and checked his side mirror. “Maybe.” He was going to kill Rory. Rory Brouchard was supposed to be his friend — maybe ex-friend. A rusty nail had sidelined Collin’s Jeep last month. By the time he changed his flat for the spare and raced back to the office to meet with Seneca Simms, he was an hour late. He found Rory lounging at his desk. As Collin walked in, he waved two Cubs tickets in the air. He’d snagged seats behind home base for the game that night. Don’t know, Bro, was all he said when Collin asked him what happened to Seneca Simms.

				“I can’t believe I fell for his act. He called me twice and his phone didn’t have caller I.D. Plus he asked me weird questions.”

				“Weird questions?”

				“Where was I? What was I doing? Did I have plans for the weekend? Did I like sushi? Date stuff.” She rubbed her arms. “I am so gullible. No, just plain ignorant. You probably think I’m a clueless small-town girl.”

				“It could have happened to anyone.” How she could mistake carefree, motor-mouth Rory for a detective?

				She took a deep breath. “Why me? It doesn’t make sense.”

				An easy question to answer. Seneca Simms was a looker, and whatever Rory’s faults, passing on a hot lady was not among them. At five-one, five-two, tops, she was small. Normally not his cup of joe. But everything about her was just right — the curve of her breasts above a small waist, slender arms, shapely legs, hair the color of dark copper and a voice like sweet southern honey.

				When she’d burst into his office, her cheeks pink with fury, her hands balled into fists, desire had stirred in him instantly. He liked a girl with spirit. Made everything more interesting.

				“Don’t worry. We’ll get it figured out.”

				In Lincoln Park, he turned into a narrow side street and found an open parking space in front of her sprawling apartment building. As he backed into a tight spot between a pale blue Beetle and a black Escalade, Seneca gasped.

				“Oh my god, don’t look!”

				She slipped down in her seat, curling her back over the cracked upholstery until she was nearly horizontal. He gazed down at the shiny waves of hair fanned across the seat. A curl rested against his hip. His fingers itched to touch it. Before his brain stopped functioning, he put the Jeep in park and lifted his head to see what caused his good luck.

				“Don’t look.” She hissed the words.

				“The windows are up. You don’t have to whisper.” Ignoring his client’s direct order, he glanced over at her building. A slender man in a tweed jacket and jeans, a canvas messenger bag flung across his chest, punched at a buzzer by one of the entryways. Collin’s eyes slid down to the passenger seat. “Who is it?”

				Her eyes shot green sparks at him. “What sort of detective are you? Don’t stare at him. Use the corner of your eye. Pretend you’re waiting on someone.”

				He fought back a smile. “Who is this guy?”

				“My fiancé.”

				She’d caught him off guard. “Your what?” His head swung toward the building again.

				“My fiancé. Don’t look at him!”

				His gaze flickered to her left hand. “Where’s your engagement ring?”

				“We built a house instead. Besides, Michael says diamonds have blood on them.”

				“Right.” If this girl belonged to him, he’d never let her loose in Chicago without his ring on her finger. The young man pressed the buzzer over and over, glancing up and down the street between assaults on the button, as if Seneca would materialize if he just pushed it enough. He was her fiancé?

				Collin looked at Seneca. “Doesn’t your fiancé have a key to the apartment?” Hell, he’d given up his key for a lot less.

				Her eyes nearly bugged out of her head. “Don’t look down at me!”

				He tilted his head but he could still see her. “Well? Doesn’t he?”

				She grimaced. “Poppy’s dog, well, my dog now, took a dislike to him. He goes after Michael every time the poor man sets foot in my apartment. I tried everything but wrapping Michael in a sirloin steak, but those two are like oil and water. She shrugged. “What’s he doing now?”

				He glanced toward the entry.

				“Don’t look straight at him!”

				“Er, sorry.”

				Collin pretended to ponder the evening sky through his front windshield while he snatched brief glimpses of her fiancé. The Chosen One fished around in his jacket, which appeared to have square patches attached to the elbows like the Nutty Professor’s. When his hand emerged from a sagging side pocket, he gripped a cell phone.

				“What’s happening now?”

				“He’s texting.”

				More accurately, her scrawny lover seemed to be experiencing a meltdown. As he pounded out a message on his cell, his lips tightened with emotion. But Collin saw no reason to upset his hot client with this detail.

				He peered down at her. “He’s walking away.”

				She slid up in her seat. “Where did he go?”

				“Toward Clark Street.” Collin studied her. “You’re engaged to Poindexter?”

				“Michael is a committed environmentalist. He started Action for Environmental Justice and next year he’s running for the state senate. He doesn’t just believe in a healthy Earth, he fights for it every day.” She pressed her lips together.

				He’d fought for a lot of things too, but he let her slight pass. “Sorry. So why are you hiding from Mahatma Gandhi?”

				She looked away. “I’ll get those papers.”

				A tree-hugger seemed like an odd choice for a feisty girl with a hot body. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me the whole truth.”

				She dropped her eyes and concentrated on her hands. “Michael doesn’t know I hired you.”

				“Why didn’t you tell him?”

				“I’ll just worry him.”

				“Why would he worry?”

				She raised her eyes. They reminded him of new grass in the spring. “He believes in what he does, Mr. Atlee. No compromises. It makes some people afraid. If one of his enemies discovers my double birth certificates, and it turns out Thomas and Sonja are bad people, there might be a scandal. His career could be finished.”

				“I can’t prevent a scandal from erupting.”

				“I know.” She turned away from him. “If it’s something bad, I’ll give Michael a chance to back out.”

				He studied the proud tilt of her chin and her downcast eyes. A girl all alone except for a fiancé too busy saving the environment to worry about her. Sometimes he hated the world. “Would he really leave you?”

				“I don’t know what he’d do. He loves me. But a lot of people are counting on him.” She pushed the door open. “I’ll just be a few minutes.”

				He worked his expression into indifference. “Maybe I should go upstairs with you in case I have questions. Unless you would prefer to answer them out here. On the sidewalk.”

				Her head twisted, and she gazed at the corner where Michael disappeared. “I don’t know.”

				“I’ll just grab the papers and go.”

				Her forehead wrinkled.

				“What’s the problem?”

				“My apartment is a mess, and my dog might go after you. He’s a little unpredictable.”

				He slid the keys out of the ignition. “I’ll wait in the hall.”

				He followed her at a respectable three paces through the rickety outer door that wouldn’t stand up to a crowbar and up a narrow set of stairs. Soot stained the walls. The pungent odor of garlic hung in the air. She didn’t seem to notice.

				Before she pushed her key into the apartment door, the eager pants of her killer dog drifted into the hall. She twisted the knob and opened the door a crack.

				“It’s okay, Peabody Hill. It’s just me and a nice friend.”

				One large tan paw managed to scratch its way through the crack in the door, then a black nose and drooping jowls appeared, then another big paw wedged itself into the opening and the door flew out of her grasp. A slobbering bloodhound burst through the door. Collin jumped back as a hundred pounds of eager canine leaped onto Seneca and nearly toppled her over. She knelt on the dirty linoleum floor in the stairwell and let him lick her face as she scratched his ears and laughed. Collin leaned against the door jamb and watched girl and dog reunite and his mood lightened. There were simple joys in life. Sometimes he forgot.

				While the hound distracted her, Collin made a quick assessment of her apartment. Small, exactly like her. An open sofa bed sat in the center of the room. Rumpled sheets and tossed pillows were piled on top of a thin mattress. A pair of pink pajama bottoms lay on the floor beside a metal leg of the makeshift bed. Behind the bed, a bright green tea kettle and a mug sat on a kitchenette counter. Opposite the door, a narrow closet yawned with a few blouses, slacks and skirts hung inside. A frugal wardrobe for a pretty lady. A shelf over the clothes held a plain brown box marked Documents — Save in black marker. A dark object caught his eye on a high shelf over the box. He stretched his neck and squinted, but he couldn’t see what gleamed in the closet’s depths.

				The dog’s eager pants ebbed. He stepped back from the door but as he turned away, he noticed framed posters of dead trees and grease-covered birds and melting ice caps crashing into the ocean. They covered the walls of the tiny apartment. Action for Environmental Justice blazed across the top of each picture. No doubt compliments of Mahatma Gandhi.

				Seneca pushed the dog away and scrambled to her feet. “Stop, you.” She giggled, and her sweet voice reminded Collin of a bell. The hound licked her hands and arms as she dragged him across the hall to the apartment. Then his nose contracted with a loud sniff, and his attention turned to Collin. He slipped out of Seneca’s hands with a tack to the left and went in for a few hearty whiffs of the newcomer.

				Collin had served with dogs in Special Forces, and he’d learned to respect the disciplined, brave canines who accompanied his detachment on patrols. Eager to meet the dog who sank his teeth into Poindexter’s leg, Collin crouched in front of him. Peabody Hill sniffed his hand, then tilted his head and studied him through dark brown eyes. Collin patted the floor.

				“Here boy.” The hound came to him and sat at attention as if he knew Collin was an officer. Collin scratched the dog’s ears and neck. “Good boy.” The dog yipped sharply. Yes, sir.

				“He likes you. I wonder why.” Collin looked at Seneca. Her hands rested on hips, her head was tilted as she studied him.

				“I like him too. Do you want to get the papers?”

				“It will take a few minutes to dig them out of the box.” She looked sheepish. “I was actually planning to fire you, er, the other Mr. Atlee, when I stopped by tonight.”

				His gaze dropped to the dog. “Hey, boy, why don’t us guys take a walk and give your mistress time to find her papers.”

				Peabody Hill wagged his tail, eager for a neighborhood reconnaissance mission, and his mistress favored Collin with a soft smile.

				“Would you? He’s been cooped up all day, poor thing.” She lifted a heavy chain-link leash from a basket by the door and handed it to him.

				Out on the sidewalk, a green-and-white Starbucks sign glowed at the end of the block. Collin remembered the tea kettle on Seneca’s counter. He’d bring her tea on his way back.

				“Come on, boy.”

				They turned away from Starbucks and strolled around the block. The dog marked sign posts and hydrants accompanied by Collin’s off-tune humming of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” The trees lining the narrow street rustled in the light breeze. Golden leaves drifted downward and fell at his feet. The ache in his heart deepened. He’d walked through so many hellholes in his life, places where an innocent-looking shadow meant death and the enemy waited at every crossroads for an unlucky soldier.

				He thought of Alex, his sergeant and friend, lost to a sudden burst of flame beside a pitted highway and how, when Collin turned away from Alex’s bloody remains, he saw what Alex saw in the last second of his life — a lifeless land where everything was the color of sand. After Alex died, Collin stopped believing safe, peaceful streets like this one existed, and when he came back to the States and saw them again, he didn’t care. That’s how he knew he’d left his nerve in the dust of a crossroads six thousand miles from home. He’d resigned his commission and drifted into the detective business to keep his mind off Alex.

				He should do something with his life. But what? His grandfather left him a townhouse and enough money to keep a simple soldier in rations for a lifetime so he didn’t need money. For the past year or so, he’d floated along, not caring what happened to him until tonight.

				This woman — this fierce, small-town girl — interested him. He wanted her more than he’d wanted any woman, anything, since Alex died. The idealistic tree-hugger presented a serious challenge, but engagement was not marriage. He had a right to press his suit, didn’t he? It was like joining up. You filled out all the paper work, but you weren’t really a soldier until you took the oath. Besides, a woman like Seneca deserved to be fought over. He reached down and scratched Peabody Hill’s ear.

				“We’ll fight fair, won’t we, boy?”

				But it didn’t take much imagination to see that the tree-hugger was going to be outmatched by the Green Beret.

				Three tipsy, twenty-something girls turned the corner and headed in his direction. Two blondes and one brunette. They giggled and nudged each other, and Collin decided he must be getting old because they looked incredibly young and interchangeable. Tanned, toned bodies, tight jeans, high-heels with sharp toes. “Hi,” they chirped in unison as they got a good look at him. “Wanna party?” He was accustomed to this, and until he returned to the States for the last time, never turned down a little impromptu party.

				“Maybe another time.”

				“Your loss.” They giggled as they passed him.

				He rounded the next corner. Starbucks gleamed at the end of the block. Peabody Hill, nose to the ground, picked up his pace. He was nearly at a full gallop when they reached the coffee shop. The dog came to an abrupt halt and, panting eagerly, gazed up at Collin. He peered inside Starbucks.

				Only one table was occupied, by none other than the groom himself. A tall paper cup sat by his elbow, his Nutty Professor jacket hung on his chair. Collin watched him scratch a giant X in ballpoint pen across a sheet of notebook paper covered in tiny scrawl. Lifting his hand, he stroked his thinning hair as he considered the page. He wore a wrinkled oxford shirt, yellowed with age. A pair of red suspenders held up a pair of jeans. What did she see in him?

				The perfect opening for his campaign to win sweet Seneca. He looped the hound’s leash around a bike rack just behind his competition.

				“Sit, boy.”

				The dog, head high, gave him a little yip. Yes, sir! What a great soldier. Collin patted his head. “At ease.”

				He pushed open the door and went inside the shop. As the little bell over the door tinkled, the groom spun his head around. Collin’s eyes met the groom’s.

				“Evenin’.”

				The groom nodded, then scooted his chair closer to the table and studied his notebook.

				“Can I help you,” asked the barista behind the counter.

				“I’d like a venti tea.”

				“What kind?”

				Collin frowned and bent over the row of colored boxes as if this was his most important decision of the evening. Behind him, a chirping-bird ringtone went off. The conversation was muted and brief. “But I’m waiting for — ” “What’s wrong?” “A cold?” “If you’d let your dad’s dog go you could move into the house with me — ” “Of course. Bye.” Then there was a rustle of papers being gathered and a chair scraping back and a gasp.

				“Hey!”

				Collin and the barista turned to the groom.

				“Is something wrong, sir?” asked the barista.

				The groom stared at Collin. “What are you doing with Peabody Hill?”

				Collin widened his eyes and tried to look shocked. “What are you talking about?”

				“The bloodhound outside is Peabody Hill. He belongs to my fiancée. What are you doing with him?” The groom squared his shoulders.

				“He’s my, uh, girlfriend’s dog. She’s coming down with a cold, so I’m walking him for her.” Peabody Hill caught sight of the groom through the window and growled. Good dog.

				The groom’s eyes blazed at him. “That’s impossible! There can’t be two identical dogs in the same neighborhood.”

				Collin shrugged. “I guess.”

				“What’s your dog’s name?”

				“I told you, it’s my girlfriend’s dog.”

				“Okay. What’s your girlfriend’s dog’s name?”

				He saw Seneca’s soft smile when he offered to walk Peabody Hill. “Rory.”

				“Your dog’s name is Rory?” The groom looked skeptical.

				Collin painted a weary expression on his face and sighed. “I’ll prove it.”

				Outside the store, he hunkered down near Peabody Hill while the groom watched from inside. “Here, Rory, here.” He snapped his fingers. The hound considered him woefully, then lifted his haunches off the sidewalk and sauntered up to Collin. The heavy leash rasped across the pavement as he moved. “Good boy.” He rubbed the dog’s wrinkled neck vigorously and scratched behind his ear before going back inside.

				The groom was apologetic. “Sorry, man. It just freaked me out. Your dog looks like the one my fiancée has.”

				“No problem.”

				“By the way, I’m Michael Berger.” He extended his hand for Collin to shake. “I’ll be running for the state senate next spring. Green Party. If you know anyone who lives in the far northwest suburbs who’s concerned about over-development, let them know.” He dug around in his Nutty Professor jacket and pulled out a brochure.

				“Is that where you live?”

				The groom studied him. “My fiancée and I built an eco-friendly prototype house up there.”

				Score one for the tree-hugger. Collin stuffed the brochure in his back pocket. “I’ll keep you in mind. Good luck.”

				“Thanks.” Mr. Nature shrugged into his coat and pushed open the door. Peabody Hill bared his teeth. Backing into the shop, the groom sat down at his table and opened his notebook.

				Collin returned to his inspection of the teas. Finally he gazed back up at the barista. “Wild Sweet Orange.” He said it loud enough for the groom to hear. He remembered the dog. “Throw in an oatmeal cookie for Rory.”

				They cruised back to Seneca’s. Halfway down the block, the sixth sense Collin developed in Iraq kicked in, and he knew he was being watched. When he turned into the building, he glimpsed the groom staring at him from the Starbucks door.

				Seneca buzzed him up, and when he knocked, she opened the door and waved him inside. A bright blue sofa had replaced her rumpled bed. The cardboard box from the closet sat on the cushions. When he handed her the tea, her eyes widened.

				“You didn’t take Peabody Hill to Starbucks!”

				“He waited outside. I thought you might like some tea. I hope orange is okay.”

				“Michael was there!” She banged the cup down on the counter in her kitchenette. Hot tea spouted out of the sip hole in the plastic lid. She crossed her arms. “Did he see the dog?”

				He hadn’t considered how Seneca would feel about his mission. Still, it was a fair fight. “He didn’t recognize him.”

				She spun around. “Didn’t recognize him? Exactly how many bloodhounds do you think live in Chicago?”

				“Not sure.”

				Her face softened. He noticed a sprinkling of tiny freckles across her nose. “I’m sorry, Mr. Atlee. It wasn’t your fault.” She held out two documents. “I meant to make copies.”

				“It’s Collin. I’ll be careful with them.”

				She nodded, but when he reached for the certificates she held back. “Would you mind putting the box away for me first? It goes on the shelf in the closet.”

				“Sure.” He pushed a ladder-back chair away from the door, lifted the box up and slid it back where it had been earlier. His eyes traveled to the top shelf. A violin, nearly swallowed by shadows, lay under a gray blanket of dust. He stepped back. “You play the violin?”

				Her eyes grew wide. “No. Why do you ask?”

				He nodded toward the shelf. “There’s a violin up there.”

				He watched a play of emotions cross her face — pain, fear, wariness. Her mouth tightened with determination. “It came with the apartment. Oh, by the way, I have to resolve my case before Halloween.” Her voice sounded sharp, like a knife.

				He swallowed hard. “Why?”

				“Because it’s my wedding day.”

				She was marrying Poindexter in two weeks? He couldn’t think of anything to say.

				Her eyebrows rose. “Do you have a question?”

				Rousing himself, he slid the papers into his jacket. “Nope.” He headed home to regroup.

	
				Chapter 3

				Home from another day under the steely gaze of Mr. Prominent Attorney, Seneca dragged a jubilant Peabody Hill back into her apartment. The entry door creaked open, and Collin’s voice drift up the stairwell. “Thanks, man.” The steps groaned under his feet.

				Barking gleefully, the dog tore away from her and bounded down the stairs. Seneca heaved a soulful sigh as she listened to his claws clattering against the linoleum. “Peabody Hill, come back here.” The command sounded half-hearted.

				Collin appeared on the landing below her looking dangerous and sexy in a black T-shirt, worn jeans, and leather bomber jacket. “Are you okay?” Her traitorous dog panted at his side.

				“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

				“I’ve been calling you all day.”

				“I forgot my phone.” By the time she left for work this morning, she was tired to the bottom of her soul of Michael’s urgent text messages. Where r u??? Call me!!! 

				It didn’t take a genius to figure out Michael was in an uproar over sighting Peabody Hill and Collin at Starbucks. But it would take a lot more imagination than she possessed to rustle up a logical explanation that squeezed past the truth. So she conveniently forgot her phone while she considered her story.

				Intelligent blue eyes studied her. “Did Michael dump on you about seeing the dog at Starbucks?”

				“I haven’t talked to him since last night before you left.”

				“I see.”

				Below them, the door clicked open again. The bright voices of two girls floated up the stairwell. She stepped back, opening her apartment door wide enough for Collin. “You better come in for a minute.” Too tired to set up her bed last night, she’d slept on the sofa so at least the apartment was presentable today.

				He brushed past her, the spicy fragrance of his aftershave drifting around her head like a warm mist. When she closed the door and turned, he was lounging on the sofa, legs stretched out, arms spread across the back. The dog lay at his feet.

				“Make yourself at home.”

				“Thanks.”

				She leaned against the door and crossed her arms. “What do you want?”

				He reached into his jacket and pulled out the certificates, setting them on the coffee table. “For starters, I wanted to return the originals.”

				“For starters?”

				He looked at her. The skin radiating from those incredible eyes furrowed. “I tried to call the courthouse in Peabody, but they gave me the run-around. The clerk informed me they can’t release personal information. Apparently, identity theft is on the rise in West Virginia. I did find out that the man who signed the Peabody birth certificate still works there, but I’ll have to corner him to get answers, and I’ll need you with me.” The dog rolled on his back. Collin leaned over and concentrated on scratching his belly.

				“You’re kidding me.” She was not driving to West Virginia with the hottest guy in Chicago. Michael would never understand. Not to mention his future constituents … or the upstanding citizens of Peabody. “When you get down there, I’ll call the courthouse and give them permission to share my personal information with you.”

				“Seems short-sighted.”

				“What is that supposed to mean?”

				He stopped scratching the dog and looked up at her. “How many people did you say lived in Peabody?”

				She low-balled the number. “A few thousand. Give or take.”

				“Would those ‘few thousand’ notice a stranger in town asking questions about the Simms family?”

				The entire town would be buzzing about Collin less than twenty-four hours after he landed there — even if he didn’t ask a single question. “Maybe.”

				“Maybe.” His brows knitted as if he were in deep thought. “So if people asked you about me, how would you explain my presence?”

				She narrowed her eyes. “If I went with you, people would still ask.”

				“I’m a friend.”

				He was unbelievable. “Look at you! No one in their right mind is going to believe you’re my friend.”

				His mouth turned down. “What’s wrong with the way I look?”

				“Nothing!” The word echoed off the ceiling. She took a deep breath and lowered her voice. “Which is exactly my point.”

				Her phone began to chirp. The dog howled at the ceiling. She snatched the phone from the coffee table and turned her back on Collin.

				“Hi, Michael.” Did she sound too bright?

				“I’ve been texting you for the past twenty-four hours.”

				“Sorry. I left my phone at home this morning. Where are you?”

				“At Starbucks.” She closed her eyes. “Hey Seneca, is there another bloodhound in your building? I ran into this guy last night with a dog that looks exactly like Peabody Hill, and he was walking the dog for his girlfriend who was getting a cold just like you, and the dog lived in your building because I saw them go in the front entrance. It was unsettling.”

				Her forehead broke out in a cold sweat. She glanced over her shoulder at Collin. He raised a perfect eyebrow and mouthed Okay? She swung away from him and stared at a poster of an oil-soaked penguin. “Uh, I don’t know.”

				“Whatever. It was just unsettling. Maybe bloodhounds are the new ‘it’ dog.” Michael’s voice softened to a suggestive whisper. “Can you get a neighbor to watch Peabody Hill and come out to the house with me tonight? We can eat dinner and go over my speech together. Maybe get to bed early.”

				“Oh, Michael, I’m so sorry. But I can’t.”

				Michael’s mood flipped from amorous to suspicious. “Why not, Seneca? Something is going on. You’re avoiding me. I can feel it.”

				She glanced at Collin. He was bent over Peabody Hill, vigorously scratching the dog’s ears, and probably hanging on every word. She considered his bowed head, the closely cropped dark blond hair, the well-shaped hand cupping the dog’s neck, the thickly corded arm with a warrior’s tattoo. She had to get him out of her life — A-Sap, to quote Mr. Prominent Attorney. “Don’t you remember? We talked about this.”

				“We talked about what? I have no idea what you’re referring to.”

				“I told you I’m taking tomorrow off. I leave tonight for Peabody to, uh, take the dog back home.” She’d have to call in sick. The boss was going to blow a major artery in his flat head.

				“You said your best friend from Peabody would drive him down when she comes for the wedding? What’s her name again?”

				“Janie?”

				“Exactly.”

				“Janie and Jim are bringing their two little boys. They’ll be a handful on the drive back without throwing a drooling bloodhound into the mix. Besides I want to make sure he gets settled. He’s all I have left of Poppy’s.” Dead silence greeted her. She tried a different tack. “You know how we talked about selling Poppy’s house and using the money to build a deck off our kitchen? I have to pack up his personal stuff before the house can go on the market.”

				Michael emitted a long sigh. “I guess it makes sense. But why now? In the middle of the week?”

				She turned around. Collin was studying her while his hand absentmindedly rubbed the dog’s back. She met his eyes straight on. “If I do it now, I can move into our house this weekend, and we’ll be together every night.”

				The skin around Collin’s eyes tightened, but Michael was appeased. “I guess I can wait three days. The planning meeting for the rally will be over by five on Friday. I’ll come over and help you move your things.”

				“See you Friday.” She turned the phone off and dropped it on the kitchenette counter.

				Collin patted the dog’s head. “Why are you giving away your dog?”

				“Not that it’s any of your business, but Peabody Hill and Michael obviously can’t live under the same roof. I’ve made arrangements for one of Poppy’s friends to take Peabody Hill.”

				“Too bad. You have a great dog.” He stood. “When do we leave?”

				“We? I’ll meet you in Peabody.” She was not spending seven hours in a car with Collin.

				“That’s ridiculous.”

				“Really? How do I know you’re not a rapist or a serial killer?”

				Collin threw back his head and laughed. She watched the smile lines at the corners of his mouth deepen and pressed her lips together.

				“Fair question. If I introduce you to a few people who’ve known me all my life, will you trust me then?”

				A memory popped into her head. If you are looking for Richard, ma’am, you’re on the wrong side of town. “Your father?”

				“No.” His face hardened.

				So her private eye had secrets too. “I was hoping to leave tonight.”

				“I’ll make a call. We can be on the road before eight.”

				“But you can’t stay at Poppy’s, er, my house. There’s a little motel on the main road. You’ll have to get a room there. Peabody is a small town, and everyone knows I’m engaged. It would be scandalous for us to sleep under the same roof.”
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