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      When a cunning serial killer meets an inexperienced private investigator with a heart of gold...protecting others comes at a terrible price.

      When quiet, unassuming Jessica Hilyard mysteriously disappears, Kylie Hatfield promises Jessica’s sister she’ll find her. So what if she’s technically just the office assistant at Starr Investigations? It’s the perfect opportunity to prove to her boss she has what it takes to become a real private investigator.

      But when the evidence starts to link Jessica’s disappearance to a dangerous serial killer, everyone warns Kylie to back off the case—the police, her boss, and Linc Coulter, the maddeningly sexy ex-soldier who’s training (or trying to train) her nutty Newfoundland dog, Vader, and making Kylie crazy in the process. But nothing’s going to stop Kylie from becoming a full-fledged private investigator...not even the threat of an unexpected murderer, who wants to take more than just her life.

      By turns humorous, romantic, and downright chilling, Deadly Act, the first book in the Kylie Hatfield Series, will delight fans of Kendra Elliott, Melinda Leigh, and Rachel Caine.
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      Jessica Hilyard always thought that love was supposed to make people happy. Maybe it did. For some. But her? It scared her to death.

      Especially being in love with someone like Brandon. A man who lived life to the fullest. A man who took joy in nature. Who took joy in her.

      She jumped when a twig broke somewhere in the forest. A squirrel darted up a tree, and she laughed at herself. She really was a fraidy cat. And if she was going to continue dating Brandon, she’d have to get over it. Fast.

      Jessica smiled, just thinking about the past few months with him. She’d gone kayaking and hiking, and she had even jumped off a cliff. Well, not much of a cliff. Her rock was maybe five feet above the water while Brandon’s had been more than twenty. Her stomach churned as she remembered the feeling of looking down into the icy depths of the river pool. Remembered how badly she wanted to turn away. How badly she just wanted to be home, in her little apartment where everything was nice and safe.

      But she had jumped.

      And even as the water closed over her head, and she kicked her feet to break the surface again, she had been laughing. Then she’d been in Brandon’s arms, and he was laughing with her, telling her how proud he was of her. So very proud.

      He’d made love to her then, moving her swimsuit bottoms to the side before taking her against the very rock she’d jumped from.

      “I’m crazy about you, Jessica,” he’d said against her mouth. “Come away with me. Let’s leave this town and live life to its fullest.”

      She hadn’t said yes. But she hadn’t said no, either.

      Could she?

      Could she simply walk away from school? Her job? Her friends?

      Her comfortable little life that seemed more glamourous on Instagram than it really was?

      Another twig snapped, bringing her back to the present. Bringing her back to the now.

      The present.

      Not the past, where she had so much to regret. Not to the future, where she had so much to fear.

      The now.

      To Brandon, the man waiting for her down by the river.

      Waiting for her answer.

      “Say yes,” she murmured to herself. “And then tell him that you love him and will follow him anywhere.”

      That was her plan.

      To live.

      Really live.

      Life to the fullest.

      With him.

      She was still smiling as she stepped out from the woods, her breath coming heavier now. Not from the exertion of the hike, but from true excitement. Was this what freedom felt like? Freedom from mediocrity? From the shoulds that have weighed her down for so long?

      Her smile grew even wider as she stepped onto the rock…their rock. The rock that had changed everything. Her jump into a new life with a man she truly adored.

      Brandon wasn’t there yet, but that was okay. She was early, always early. He, on the other hand, didn’t even own a watch.

      But time wouldn’t matter where they were going. Time wouldn’t mean a thing.

      Because they were going to write travel articles, making a living visiting one exotic location after another. “Jess and Bran in Wanderland,” Brandon had said with a laugh when she asked him what they’d call their blog.

      She had to admit…it was kind of catchy in the corniest way imaginable.

      To her right, she noticed a red box tied with a golden bow. On the top was a label. Jessica. Open me and follow the instructions.

      She would recognize Brandon’s handwriting anywhere, the ragged up and down slants of each letter reminding her of a heartbeat on an EKG tape.

      She opened the box. Inside was a satin blindfold, and just looking at it made her insides twist. There was another note. Put me on and wait. You won’t regret it.

      Regret.

      Her smile faded a bit when she read that word. There was only one thing she knew she’d truly regret. Disappointing her family. Especially her sister. What would Miranda say about all this? Jessica was anxious, in both a good and bad way, to find out. But even if her sister tried to dissuade her from this journey, Jessica would go anyway.

      She had to.

      No. She wanted to.

      Surely her family, her sister, would understand. Her friends. Her co-workers. They’d understand too.

      And if they didn’t…?

      She shook her head, shaking away any negativity.

      “I’ll call Miranda tonight,” she murmured to the water flowing beneath her perch as she smoothed the blindfold between her fingers. Before putting it on, she lifted her face to catch the last bit of light peeking over the mountains.

      It was so beautiful here.

      Just as it would be beautiful all the places they would go.

      Another twig snapped, but she didn’t jump this time. Instead, she placed the blindfold over her eyes, securing the elastic behind her head. Goose bumps raised on her arms as she felt Brandon approach her from behind.

      “Yes,” she said to him before he could even ask. Even she could hear the joy in the word. “Yes to you. Yes to everything.”

      Something cold pressed against her throat, the sharp edge piercing her skin.

      “That’s my motto too,” a familiar voice said.

      Before she could scream, the ability to do so was stolen from her as the knife sliced from ear to ear. It really didn’t even hurt that much, she thought, as she took a last leap from her rock—their rock—and the water consumed her for the last time.
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      Oh, this isn’t good.

      Kylie Hatfield squinted at her phone. Every little hair on the back of her neck stood at attention, an army of little soldiers telling her just how not-good this was.

      Kylie might have only been working in a private investigator’s office for a month, but she’d already developed quite the spidey-sense when something was off. Her boss, Greg Starr, had unceremoniously informed her that she was too green for the serious cases. Sure, she might have had a teeny bit of an attention disorder, and yeah, sometimes she was too busy talking to actually listen to people trying to impart their words of wisdom to her, but that didn’t matter right then.

      What mattered were the alarms going off in every cell of her body.

      Jessica Hilyard’s Facebook profile was all sorts of suspicious. And the woman had been missing for over a week, or so her sister said.

      Kylie leaned down, absently petting Vader’s head. The enormous Newfoundland mix had been Kylie’s for a little over a month, ever since she’d rescued him from the side of the road after witnessing some asshole run him over. Vader had mended well, but his sense of adventure and extreme drooling complex were the same as the first day she looked into his adorable eyes.

      And he’d already turned into quite the detective dog too. She tilted the phone to him. “What do you think, boy?”

      She’d never had a pet before Vader, but yes, she’d quickly become one of those owners who talked to her pet like he was a real person. He slept in her bed, went where she went. Basically, he was her 130-pound furry shadow.

      As a bonus, if their first and only case had given any indication, Vader was proving to have way more of a spidey-sense than even Kylie possessed. She’d learned that firsthand.

      On the very first day of her job at Starr Investigations, a scary looking woman had come into the office, needing immediate help. Since her boss had been gone, Kylie had taken on the job. After all, how hard should it have been to find a cheating husband and catch him in the act with his side ho?

      Well, should seemed to be the operative word.

      Kylie should have gone to the address her new client had given her, taken a few pictures and been on her merry way. But what actually happened was a totally different story.

      In a nutshell, she’d found the man, thanks to the help of her newly adopted Newfoundland mix. The man had been naked in his bed, but with a snakebite wound for his only company. Again, thanks to Vader, Kylie had found the girlfriend, also with a snakebite wound, about a quarter mile from the cabin they’d rented for their tryst.

      Kylie found out later that it had been the scary looking wife who’d drugged and sicced the copperhead on her husband and his girlfriend, then had grown a conscience and hired Kylie to find them before it was too late.

      Although her first and only case had been scary, it had lit a fire in Kylie’s soul. Where once she’d floundered, wondering if she would ever find the right career, she knew what she wanted to do now.

      If only her boss would let her.

      Greg Starr hadn’t fired her after she’d gone galivanting all over the Smoky Mountains looking for the couple, but he hadn’t let her work on any of the other investigations either.

      And Kylie wanted to work. She wanted to so bad that she could practically taste the “Kylie Hatfield, Private Investigator” license she’d one day hang on her wall. But first, she had to complete the billion hours of on-the-job training the state of North Carolina required in addition to her almost-Criminal Justice degree.

      Vader lifted his furry head, looked at her phone, and…licked Jessica Hilyard’s smiling face, leaving his slobbery goo on the screen.

      Well, he wasn’t always brilliant, but he was a true hero, her Vader. She’d taken to calling him Sherlock since the snakebite incident, in honor of his keen intelligence and bravery. She’d be his Watson any old day.

      But today, as he munched on the milk bone she tossed him, Kylie knew she’d have to rely on her own intuition here. And something really stunk in Asheville. Because Jessica Hilyard’s profile, chock full of inspiring memes and interesting slow-cooker recipes and photos of the pretty blonde’s thighs on a lounge in front of the aquamarine waters of a pool, with Day off! Ahhhh as the caption, hadn’t been updated in nearly a week.

      Jessica’s sister, Miranda, had been right to put a call in to Starr Investigations less than ten minutes ago. If Kylie’d had a loved one who’d simply dropped off the face of the earth like that, she’d have called for a private investigator too.

      Kylie knew that her boss had wanted her to cool it. She’d been on Greg’s shit list ever since she inserted herself in that last ordeal with the jilted wife who’d nearly killed her husband with a copperhead snake. The husband’s lover hadn’t been so lucky and had succumbed to her wounds the next day.

      Kylie had been too late, and she still hadn’t gotten over that fact. She also hadn’t gotten over how recklessly she’d behaved.

      It was only out of sheer luck that Kylie’s stupidity hadn’t also gotten her killed, Greg had told her more than once. And she probably would have cooled it if every single pore in her body wasn’t screaming with curiosity.

      “I know it killed the cat, but that’s why I’m a dog girl, right, boy?” Kylie said to Vader with a grin. She could swear he nodded.

      Besides, it made sense, even if her thick-headed, stodgy old boss couldn’t see it. Greg didn’t have Facebook. In fact, in his mid-sixties and as crotchety an old man as you could find, he was pretty much against any innovations that had come out this century. Whether he would admit it or not, her boss needed her and her technological prowess. And Miranda Hilyard, Jessica’s sister, the woman she’d just gotten off the phone with, had sounded desperate for help.

      Kylie couldn’t just sit around twiddling her thumbs. Not when people were in distress.

      Especially when she saw that she and Jessica had a mutual friend. Bethany Gutierrez, whom she’d gone to UNC with a few years ago. They’d been in freshman dorms and rushed together, though Jessica’d chosen Phi Sig and Kylie had gone Delta Gamma.

      It’d been a while. But from what she remembered, Bethany was cool and approachable. Kylie figured a friendly, totally innocent message to play catch-up wouldn’t get her in too much trouble. Especially since she was just doing some innocent groundwork to help Greg when he got back. Right?

      Kylie opened up a chat message to Bethany and began to type before she could talk herself out of it: Hey! Your name just popped up, and I couldn’t stop wondering how you’re doing.

      To her surprise, a return message popped up just seconds later: OMG Hi, sweetie! I miss you! How are you? You graduate yet?

      Kylie gritted her teeth. After nearly six years, she should’ve put a couple of years between herself and college. But with six changes of major and a whole lot of uncertainty and soul-searching under her belt, at twenty-four, Kylie was still ages from obtaining a degree of any sort. But that was the beauty of text conversations. She could ignore that question, for now.

      Hey, guess what? I think we have a mutual friend in common! Jessica Hilyard?

      It seemed to take forever before a response popped up: Oh, yes. We’re all so worried about her. No one’s been able to get in touch with her for days. It’s just really weird.

      Kylie took a deep breath and typed in: I can imagine! I really want to help. I know her sister Miranda is beside herself. Do you want to get together for lunch and talk about it?

      Kylie smiled when Bethany responded: Would love to! xxoo

      Her thumbs flew over the screen: Great! I’m free today if that works for you. Kylie looked down at Vader, knowing she’d need to take him with her. Want to meet at the Corner Café downtown?

      When Bethany agreed to meet at one p.m., Kylie rubbed her hands together, a chill of excitement running down her spine. Nothing that had happened in any of her seven majors had ever made her feel so excited.

      But no, this wasn’t part of the job. It really wasn’t. Just an innocent lunch date with an old friend to catch-up.

      Grrrrr…

      At Vader’s growl, the hair on the back of Kylie’s neck stood up.

      “It’ll be okay, boy,” she soothed, scratching the spot that made his eyes roll back into his head. It wasn’t like she was launching her own investigation or anything. Not her. She’d totally learned her lesson on that front.

      Her phone dinged. Another message from Bethany: So, your profile says you’re a private investigator.

      Kylie groaned. She’d fudged on her profile because it sounded better than her real title, which was Assistant to the Private Investigator, aka Greg Starr’s gofer and filing clerk. Considering Greg was such a techno-dunce, she’d figured he’d never find out.

      She typed in: Yes, I am!

      Kylie watched the dancing dots, and then: That’s such an exciting job to have! Congrats! Have you got any ideas on what might have happened to Jessica? I know her family’s up the wall and would appreciate the help.

      Kylie frowned, then picked up the phone and called her boss…again.

      Again, no answer. In her month of working there, he had yet to answer her on his cell phone. She didn’t think he had much experience when it came to them. She pictured him on the road, wondering why the heck his pants were buzzing so much.

      Well, Mr. Starr, I tried.

      Which was true. She really had tried to call him, and phone records would prove it. Not that she was officially investigating anything. Just lunch with a friend. At least, she kept telling herself that as she locked up the office and walked the block to the café.

      She’d picked the place because it had patio seating. She didn’t trust that she could leave Vader alone in the office and not return to a pile of chewed-up paper and other destruction. She’d made that mistake once with her little Mazda, and now she no longer had a headrest, and the whole passenger’s seat was a lumpy mess of stuffing she’d had to shove back in.

      “What are you giving me that droopy look for?” she asked Vader as she pulled on his leash. He was dragging his feet. On their regular walks, Vader was usually up front, and she had to run after him full speed, until she not only lost her breath but her will to live. But now, it was almost like the enormous dog knew that Kylie was up to no good. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”

      Did the big teddy bear of a dog just shake his head in disappointment?

      “Hey. I promise to be good if you will,” she said, knowing she’d probably feed him half her meal under the table, like a total sucker. He might have weighed more than she did, but he still had those big, black puppy-dog eyes she couldn’t resist.

      When she got to the Corner Café, she recognized Bethany at once, even though it had been a while since she’d last seen her. Her dark hair had blue streaks in it, and she had a model face with big black eyes that rivaled Vader’s for their intensity. She was also wearing ridiculously high heels on her small feet. If Kylie’d attempted to wear anything like that, she’d die after the first step.

      Bethany was sporting a sleek, fashionable all-black outfit and carried a designer purse, which made Kylie think she must’ve been successful since leaving school. Or had charged all her credit cards to the max.

      “Hey!” Bethany said, pulling Kylie into a one-armed hug. Bethany’s perfume was definitely too much of a good thing, causing Kylie’s eyes to water from all the competing scents on her.

      Bethany had always been the high-maintenance type. Looked like that hadn’t changed too much. She looked at Vader and sniffed like she’d caught wind of something bad. “Guess we should get an outdoor table?”

      Kylie’s college friend didn’t seem thrilled at the prospect, since it was kind of hot and humid outside, the norm for late August, but she had no choice. Kylie nodded, getting the distinct feeling Bethany wasn’t a dog person. Or an outside person. In fact, she realized she didn’t really know Bethany at all anymore.

      “Sorry,” Kylie said as she motioned to the hostess. “I bring him everywhere. He’s very good.”

      She wasn’t one-hundred-percent sure on that, though. He’d only been having obedience lessons with Linc Coulter for a month. Linc was practically mute, totally infuriating, but she kept him around because his Dog Whispering ways had saved her from hog-tying Vader to a post. Plus, he was quite dreamy in the looks department. Since she started the lessons, she’d been losing fewer and fewer things to Vader’s jaws, even though he still behaved like a total nutcase a lot of the time.

      As if the dog knew that Bethany wasn’t a fan, he jumped up on her, nearly knocking her petite frame back. She rocked on those devastatingly high heels, like a Weeble, only saved by the presence of the hostess stand.

      Kylie pulled Vader back and scolded him as Bethany wrinkled her nose and looked down at her black blazer, which had the faint outline of paw prints. When Kylie apologized profusely, Bethany said, “No, it’s fine,” even though she sounded more than a little perturbed.

      The hostess guided them to a table away from the rest of the clientele, wisely, and Vader sat on her feet as she tied his leash to the armrest of the plastic chair so he couldn’t get away. He saw a squirrel in a nearby tree and whimpered, so Kylie fed him a couple of treats she’d packed in her purse, saying a quick prayer that it would be enough to get him to calm down.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” she said under her breath to him, then smiled at her lunch date and ordered a lemonade.

      “A Perrier for me. It’s very cool that you’ve been working as an investigator,” Bethany gushed as the waiter finished filling their water glasses. “I always thought you’d take the world by the horns and do something amazing with your life when you graduated.”

      Kylie opened her mouth to make the correction that, technically, she hadn’t quite graduated yet, but Bethany kept gushing, so she decided that little detail wasn’t important.

      “I was thinking about you just the other day. I was thinking that Kylie Hatfield is such a live wire. She has that spark, you know?”

      Kylie smiled. “I could say the same for you.” It was a total lie, but it seemed wrong to tell Bethany that she hadn’t thought of her since the last time she saw her. “What have you been up to?”

      Bethany scanned her menu. “Salad! I’m dying for a salad.” She closed it and heaved a sigh. “Well, nothing all that exciting, like you, unfortunately. I’m doing sales for Blue Oasis.”

      Kylie raised an eyebrow. “Blue Oasis? You mean the bottled water company?”

      “Yeah. Glamorous, right?” The sarcasm was profuse.

      Geesh…kind of a sad-trumpets turn to her friend’s life. Bethany had always struck her as the type of person who’d find a gorgeous and successful husband the second she graduated and move away to live a fantastically sophisticated life in, she didn’t know, a villa in Tuscany or something.

      “I like their water!” was all Kylie could think to say.

      “I know, I do too. It’s totally spring-fed, none of this factory-purified shit, you know?”

      Kylie nodded, losing interest as she always did when people discussed their boring jobs.

      “God! I miss the old days. College was so much fun. Remember our candle ceremony? That was freaking wild. I don’t keep in touch with my sisters so much. Do you?”

      Kylie stared at her. “Yeah. The old days. Seems like forever ago,” she quickly said. As much as she loved gossiping about old times, she was there for business. “I keep in touch with some of the Delta Gammas, yeah. So…about Jessica?”

      Bethany immediately straightened, growing serious again. “Oh yeah, so, Blue Oasis. That’s how I know Jessica. She works as a part-time receptionist in the office. She hasn’t shown up there all week, and that’s totally not like her. Didn’t even call the boss to say she’d be out, so we’re all scratching our heads.”

      Now, that was weird. “Wow. Really?”

      Bethany nodded. “Sweetest thing too. Pretty. And ambitious. She was working days at the store and had been taking classes at night for a few years. Wanted to go into education. It’s not like her to go missing like that without a word to anyone. I mean, right?” She took a sip from her water. “Is that how you know her? From UNC?”

      Kylie stared at her, momentarily confused, until she remembered that Jessica was supposed to be their mutual friend. “Um. Yes. Right.” Vader looked up at her, and she stroked his ears. Even he didn’t believe her. She found herself babbling on. “Wow, Jessica. She’s just great. So fun. Talk about a live wire, right? She had that spark too.”

      Bethany’s eyes narrowed. “Um, not really. Total bookworm. Sedate. Well, maybe she was different when you knew her, but she’s a lot more reserved now. Very focused. Kind of shy. Keeps to herself a lot.”

      “Oh. Right. Sometimes she could be closed off,” Kylie fudged and knew she should shut her mouth but kept rambling on. “Definitely reliable and responsible. Never missed an assignment from what I hear. Good ol’ Jessica.”

      “Right?” Bethany nodded vigorously. “She never missed a day of work. Heck, she was never even late, always early. So, it’s super odd. And no wonder everyone’s freaked out, right? She just disappeared off the face of the earth.”

      “Yeah, that’s very concerning,” Kylie said, trying to connect all the dots being hurled her way.

      “I know. That you can see someone every day, and then, poof. Gone. Like, where did she go? Did she just have some kind of crisis and decide to quit life and move away? Is she laying in her apartment, dead from having choked on a potato chip? You just don’t know. We’re all kind of dying to find out.” She winced at her poor choice of words, and tears filled her eyes. “Sorry…I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Kylie squeezed her hand. “It’s okay. I knew what you meant.”

      Bethany dabbed a napkin at her eyes. “It’s just that we’ve all kind of been theorizing at work.”

      “Yeah. You know if the police have been involved?”

      Bethany nodded. “They have. They were around asking questions a few days ago. But I don’t know what they found. We all thought they weren’t being totally serious about it. I don’t think they suspect foul play. I think they think she just ran off. Even though we told them that behavior like that wasn’t like her at all.”

      “Hmmm. So tell me. Did she have any boyfriends? Any weird co-workers hanging out near the office, wanting to talk to her?”

      Bethany tilted her head, looking deep in thought. “Not that I can remember. She never mentioned anyone. But Jessica didn’t seem to be the type to have a slew of boyfriends.”

      Kylie reached into her bag to pull out her phone so that she could start writing notes. Bethany’s eyes followed her closely, like she should’ve known those details if Jessica was, in any way, her friend. “I haven’t been in touch with her in a while,” Kylie said. “That’s how I knew she was missing. Her sister from Oregon called the office, wanting our help.”

      “Miranda called you?” Bethany’s eyes widened. “Oh, she must be out of her mind with worry, huh? So, does this mean you’re going to take the case?”

      Truthfully, from the first moment she heard about Jessica’s disappearance during that phone call, Kylie had been hooked. The case wasn’t hers to take, but that didn’t matter. She knew there was no possible way she’d be able to stop thinking about it. And she could stay on the periphery, do some digging without getting fully involved, right?

      “Well,” Kylie began. “I—”

      Vader jumped to his feet, ears perking up. His body vibrated with some emotion she didn’t understand. Kylie shuffled closer to him, remembering the training techniques Linc had taught her as she reached for Vader’s leash.

      “Hold—”

      But the dog let out a sharp bark and bounded away, causing the leash to burn a path over her palm. Vader then ran around her chair, effectively belting her in with his leash. That he was tied to the chair on which she was sitting didn’t stop him. “No, Vader!” she said as the fabric dug into her thighs. “Wait.”

      She struggled to her feet, trying to get rid of the pressure, which happened to be the totally wrong thing to do, because the second she got up, he bounded over the railing, the chair flying out from under her. It jammed into her knee and knocked over the goblets of water as it flew between them, following Vader over the railing.

      “Holy shit!” Bethany shouted as the upended glasses sent a cascade of water rushing over their lower halves.

      Kylie yelped, stars flashing through her vision as she watched Vader bolt across the street, narrowly missing a car. The owner swerved, nearly jumping a curb, and laid on the horn.

      Oh, for shit’s sake.

      “Vader!” Kylie shouted, but he didn’t stop. As usual. He ran down an alley and disappeared, his leash and the plastic chair clack-clack-clacking after him.

      She dropped the napkin on the table to swab up some of the water. It was like putting a bandage on a gaping wound. “I’m so sorry. He never does this,” she explained, apologizing again before screaming, “Vader!”

      Bethany said nothing, just looked at her wet clothing. Kylie didn’t think she could have possibly believed her any less.

      The waiter appeared. “Our chair—”

      “On it!” Kylie cried, embarrassed to her core. “I’ll be in touch!” she called to Bethany as she threw her legs over the railing and set off to chase her crazy dog.

      Again.
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      Damn people.

      There were way too many of them in the world. Couldn’t even find a damn parking spot in front of the hardware store. What the hell? Were they giving shit away in there? Didn’t any of these people have jobs?

      Linc Coulter checked the time on the dashboard. It was after noon. Lunchtime.

      He probably could’ve planned this shopping trip for a better time, when there were fewer people around. But that was the problem. There were always people around down here, no matter the time of day. It was like a plague of locusts. Worst. At least locusts only came seven or so years.

      Linc parked in front of the bank down the street and told Storm to wait in the truck while he went in, leaving the engine running so the German Shepherd wouldn’t overheat in the August sun. He wasn’t worried. Good luck to anyone who tried to steal the vehicle. His dog would take a piece out of any person who so much as opened the door.

      Storm was a good girl. The best dog he’d ever trained.

      Then he skirted around some assholes who clearly thought they owned the sidewalk, from the way they were walking down the dead center of it. One of them laughed too loud, and another one tossed a half-full Big Gulp in the trash, spraying sticky blue shit all over the sidewalk and his hiking boots.

      Nice fucking manners.

      Linc went inside, cracking his knuckles, trying to remind himself that this was why he lived on a mountain, away from the hustle and bustle of the city. Downtown Asheville wasn’t exactly a massive metropolis, but it had enough people to piss him off.

      People were just damn…disappointing.

      As he weaved his way down the crowded aisle toward the lumber he needed for a new set of boarding kennels, Linc found himself counting down the moments until he could be back in his truck. Just him and his dog.

      As he loaded the wood onto a trolley, Linc went through all the things he had to do once he got out of this hellhole. His brothers might have thought he did nothing up in his old farmhouse all by himself, but that was far from the truth. In addition to humanely breeding select farm animals, he had an online seminar at three p.m.—Basics of Training a Scent-Discriminating K9—that would be attended by hundreds of search and rescue people all across the country. After that, his afternoon obedience class would keep him busy until dinnertime.

      Life of leisure, my ass. He worked hard.

      He also loved every minute of it, so it didn’t feel like work. He doubted his brothers and father, all attorneys, could say that. Everything they did was with big dollar signs in their eyes. Maybe the actual work brought them joy, but Linc would rather stick needles in his eyeballs. He wasn’t interested, no matter how many thousands of times they’d tried to convince him.

      Which was why the people he avoided most were members of his own family.

      He finished paying for the lumber and rolled the trolley out the automatic double doors, down toward his parking space, once again dodging the assholes. Storm watched calmly from the front seat of his pickup as he lowered the hatch.

      As he reached for the stack of new pine planks, a black streak of lightning hit him straight in the chest, pushing him backward. A furry one.

      Vader, his newest and most overexcited pupil.

      “Whoa, boy.” Linc reached for him as the big dog bounded around the trolley, nearly getting hit by oncoming traffic in the road. Linc took hold of his leash, which was still attached to a plastic chair, and drew him closer. Firmly, he told him to, “Sit.”

      The dog automatically calmed and did as he was told, though his tail was still wagging in unbound excitement. Linc untangled the leash from the white plastic armrest and set the chair down on the curb.

      When that was done, he looked around for Vader’s owner.

      Vader’s sexy but completely mind-screwing owner, Kylie Hatfield.

      She was nowhere to be seen. Vader might have had a nose for trouble. But Kylie? When it came to trouble, her whole body was made for it.

      This wasn’t good.

      Linc crouched down and looked the dog over, making sure he wasn’t hurt. “Where’d you come from, boy? Where’s Kylie?”

      In response, Vader panted and licked Linc’s hand. All right, the dog didn’t seem too worried. Just happy to see a friend. That was a good sign.

      Linc looked in the direction he thought Vader had come from and spotted the petite little firecracker come racing around the corner of a building, her cheeks flushed. He didn’t want his pulse to skyrocket, but it did. He leaned against the side of his truck and crossed his arms as Kylie approached, noticing she was walking with a little limp and had a big wet spot on the front of her jeans. She was breathing hard.

      Just like she’d been breathing the day she’d kissed the shit out of him.

      It had all started the day he’d innocently gone to the vet, taking Storm to get her shots. Kylie had been there with Vader, having just witnessed the dog being hit by a car.

      Linc still felt a little guilty for assuming Kylie was the reason for the dog’s pain. He’d thought she was one of those owners who didn’t know shit about taking care of a good dog and had let the mutt get in harm’s way.

      Well, it was partly true. She didn’t know shit about owning a dog, but to her credit, she only had one because of her kind heart. And she had been bringing the lumbering beast to obedience training. She was trying.

      Just like he was trying not to like her. Not to want her.

      Then she’d gone and called him to help her find her dog after the gigantic canine had gone clambering into the woods. That was when Linc had learned that Kylie had aspirations of becoming a private investigator and had gone gallivanting out to try to find a cheating husband.

      Well, they’d found the cheating husband all right, nearly dead from the snakebite. And the mistress…

      Shit. They hadn’t been able to save the young woman. Yeah, cheaters sucked, but nobody deserved to die as painfully as that woman did.

      It still haunted Linc.

      He hadn’t been able to save the woman, who’d only been in her early twenties. Just like he hadn’t been able to save his team on that terrible day in Syria. Not been able to…

      He shook his head, shaking the thoughts to the back of his mind where they would hide for a time, but never fade.

      Maybe that was why he’d kissed Kylie, to release his frustrations. But, no. That wasn’t it. Not completely, at least. He’d kissed Kylie because he was freaking stupid. Stupid for letting his attraction to her get the better of him. It didn’t matter that they fought all the damn time.

      Kylie’s eyes filled with relief as she spotted him. “Oh my gosh! Oh, my gosh! I am so glad to see you!” she shouted, clutching at her heart. “I was having lunch with a friend, and Vader just jumped up out of nowhere and took off like a bat out of hell. Almost got himself killed! I chased after him thinking I’d probably never see him again! But he must have scented you out, huh? From three blocks away…wow! Can you believe that? He’s got a nose, I’ll tell you!”

      Annnnd there it was. The headache.

      As bright as a firecracker and as loud as one too. He rubbed the back of his neck. “What—”

      “I mean, that’s got to be some kind of record. That he could sniff you out from that far away? Does Storm even have that good a nose? What did I tell you? He’s made for search and rescue.” She touched his chest with her pointer finger to accentuate each word of, “Made. For. It.”

      He took a step back.

      She crossed her arms proudly as Vader suddenly saw a butterfly, and his tail started to beat against the pavement. She quickly grabbed his leash as he thrust his nose into the air, trying to catch it. He whirled in a circle, nearly dislocating her arm.

      Made for SAR, my ass.

      Before Linc could get Vader’s attention to calm him, the dog lunged forward, sending Kylie off-balance. She stumbled a few steps forward. Linc reached out and grabbed her before she could fall onto the pavement, lifting her into his arms.

      His damn dick took notice. She smelled good. She looked good. Her breaths came short and fast, her chest heaving. Those emerald eyes stared up at him, heavy with anticipation. Those lips begged to be tasted.

      Linc knew he couldn’t have her this close and not want to take advantage. For the first time, he was glad there were a lot of people around. If they’d been alone, he wouldn’t have been able to stop himself.

      He quickly got her on solid footing and let go, raking his hands through his hair, averting his eyes. He leaned down and started to load the lumber into his truck. “See you around,” he muttered.

      She didn’t take that as a cue to leave. The woman did not know how to take a hint.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. “Are you building something?”

      He nodded. “New kennels. Where did you come from?”

      She huffed and waved back in the direction she had come from. “Oh. I was out to lunch with a friend around the corner, and Vader got away from me.”

      A friend. Part of him tried to think of a witty response, and the other part wondered if this friend was male or female. That part won out. He just nodded dumbly, cursing himself for caring. The girl was social, unlike him. She had loads of friends and probably a life rife with opportunities with the opposite sex, unlike him.

      She grabbed ahold of the chair on the curb. The girl never sat still. “Which reminds me, I’ve got to return this. I’ll see you for the obedience lesson later?”

      “Yeah.” Fuck. He’d forgotten. He had another obedience lesson with her later today, otherwise known as the Hour-Long Struggle to Keep His Cock Under Control. He leaned down and stroked Vader’s ears, and casually added, “See you later.”

      He hopped into his truck and watched her walk away, dragging the plastic chair with Vader at her heels. The last thing he wanted in his life was a woman, but even if he had wanted one, she wasn’t it. She talked too much. She flitted about like a damn flea. She couldn’t just sit still and take a breath and calm herself.

      No wonder she and Vader got along so well. Vader was Kylie, in canine form.

      Linc snorted at the thought, then realized he was still staring after her, long after she’d disappeared around the corner. He turned to finish loading his supplies and caught Storm staring at him, looking as close to suspicious as he’d ever seen her.

      “Hey,” he told her, pushing her muzzle out of his face and stroking it when she whimpered. “Don’t give me that. You know you’ll always be the only girl in my life.”

      At least, she’d always be the only girl who made a lick of sense.

      He went back home to his place up on the mountain, trying to go through the mental checklist of everything he needed to have ready for the online training session. He’d gone through dozens of them, so even though he wasn’t the most tech-savvy person on earth, it’d gotten easier. He needed to make sure his camera was ready, and…

      And he couldn’t think past that.

      Every time he tried, he thought of Kylie Hatfield when they’d been alone in the cabin after that snakebite case. Soft skin. Perfect tits. Pillowy pink lips. He’d wanted her. Wanted her with every pore in his body.

      He couldn’t take her talking much, but he could listen to the little whimpers and moans she made when she kissed him all day long.

      He turned on the country station and listened to some Kenny Chesney. But all that did was make him think of her. Aggravated, he turned it off.

      He had to feed the animals before the hundred little details he needed to do to prepare for the online session. The other twelve dogs in the yard were barking up a storm as he neared them, wagging their tails excitedly. Usually, the sound of his dogs barking was a noise so loud he couldn’t think.

      But he was still thinking all right.

      Unfortunately.

      Of the wrong thing. Her.
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      “That was unacceptable, Vader. Really. Un. Ac. Cept. A. Ble.”

      Kylie wagged her finger at him sternly as she walked with him toward Starr Investigations, being the grown-up, just as Linc had shown her to do. He’d said it was important to be firm and express displeasure in a way that made a dog take notice.

      And she was displeasured as hell. Not only had Bethany been gone when she’d gotten back to the restaurant, so she didn’t get a chance to ask her all the thousands of questions she’d been thinking, but when she delivered the chair back to the restaurant owners, they gave her death-glares and told her that she and her pet were not welcome in their establishment ever again. Vader’d pulled the chair out from under her with so much force that he’d cracked the seat in half.

      Vader hung his head and gave her the closest thing to a pathetic little pout. It was so cute, her heart melted.

      “Aw, it’s okay, boy,” she said, and he immediately perked up. She knelt down and hugged him. “The restaurant didn’t even charge me for the broken chair. And their food kind of sucks anyway. So, all’s well.”

      Yeah, she wasn’t really good with firm.

      Maybe Linc could be hard and serious and by-the-book because that’s all he was in life, a no-fun grump, but she happened to be glass-half-full and believe that people—and dogs—deserved second chances. Third chances. Hell, even more than that. Long live the imperfect.

      It didn’t stop Kylie from thinking about how Linc had felt when she stumbled into his arms. Geez, Linc Coulter was hard in other ways too. He had some serious guns. She’d felt his chest, though briefly. She was sure, under his shirt, there were enough muscles to make her drool like Vader. Probably a sexy tattoo or two, mingling with some dog tags. He was former military, after all.

      She wondered if that was how he did sex. Missionary all the way, hard and unforgiving. Maybe…

      She groaned and shook the thought out of her head. Maybe nothing. That needed to stop. Seriously. He hated her. She hated him. They made awesome enemies. Attempting to change that would, she didn’t know, mess with the earth’s natural balance.

      “Right, Vader? We don’t disturb the force,” she said to her dog as she reached the crumbling old storefront that housed Starr Investigations. “It can only bring despair. Also, I might lose an important body part in a battle with his, um, lightsaber.”

      She dug in her purse for the keys to the office when she noticed her boss’s cranberry-colored Buick Skylark with the fuzzy dice on the rearview mirror parked across the street. Sure enough, the door was open. When she walked in, she didn’t see him at his desk, but that didn’t stop Vader. He raced up and tackled Greg Starr as he was coming out of the bathroom.

      “Hey! Ho!” Starr said as Vader put his front paws all over his beach ball beer belly. The PI started out grouchy, but in two seconds, he was laughing. If only she had that kind of effect on the man.

      “Hi!” Kylie said as Vader finally calmed down and went off to check out some of the flies buzzing, trapped, in the front window. “How was your case?”

      He shrugged and tore off his too-small blazer, draping it over his metal office chair. “Fraud. Impact Insurance.”

      Her eyes widened. From all of the invoices she’d filed and the budgets she’d worked on, she knew Impact Insurance was one of Starr Investigations’ biggest clients. They contracted out to him to perform surveillance on their workers’ compensation cases.

      “Nasty business. This guy’s been milking the system for years. It’ll be my privilege to help Impact bring him down.”

      Starr lifted a stack of photos from a beaten briefcase and spread them out on his table. It was an older guy, working in his backyard, chopping wood. The guy looked pretty healthy.

      Kylie frowned, tapping the picture. “You mean he—”

      “His heart defect is so bad he can’t work,” Starr said, sarcasm dripping from the words, “and yet he could lug a two-hundred-pound maple across the yard? I don’t think so.”

      Why were people so stupid? Kylie wondered. “Dumb move,” she said.

      Starr nodded. “So, how were things around here? Quiet as usual?”

      He eyed her suspiciously. She’d only been working for him a month, but he knew she didn’t do quiet. She didn’t want to, but for some reason, she just couldn’t help making waves. She had a hard time reading him, though. She walked on eggshells these days, wondering if he liked her or was ruing the day he’d ever hired her loony ass.

      “Oh, fine.”

      His eyes scraped over the office. This place had a way of breeding paper in need of being filed, but since she’d started, Kylie had managed to get all of that under control. He’d moved her on to billing, budgets, typing up statements, calling customers to confirm appointments, but that was about it. He’d thought her success with the last case, finding that snakebite couple, had been a fluke, a stroke of luck. Even if the mistress hadn’t been so lucky…

      Kylie still hated herself for that. If only she’d been faster or known more about the area. If only…

      Stop it, she told herself. She was working on being faster and knowing the area better. She was working on learning more and trusting her spidey-senses better. Getting better at reading people…

      “A good investigator would’ve noticed something was fishy with the woman who reported the crime the second she walked into this office, and called the police,” Starr had told her more than once since that day. It could’ve, as Starr lectured her, “Gone bad. Very bad for you, kid. You could’ve gotten your own self bitten by that snake or one of the other hundreds of snakes in this area. You’ve got to use your head and think.”

      She guessed that was fatherly concern on Starr’s part, but she didn’t want that.

      She wanted a real damn case. And she wanted to do a damn good job solving it.

      “Oh,” Kylie said, giving her boss her most innocent eyes. “I did get one call.”

      He stopped and stared at her. There must’ve been something written on her face because he groaned. “Uh-oh.”

      “No uh-oh. It’s nothing. Really.” She grinned broadly.

      “When Kylie Hatfield is tight-lipped about anything, it must be something.” He wheeled his chair in close to the desk and laced his fingers in front of him. “Okay. Spill it, short stuff.”

      Kylie sighed and lifted the message out from a pile of paper on her desk. She pushed the paper with Miranda Hilyard’s Oregon phone number over to him. “This woman called. She’s very concerned about the whereabouts of her sister, Jessica, who disappeared a week ago. No one has heard from her.”

      He stared at the number, stroking his chin. “They file an official missing person’s report with the police?”

      Kylie opened her mouth to answer but realized that even though she’d learned a lot more about the case than that message would imply, she wasn’t sure how much she should share.

      He let out a breath before she could think it all the way through. “You didn’t ask? I’m shocked. I thought you’d know her blood type, favorite show tunes, and you would have tracked her halfway across the state by now.”

      He gave her a pointed look.

      “No,” she said innocently, rolling her eyes like, Of course I wouldn’t do that, silly! “I did not, thank you very much. I know the police are investigating, but I don’t know what kind of report was filed. I mean, this isn’t even my case.”

      Like that little detail would ever stop her.

      “But you did do something.” It wasn’t a question. He already knew. She was beginning to learn why he was such a good investigator. He could read her more accurately than she liked.

      “Well, what did you expect me to do?” she asked, indignant. She stood up and started to pace. Vader started to pace with her, so close she nearly tripped over his massive, hairy body. “After all, I’ve done everything to get this office in shape. And as Assistant PI, I should be able to—”

      “Assistant to the PI,” he corrected.

      She let out a huff of air. Those two damn words had a way of meaning just about everything.

      “Okay. Whatever. As you know, I’m fully capable of helping you with your cases. I’m more than just a typist. In fact, I’m a crappy typist. I’m much better at other things. And yes, I’m sometimes rash and don’t use my head, but I promise, if you—”

      “Kylie, Kylie, Kylie,” he singsonged, sighing in disappointment. “I know you are fully capable of doing many things. But you have to admit you don’t know a damned thing about investigations, and if you go off half-cocked, you’re going to get your foot caught in the door one of these days. And I’ll be the one paying for it.”

      “Okay, then get me fully cocked!” she blurted, then blushed a hot red. That sounded so weirdly dirty that her mind briefly flashed to Linc again. She shook her head away from the other frustrating man in her life and focused on the one in front of her. “Teach me! I’m a sponge. And I want to learn. I want to know everything.”

      “Kylie. I need someone to run my office. Not to play Hutch to my Starsky.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I have no idea what that is. But please…”

      Starr’s face was flattened in a frown. That was a no. A big old door-in-her-face no. She just knew it.

      “You don’t understand, Mr. Starr,” she said then shut her mouth tight. Her voice had come out in a high-pitched whine, to which he started to roll his eyes. She knew she had a tendency to go on too long when she should just put a sock in it, but she couldn’t. Not now. It meant too much. But she could do it with more dignity. “I’ve been in college for nearly six years, and I still don’t have a degree. Up until a month ago, I had absolutely no clue what I wanted to do with my life. And then…when I came here and started working, it all just fell into place. I want this. So bad. This is what I want to do with my life. You don’t understand how much it’ll mean to me to be a part of this.”

      Starr just stared at her as she gulped in the breath she desperately needed. “Are you done?”

      Kylie nodded, a flame igniting inside her. This wasn’t done. She knew, come hell or high water, even if she had to track Jessica down on her own and carry her across the state on her back, she’d do it.

      “Good. What I was going to say is that my schedule is fully booked with these medical fraud cases for Impact Insurance. So…” he picked up a notepad and pen and started to scribble a few things down, “if you’d like to get in touch with this woman, I’ll let you lay the groundwork. Find out which police department is investigating, call them, and see if a missing person’s report has gone into the national database yet.”

      Kylie just stood there, her mouth opening wider and wider. She tapped on her ear. “I’m sorry, Mr. Starr. It sounded like you just told me to take the lead on this case.”

      He barked out a laugh and wagged a finger at her. “Hell no. You’re still in training. But you can do a couple things for me to get the ball rolling.”

      In a fit of happiness, Kylie jumped forward and gave her boss a quick hug before doing a happy dance that she thought was fairly contained.

      Starr just stared at her. “Do you ever embarrass yourself?”

      Smiling, she danced a little more. She’d never been much of a dancer, but she didn’t care. She felt too good to stay still. When Starr smiled too, just a little, she felt like she’d won some prize.

      She shimmied over to him, grabbed the paper off his desk, and scanned it. “Yes. I will do these things. Actually, I already checked out the missing girl’s Facebook page and found we had a mutual friend. We went out to lunch today, and I learned that Jessica has never missed a day of work before, but she’s been out of the office for a week and no one has heard from her at all.”

      “You went to lunch with a mutual friend already?” His jaw tightened. “Why does this not surprise me?”

      Kylie gave him a big smile. “Well, this could be a matter of life or death. Time is of the essence!” She scanned the list of instructions he’d given her again and looked him straight in the eye. “I will get on this right away!”

      “Hold on, Bronco,” he said, standing up and coming around the edge of the desk. “One: don’t let this get in the way of your real job, which is keeping this office in check. If I see so much as a paper out of place, I’ll snap your ass off the case before you can say Assistant to the PI.”

      She gave him a dismissive nod. A toddler could do her “regular” tasks with her hands tied behind her back. “Fine, fine.”

      “And two…this isn’t your case. You understand me, Hatfield? You’re doing a little fact-gathering legwork for me because I’m busy with another client. Fact-gathering, that’s all. Laying the groundwork. I’ll expect you to check up with me daily for guidance and bring me up to speed when I’m ready to take over the case.”

      She still couldn’t help smiling. It was a start. If she kept chipping away at him and showing him how good she could be, there was no way he’d say no to letting her have her own cases. She saluted him. “Yessir!”

      “Good. Now get the hell out of here. First things first, you’re going to call the missing woman’s sister and ask those questions. Once you get all the answers, come to me, and I’ll get on the horn with her and go over our retainer. You getting this?”

      Kylie nodded and scurried back to her desk. She wanted to call her mom. Her friends. No, screw calling. She wanted to climb to the top of the tallest building in Asheville and scream at the top of her lungs, “I AM A REAL PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR!”

      Then she realized that Greg was staring at her, rolling his eyes at her goofy, giant-sized grin.

      “And Kylie…”

      She frowned at how very serious he looked. “Yes.”

      “You have to know that not all endings are happy. You learned that after the snakebite case.”

      Kylie swallowed hard. It was true. There had been no happy ending for the mistress or the family that loved her. The woman had made a mistake, screwing a married man, but she hadn’t deserved to die for it. “I understand, Mr. Starr.”

      His serious look turned even more serious. “I’m not sure that you do. You didn’t know that snakebite victim. You didn’t have lunch with her mutual friend or flip through her pictures and Insta-Face-Tweet posts. You didn’t even know her, but do you remember how you felt when she couldn’t be saved?”

      Tears pricked the backs of Kylie’s eyes as she began to understand her boss’s meaning. “I—”

      “Prepare yourself for the worst, Kylie. If Jessica Hilyard was indeed taken and not just off galivanting across the country, the odds are not good for a happy ending.”

      “But—”

      He held up a hand. “But nothing, Kylie. Shit happens, and you need to prepare for some of it to be smeared on you. You have a big heart and that big heart hasn’t yet been tarnished with the cold hard facts of…certain realities.”

      Goose bumps raised on Kylie’s arms. “Do you think Jessica’s dead?”

      Greg Starr shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that she is found, that her family is given some closure. If you focus on dead or alive, you’ll lose your focus. Focus on finding her, however she ends up found. If you’re really, really lucky, the girl will still be breathing, but you need to prepare yourself for the reality that she might not be.”

      Kylie just stared at him, unsure of what to say. Heck, she was unsure of what to think.

      The death of that stranger had hit her hard, and Mr. Starr was right, the woman had been a total stranger. How would she feel if she stumbled on Jessica’s body somewhere? The Jessica who loved crockpot recipes and took her job seriously.

      Could she do this? Was Kylie cut out for this job?

      She looked at Jessica’s picture on top of the folder on her desk.

      Yes.

      Yes, she was. Because she wasn’t jaded yet.

      She met Starr’s gaze. “The day that I don’t care if someone is alive or dead will be the day I quit investigating,” she said, her voice calm.

      Starr just nodded and plucked an orange from a bag and began to peel it.

      With the fresh scent of the orange in the air, Kylie called Miranda in Oregon to get the information they needed. Miranda answered on the first ring, which told Kylie just how anxiously she’d been waiting for any news.

      “Hello, Miranda Hilyard?”

      “Ye-es?” Her voice was nasal, which also told her either she had a really bad head cold or had been crying.

      “It’s Kylie Hatfield, from Starr Investigations.” She looked over at Greg, who was now pulling a pudding cup from his lunch bag, his wary eyes glued on her, and cleared her throat. “I’m the Assistant PI here.”

      She whirled away from the disapproving look he was giving her as she heard him slam his hands on his desk. Really, what did he expect her to do? No client would be as forthcoming to an Assistant to the PI, and Kylie needed to come across as professional as possible.

      “Oh, hello,” the woman said, her voice brightening a bit. “Thank you for calling me back.”

      Kylie could still feel Greg’s eyes on her, so she turned around and gave him an innocent, toothy smile. Then she blew him a kiss. He rolled his eyes and waved her off. “Yes. We’re interested in your case, but we have a few questions. First, I know the police have been involved, but did you make an official report to the Asheville police?”

      “Yes,” Miranda said, her voice cracking again. “They took down the information and did a little digging, but nothing turned up, or so they say. It’s hard because I’m not in the area, but I know they’re not taking it seriously. They think she just went off on her own and will show up in a few days. But I know something’s wrong. I can feel it.”

      Kylie felt a swell of emotion for the poor woman. She sounded weary. Kylie didn’t have siblings, but she could just imagine how horrible it must’ve been, being across the country while her sister went missing. “I understand. So, she wouldn’t just go off like that, without letting you know?”

      “No. Jessica and I are very close, even with the distance. She calls me all the time. And she’s very careful and not reckless at all.”

      Kylie tapped her pen on the still blank notepad. “When was the last time you spoke to her?”

      “Last Monday.”

      Kylie looked on the calendar and jotted down the date. “And you talked to her often?”

      “Almost every day. Since Monday, though…nothing.”

      That was odd, and outrageous that the police would do nothing. “Does she have a lot of friends in the area? A boyfriend you might not have known about?”

      “I don’t think so. We grew up there, of course, but she was quiet and studious and stayed to herself. As for a boyfriend, no. Jessica never said a thing. She’d have told me if there was anyone serious.”

      The rest of the questioning took another half hour, where Kylie got a better profile of Jessica, her habits, her likes and dislikes, her history. After that, Kylie handed the phone to Greg to discuss their fees, all the time listening, absorbing what he said like a sponge. When he hung up, he whirled in his chair to look at her, a pissed off look on his face.

      “What did I tell you about the Assistant PI shit?” he muttered.

      Kylie shrugged. “Well, it could’ve been worse. I could’ve told her I was Greg Starr, the immortal.”

      “I somehow wouldn’t put that past you, either,” he growled.

      “You know what would really be helpful and make me look more legit?” she mused, tapping her pen to her chin. “Business cards. They can say Kylie Hatfield, Assistant P—”

      “Kylie.”

      “Well, I’m just saying. When I go to meet with these people, how are they to know I’m not just some schmo off the stree—”

      “Kylie,” his voice boomed. “For the last time. NO.”

      She shrugged again, more exaggerated this time. “Fine,” she muttered under her breath, forcing the pout from her lips. She’d wear him down eventually.

      He reached for his desk calendar. “All right. Ms. Hilyard will be wiring the retainer this afternoon to my account. So, she’s officially a client.”

      “She is?” Kylie felt an unbelievable sense of relief and accomplishment.

      She had a client. Her first client.

      It was like Starr could read her mind. “Easy, girl. Let me show you how to file a missing person’s report that’ll be entered into the national database.” He opened his drawers, searching for who-knows-what.

      “What about NamUs?” she asked.

      He looked up. “What?”

      “Online. The government database you’re talking about. I learned about it during my criminal justice classes in college.” Kylie opened up her phone and typed in the address, then showed him the screen.

      He squinted at it under his bifocals. “Yeah. I guess. You can do it that way.”

      She grinned and started to register an account. When she looked up again, he was holding a giant Yellow Pages. They still made those? He shoved it over to her. “Call all the hospitals and jails in Asheville and the surrounding areas. Make sure Jessica hasn’t ended up there.”

      That made sense. She took the book, even though she’d probably just look the places up on her cell phone. “You mean, like, with amnesia?”

      He shrugged. “Or she might be in a coma. Who knows? Weirder things have happened. There’s got to be a reason that she’s not communicating with her family, and that’s a good place to start. In any investigation, it’s important to cross off as many possibilities as you can at the beginning.”

      Kylie nodded and got down to work, finishing the report and making the phone calls. She called every hospital and jail within a hundred-mile radius of the city of Asheville and couldn’t find anyone fitting Jessica’s description.

      Greg left early as he had to go deal with some “family matter.” He was kind of tight-lipped about anything personal, so she was surprised to find out he even had a family since he’d said once before that he wasn’t married. Alone in the office with Vader, she broadened the search to one-hundred-and-fifty miles.

      She slammed the phone down and crossed another name off the list. “Darn it, Vader. Nothing. As usual.” She slumped back in her chair and blew a renegade lock of hair out of her face. She stared at Jessica’s picture. “Where the hell are you, Jessica? Show your face! Come forth!”

      When her wish wasn’t automatically granted, Kylie rubbed a crick out of her neck and looked up at the giant clock on the wall.

      It said five-thirty.

      Dang. That clock had to be fast or broken like the rest of the crap in this office. That wasn’t the real time, was it? She grabbed her phone and stared at the screen.

      “Shit shit shit!” she shouted, jumping out of her chair and grabbing Vader’s leash. “Why didn’t you tell me, boy? We’re late for your obedience class. Not even late. We blew it big time! It started at five-thirty, and in rush hour it’s going to take forty-five minutes to get there.”

      As she was rushing out the door, she realized she needed to pee, but she couldn’t take the time. She had to move. After all, Linc Coulter was a ballbuster. She got the feeling he didn’t do late, and she didn’t really need any more reasons for him to hate her with a passion. He already was so passionate in his hate for her, any more of it would probably give him a heart attack.
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      This was going to be perfect.

      Running a comb through my hair, I enjoyed how the late afternoon sun glinted off the newly blonde strands. I’d always wanted to be blonde and had decided that the rumor was true…blondes did have more fun.

      I, at least, was having a blast.

      I swatted at a mosquito and grimaced as my, and who knew who else’s, blood splattered across my palm. I’d be having a lot more fun if it wasn’t for the heat and bloodsucking insects. I’d thought the mountains would be cooler. And bug free.

      But what did I know?

      I was a city girl by heart and enjoyed the concrete jungle more than the greens and browns surrounding me now. But I’d needed a change, and the mountains were going to be exactly the change I needed.

      I could feel it.

      My phone pinged, and I smiled as I read the text. Almost there.

      My breathing came fast and hard as I replied to the love of my life. Hurry. I can’t wait.

      I took in the picnic I’d assembled and checked my makeup in the little mirror I carried in my bag. The blue contacts burned my eyes a little, and it was still a little startling to not see the familiar brown looking back at me, but I liked it. It made me feel sexy.

      Minutes passed, and I began to worry as the sun sank lower in the sky. If he didn’t hurry, he’d miss the sunset picnic I’d planned to perfection. That would make me angry. I was so tired of being angry.

      Taking a sip of wine, I shivered as the temperature lowered by a few degrees as shadows began to fall all around me.

      Then I heard it.

      A snap. Then another. Another.

      It was him, climbing through the forest to be with me.

      It’d been so very easy. Well, not easy exactly. It had taken some technical know-how to hack into social media sites and spoof phone numbers and take on a new identity, but every second of my preparation had been worth it, I knew.

      Because I’d found him. The love of my life.

      When he emerged from the stand of trees, I smiled and waved. Even in the waning light, I saw his face brighten into a returning smile. Saw his hand lift, his legs move faster as he continued to climb.

      To me.

      His love.

      Yes. I was right.

      This was going to be so perfect.
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      Linc paced the porch of the farmhouse as Storm watched him, clearly wondering what had gotten into her master.

      He would’ve had a cup of coffee, but he was wired enough as it was. He needed something stronger. Like whiskey. Make that a double.

      Six-fifteen.

      Kylie was forty-five minutes late.

      She hadn’t struck him as the type to be on time for anything. Probably too busy with her hair. The type who thought her time was so important, but nobody else’s mattered. Conceited, self-absorbed, high-maintenance, chatty…everything he hated.

      And yet he kept watching for her.

      The online training seminar had gone well. As well as could be expected, considering he’d been thinking of the damn woman who was driving him to the point of madness.

      He fastened his fingers around the railing and leaned forward to see as far as he could down the winding drive. Listened. Didn’t hear a fucking thing except the birds in the trees. The sun was sinking down behind them, casting long shadows, and the crickets were already starting their nighttime songs.

      And there he was, waiting for her with clammy hands, like her little whipping boy.

      “Fuck this!” he suddenly exploded, causing Storm to lift her head from the spot she’d been lounging. Her eyes watched him as he pushed off the railing with force and went inside, slamming the screen door behind him.

      A second later, Storm scratched at it, so he let her in, then closed the door with a resounding bang. He twisted all the locks, something he never did since he didn’t have to worry too much about security up here. Turned off the front light.

      Not waiting for you, princess. No one’s home.

      But the second he heard gravel crunching up the drive, he couldn’t get those locks untwisted fast enough. He exploded outside, then realized he looked like an ass, her whipping boy in all his pathetic glory. He coolly smoothed his hair back and leaned on the railing as she pulled up to the front of the house.

      The driver’s side door opened, so he started with a tight, “What happened? You get lo—”

      “Move aside!” Kylie Hatfield rushed around the car and up the stairs toward him, like a wild animal freed from its cage. “Bathroom? Bathroom! I’m gonna blow!”

      He tried to open the door for her, but she got to it too fast. He pointed the way, and she ran ahead, nearly mowing down Storm in the process.

      Vader hopped out of the open window of the car and bounded up to Linc. “Sit, boy,” he said to him as an inner door slammed with a resounding bang. Vader gave him a women, what can you do look as he heard the toilet flush and the water running.

      Kylie came out a moment later, her cheeks pink, a sheepish expression on her face. “I’m so sorry I’m late. I got busy in the office and lost track of time.”

      He frowned at her, whistled for Storm, and stalked over to the yard.

      “You’re mad?” she asked, her voice cracking. “Oh, geez. Of course you’re mad. I’d be livid, too, if you’d blown an appointment in the way I just did.”

      He honestly couldn’t see Ms. Suzy Sunshine over here getting anything close to mad. He wished he was as mad at her as he wanted to be. But the second he saw her, something inside him had started to change from anger to mad desire. Even her doing that damn little pee-dance had been sexy.

      Kylie followed after him and got in his face the second he went for the gate. “Please forgive me. It won’t happen again.”

      Hell, she was forgiven the second she showed up, hopping like a maniac up the stairs. But he wasn’t going to let her know that. He grunted and finished unlatching the gate. The two dogs slipped in.

      She lingered there, watching him. “Was that grunt a yes, I’m forgiven?” she asked hopefully. A smile broke out on her face. She probably could see behind the flimsy front he was trying to put up, just the way he could see past the flimsy silk shirt she was wearing, right to her tits. He’d been thinking of that shirt all day. Dammit.

      He tilted his chin toward the dogs. “You want to start the lesson?”

      She went inside the yard, and he couldn’t stop himself from putting his hand on the small of her back and nudging her to where he wanted her to be.

      Couldn’t hold back when he saw a piece of a leaf in her hair and brushed it away.

      Couldn’t keep himself from brushing against her every chance he got. Fingers. Shoulders. Elbows. Hips.

      Couldn’t pretend he wasn’t as excited as hell when she didn’t move away.

      They went over the basics for Vader, who seemed to have forgotten everything Linc had taught him last week. Linc tried to concentrate on the lesson, he really did. But the front of his brain was consumed with thoughts of her. The way her ass looked in those tight jeans. The way she smelled. The way she kept flipping her hair away from her face in the wind.

      When he found his hand on her back yet again for absolutely no reason, he had to acknowledge it: he had it bad.

      If he had been the old Linc, if he had a way with women, if he hadn’t sworn off relationships since Syria…he might have been able to figure out how the hell to get her inside and into his bed.

      But that carefree kid, who in high school and college had a silver tongue that could make girls swoon and charm them right out of their panties?

      That wasn’t him anymore.

      As the lesson wore on, he found himself growing more desperate. He wouldn’t be satisfied by accidental brushes much longer. Hell, he wasn’t satisfied by them now. He needed more.

      “Do you think he just isn’t getting it because I keep him in all day at the office?” she asked, and he hated how her focus was on the dog. He wanted it on him. “Maybe he should be getting more exercise.”

      He shrugged. Right then, he wanted to exercise her. “Exercise is good.”

      “The problem is, my job is heating up. I don’t know if I’ll have the time. I have a big, you know, case. Missing persons.”

      That got his attention. Missing persons were the backbone of what he did. He looked at Storm, his lead SAR dog. Even she seemed to have perked up at the words.

      Just as he was about to pepper her with questions, the phone in his pocket began to buzz. Even though he was in the middle of a lesson, he was on call with a number of rescue organizations. It could’ve been important.

      And it was. He recognized the number for the National Park Service at once. He accepted the call. “Yeah?”

      “Hey, Linc. It’s Mike. We need you.”

      He set his jaw and tried not to look at Kylie. “What’s going on?”

      “Missing hiker. His girlfriend reported him missing earlier this afternoon. Went off the trail at Lover’s Leap. We’ve been searching for a few hours, but with night falling, we need to get the dogs on it. We have a couple others, but we want the best, and that means Storm.”

      “Yeah. I’ll be there.” He clipped a leash on Vader before handing the lead to Kylie, who was looking at him with big eyes. He was already walking toward his house as he said, “I’ll be in Hot Springs as soon as I can.”

      Inside his house, he grabbed the backpack he kept for emergencies, and when he turned around, almost barreled straight into Kylie. He hadn’t seen her come in behind him.

      Her eyes were wide. “Is it a search and rescue?”

      “Yeah. I got to go. Sorry.”

      He rushed past her and out to his truck to make sure he had all the rest of the supplies he needed. Then he whistled for Storm and went to open the latch to the yard.

      “Can I go with you?”

      He turned to see her staring at him, eyes begging. “Why?”

      He thought she’d say because she wanted Vader to help. She was under this delusion that Vader, despite being a total goofy mess, was actually a great tracking dog, just because he’d sniffed out that snakebite couple in the woods a couple weeks ago. She’d wanted him to train the lumbering mutt in SAR, and he’d told her he would, but not until the dog knew basic commands. Most dogs trained from birth, and for years, to be SAR dogs. The Newfie had a long way to go if he was going to be like Storm.

      But she said, “Because. I want to see what you do.”

      This was about him. Not Vader.

      That was all he needed to agree.

      He scanned her. She was wearing that flimsy blouse, but at least she had jeans and hiking boots, which was an improvement from the first time she’d gone out in the mountains. “You have a jacket? It can get cool out there.”

      She nodded. “In my car.”

      Fuck. It didn’t matter if she were wearing a bikini and stilettos. She was coming with him.

      “Fine. Get in the truck.”

      He got Storm into her reflective vest before putting her in the back seat of the truck with Vader. He handed Kylie Vader’s leash. “If you’re coming with me, you need to listen to what I say. First, your dog stays on the leash. Under no circumstances does that leash come off. And secondly, you do as I say.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Duh. You act like I’m an idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot, but I know you. And I know you don’t always do what you’re told.”

      She gave him a defiant look, which slowly softened as he stared her down. “Fine, warden. I’ll do everything you tell me.”

      He nodded and threw the truck into drive. “Good.”

      They got maybe ten feet down the driveway before she said, “Am I allowed to talk?”

      He grunted. “Whether you’re allowed to never stop you before, did it?”

      From the corner of his eye, he saw her stick out her tongue. It was damn hard not to smile.

      “Why do you take Storm with you everywhere you go, but never any of the other dogs? You have like, fifteen others.”

      He lifted a shoulder, unsurprised at the exaggeration. “I have twelve others, but Storm is mine. The others are not. They’re puppies. I’m training them, and then they’ll go off to other handlers in other parts of the state when they’re ready, to assist with SAR there.”

      “That must be tough. I mean, I tried to get rid of Vader after only knowing him a few hours, and I couldn’t. He wasn’t even a cute, irresistible puppy. Don’t you get attached?”

      He slid her a look before focusing on the hairpin curve coming up ahead of them. “Sure do. Try not to. But I do.”

      “You form better attachments to dogs than you do to human beings?”

      He nodded. “Dogs are easier.”

      “And what about Storm? Is she the love of your life?”

      She said it like it was a joke, but there was more truth to it than she knew. “I’ve had Storm since she was two. She’s the best dog in the world. We’ve been through a lot together. So yeah, I’d lay down my life for her, but it isn’t anything she wouldn’t do for me. Any other questions?”

      Her eyes widened, and she pressed her lips together and shook her head. He couldn’t believe it. That had effectively silenced her.

      And she remained surprisingly quiet as they drove farther into the hills, to a little mountain town where the Appalachian Trail passed through. Called Hot Springs, it was a popular starting off place for inexperienced hikers, especially men and women on dates. He guessed they thought there was something romantic about hiking a trail called Lover’s Leap, but there was nothing romantic about the steep inclines and the rocky pathways. In other words, this wasn’t their first rescue on the trail. He’d come to know it like the back of his hand.

      He stepped out of the truck at the headquarters near the base of the trailhead, bringing Storm with him, and pointed a finger to Kylie. “You wait here. I’ll be right back.”

      She frowned, dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans, and slumped in the seat.

      He went inside. Two other guys whose dogs he’d trained were already there. Mike, the ranger at the Hot Springs station, took him over to the woman. She was probably not even twenty yet and was sipping hot cocoa with shaking hands. There was a bandage on her forehead.

      “Tell me what happened,” he said, kneeling in front of her.

      “We got to the end of the trail. He told me that there was a better view from another ridge and that he was going to take a picture there. But he disappeared from sight, and I couldn’t find him. Then I fell trying to get back here. Hurt my head.” She started to sob.

      Well, that’s what you get when your boyfriend tries to play macho.

      “It’s all right. We’ll get him back.” He put a hand on her shoulder. He left off dead or alive. “What’s his name?”

      “D-Dalton,” she stammered. “Dalton Rule.”

      Dalton, the big fucking dildo.

      Linc nodded and motioned to the men to follow him. He told them that they’d park at the silver mine lot at the trailhead and make their way up to the ridge together. As he spoke, he looked out the window and his temper spiked.

      He hadn’t been inside more than three minutes, and yet Kylie was already outside, poking about. She was holding a trail guide in front of her face in the near darkness and wandering around in what looked like a figure eight. Her path was so blocked by the huge map that it was no surprise when she tripped over her own feet.

      When he stepped outside, she didn’t remove her nose from the map. “Hey! Did you know that the Appalachian Trail runs right down this street? I’ve lived here my whole life, and until this day I never set foot on the Appalachian Trail. Never thought I would!” She stuck one toe out on the pavement and pumped her fist. “Done! Cross that one off the bucket list, baby! I’ve been on the Appalachian Trail! Now, that’s a trail I can hike! Pavement!”

      Linc scowled at her. “What did I tell you?”

      Kylie stared at him blankly. “What?”

      “Forget it. Get in the truck,” he muttered and opened the door for Storm before climbing in himself. “We have a hiker to find.”

      She got in, struggling to fold the map. Eventually, she gave up and sighed, leaving the crumpled mess of it on her lap. “It’s getting dark. So where is this hiker, supposedly? Do you have any idea, or will you just go out there blindly and set the dogs free to find them?”

      He shrugged. “That’s the problem. We don’t know. Dogs’ll find him, though. Alive or dead.”

      She gasped. “Dead?”

      “Yeah. It’s a five-hundred-foot drop in some places. We often get guys trying to impress their girlfriends by doing stupid things like getting too close to the edge of the ridge.”

      For a second, Kylie looked like she might throw up. She’d looked the same way when they found the snakebitten couple a few weeks ago. “What a terrible thing to happen on a date. People go up, expecting romance, and then…splat.”

      “It can be avoided, though, if you just use a little common sense.” Something his current partner was lacking.

      He pulled the truck over into the silver mine lot, where the men were waiting. Their dogs, all German Shepherds, got together, having their normal butt-sniffing reunion. Kylie dug her hands in her pockets and looked up at the sign. “Lover’s Leap. That’s a nice name.”

      Geoff, a guy he’d worked with before, who was a true mountain man, long beard and all, grinned. “Named for a broken-hearted Cheyenne woman who plunged to her death.”

      Kylie raised her eyebrow. “Really?”

      He got out the garment—one of Dalton’s shirts—that the woman had given them to help scent out the trail as Geoff went on. “Yeah. Her name was Mist-on-the-Mountain. She’d wanted to marry a visitor to their tribe, a man by the name of Magwa. But her father, Lone Wolf, the chief, wanted her to marry a man named Tall Pine and told her to refuse the marriage proposal.”

      Kylie was immediately pulled into the story. Good lord. Women.

      “Oh, no, why?” she said, her eyes filled with a mixture of sadness and anger. “She didn’t, did she?”

      “No. She went to the ridge for a tryst with Magwa, where Tall Pine lay in wait, and struck Magwa dead, throwing him into the ravine. Rather than live her entire life married to a man she hated, she followed her love into the depths.”

      “What happened to Tall Pine?”

      “No one knows. But sometimes, you can hear the wind on the side of the mountain, and it’s the two of them, making love, in each other’s arms for all eternity.”

      “Oh,” Kylie said, clutching at her heart. You’d think Mist-on-the-Mountain was a personal friend of hers. “That’s beautiful, but so sad.”

      “Yeah. Tragic,” Linc muttered, jostling her elbow and handing her a flashlight to get her to focus. He gave Geoff a look so he wouldn’t encourage her with any more flights of fancy. The last thing they needed was Kylie Loose Cannon Hatfield going off on one of her sprees.

      “What?” she said, not getting it. “Isn’t it sad? You don’t think it’s sad?”

      “Yeah, it’s plenty sad,” he muttered dismissively. “But it happened four-hundred years ago, and I’m a little more concerned about what’s happening right now. A guy is lost out there and it’ll be dark on this side of the mountain soon. Okay? So listen to me. This path gets dangerous. Stay close to me this time so you don’t perform a similar leap, okay?”

      She nodded seriously. “I’m sorry. Yes. I will.”

      For a second, he thought he could almost believe her. They walked up the path together toward the coordinates where the hiker had lost her boyfriend, Geoff relating another story about the origins of the town of Hot Springs. Meanwhile, Kylie interrupted, asking question after question so Linc didn’t think the story would ever end.

      Finally, he cut Kylie off as she was babbling some new question. “All right, guys. Geoff, you take Spark down this trail. Marco, take Wylie down the Mine trail. I’ll go up to the Leap.”

      Geoff stopped mid-story and immediately got Spark ready to go. He ripped the garment into threes for them to sniff once they got farther along, and they broke up and started up the trail.

      Kylie was soon far behind him, even though Vader was right on his heels, trying to keep up. “Oh, my god. This is terrible. I feel like I’m on a Stairmaster from hell.”

      Linc stopped for a second to let her catch up. Sure, the trail was steep, but they’d barely gone half a mile. “Hey. Keep up.”

      Her voice sounded wobbly. “I can’t. I’m going to die.”

      She looked fine. Just out of breath. He reached into his pack and handed her a canteen. “You wanted to come with me.”

      “I have no idea why. I hate hiking. I have a gym membership I haven’t used in six months.”

      “You get into hiking, you won’t need the gym,” he said, slowing to a stop as he reached the top of the ridge. He crouched and pulled out the fragment of shirt, letting Storm scent it.

      Kylie was busy swatting at a bug. “I’d rather go to the gym.” When she saw what he was doing, she stopped, looking more interested. “Oh, is she going to get the scent?”

      He nodded. Wasn’t that obvious?

      “Give some of that to Vader. He can help.”

      Linc let out a breath. He’d been waiting for her to say some stupid shit like that. “No, he can’t.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Why not?”

      He raked a hand over his face. “Can you let me handle this?”

      “No. You know he did a good job at finding the snakebite couple. You know he’s born for this.”

      He tucked the cloth into his pack as Storm started to sniff the ground. “No, I don’t know that. He might be good at air-scenting, but scent discriminating, which Storm has been trained in for over two years, is a totally different animal. There are plenty of ways a dog can get confused. I don’t want to be out here all night to find out we were on the trail of a squirrel. Got it?”

      She let out an exasperated sigh and muttered, “My dog’s too smart for that.”

      “Your dog thinks STAY means jump his ass all over the frigging place.”

      He lifted a finger, signaling that the conversation was over as Storm let out a bark.

      She’d caught the scent.

      Linc turned to tell Kylie to follow him and caught the damn woman trying to discretely reach for the zipper of the pack on his back, where he’d put the shirt fragment. He yanked his pack away. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Nothing,” she said innocently, shoving her hands into her pockets.

      “Come on. Stay close. If the hiker fell here, there’s nothing to stop you from doing the same.”

      He let Storm lead him into the darkness as she called out, “I thought that’s what you were here for. To save me.”

      He snorted. If she was lucky, he might.

      He followed Storm out onto the edge of the ridge, where she began to bark. “Dalton! Dalton Rule!” he called out, holding up a hand to quiet Kylie and get her to hang back.

      Over the whipping sound of the wind, he heard a voice, very faint.

      “Stay back,” he said to Kylie, motioning her over to the side of the trail. He arced the light of the flashlight down over the ridge, and saw a man huddled about twenty feet down on a rocky ledge. He got down on his knees as he saw the man’s eyes glimmering. He waved. “How are you doing?”

      “Could be better. Fell down here and knocked myself out. Couldn’t climb back up.”

      Well, yeah. That will happen when you’re trying to act like a daredevil to impress a girl. At least the Casanova’s voice sounded strong.

      “You hurt?”

      “Nah. Just starving, and I have an awful headache. Is Hailey, my girlfriend, is she okay?”

      “Yeah, she’s back at headquarters,” Linc yelled down before reaching into his pack and pulling out a coil of rope. He started to unravel it as he felt a warm presence behind him.

      “We found him! We found him!”

      “What’s with this we shit?” he ground out, looking up at her as he got flat on his stomach and started to lower the rope. “And hey, Mist-on-the-Mountain? Didn’t I tell you to stay back? Get away from the edge.”

      She took a mouse-step back, still peering over him as he finished casting the rope down to the man, ordering him to tie it around his waist. If the man had a concussion, Linc didn’t want him getting dizzy and falling off before he could be rescued.

      Once he was safely tied in, Linc called in the others, told them the situation, and asked for an ambulance to meet them at the bottom. “Possible head injury, but I think we can walk out,” he reported and shared their current status.

      An hour later, Dalton was thanking the team profusely while Kylie continued to chatter, this time to the wounded man as they half carried him down the trail. “Oh, my god. Are we happy to see you! We really thought you were dead. How did you survive? How’d you get lost? Were you scared?”

      The guy didn’t have a chance to answer a single question. From the way she kept talking, Linc would have bet that the guy wished he hadn’t been found. Well, served him right for being so stupid. This was his punishment.

      Stowing the dogs in the back seat with some crunchy treats to chew, Linc climbed inside his truck and waited. And waited.

      As the paramedics attended the man, Linc watched Kylie still talking to him in the bright glare of his headlights.

      Then Kylie said something, and Dalton laughed. Long and hard, slapping his knee. If this was punishment, he was enjoying it a little too much. Linc saw the hiker’s smile, bright white, in the headlights, and scowled.

      Linc gunned the engine to get her attention.

      Kylie shot him a dirty look, said something else to Dalton, then jogged up and got in the passenger’s seat. “What’s your rush?”

      Linc threw the truck in reverse and laughed bitterly. He wasn’t going to bother to explain.

      As he screamed out into the parking lot, she grabbed her oh shit handle. “Geez. And you were so mean to him. He kept thanking you, and you just grunted like a caveman. Don’t you know how to be cordial?”

      He reached over and turned up the radio. “I’m not cordial with assholes with no common sense, who put me and my dogs in danger.”

      She stared at him for a long time, then reached over and turned down the radio. “Well, that’s a great attitude for a SAR guy to have. Really.”

      He shrugged, turned the radio back up.

      She turned it down again.

      “Haven’t you ever heard that people make mistakes? Maybe he just went off the wrong path. It happens. Or is Linc Coulter so perfect that he doesn’t make mistakes?”

      Linc grunted. “That was some big-ass stupid mistake he’d made. Could’ve gotten himself killed.”

      “Oh, wait.” Kylie snapped her fingers. “Or are you jealous?” she singsonged.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “What?”

      “You heard me. Jealous that that guy kept talking to me, and that we were actually having a nice conversation.”

      “Are you out of your fucking mind? I have nothing to be jealous of.”

      She laughed. “Right.”

      He tightened his fists around the steering wheel. Just because he’d been as eager as a teenage virgin to get her into his bed, she thought he was jealous? Fuck no. He gnashed his teeth, wanting to lash out and set her straight.

      But he didn’t bother. He was done with this conversation. Done with the night, and all sorts of pissed off. All he wanted to do was go home, get some dinner, take a shower, and go to bed. Thanks to that hiking asshole, he wasn’t even in the mood to try to get into Kylie Hatfield’s pants.

      And from the way she was looking at him now, he doubted she’d let him.

      Fine.

      She crossed her arms and faced the passenger’s side window in a huff. He turned the radio back up, intending to keep it that way for the rest of the ride home.
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      Hot. Sexy. But a complete dick.

      Why couldn’t there be a guy on this earth that was a total ten, meaning devastatingly handsome, capable, and socially competent? Was that too much to ask?

      Apparently, it was.

      Kylie sat in the passenger side of his truck as Linc played Keith Urban way too loud, quietly seething. He couldn’t pretend to be civil? Put on a smiling face, even though he secretly hated a person’s guts? Hell, she did that all the time. Well, okay, there wasn’t anyone she hated. She liked pretty much everyone. Except him. And she intended to never speak to him again.

      That lasted about thirty seconds.

      “I don’t get it!” she exploded, throwing up her hands. “Why do you hate absolutely everyone you encounter? What gives you the right to be so judgmental?”

      He didn’t answer. Turned the music up louder. Rolled down the window and stuck his head out like one of his beloved dogs. Was he trying to drown her voice out? Fucker.

      She couldn’t believe that she had wanted him. Had been fully prepared to strip naked and rub herself all over him. Then, when he’d led the SAR team so expertly and rescued that guy like a totally heroic boss? She was fully prepared to strip naked and rub herself all over him in the back of his truck, forget waiting until they got into his house.

      Now? Yeah, he was still hot as hell. But he was also a total douche that she wanted to throat-punch.

      The only reason he thought dogs were easier than humans was because he was so damn hard for any human being to like.

      They drove another minute in silence, until she felt her volcano top ready to blow. She opened her mouth to unload on him again, just as her phone started to ring.

      It was her mom.

      Suddenly, it came to her. When Kylie couldn’t make their regular lunch this week, she’d promised her dinner instead.

      Tonight.

      She groaned as she lifted the phone to her ear. “Hi—”

      “You’re not lying dead in a ditch on the side of the road, are you?” Rhonda Hatfield asked her.

      Guilt. Guilt. Guilt.

      “No. I forgot. Mom, I’m so sorry.”

      Rhonda breathed out a relieved sigh. “It’s not too late. Everything’s still cooking. Just get in your car and come over.”

      Kylie looked over at Linc and frowned. “Well, I can’t, actually. I’m here with Vader’s trainer. He—”

      “Who’s Vader?”

      Kylie sighed. “My dog. Remember? The one I saved from the side of the road?”

      “Oh, right. Well, bring him along. Not the dog, the trainer. You know that whenever I cook, I cook for armies. I made lasagna, your favorite.”

      That was tempting. Her mother made the best lasagna, so good that Kylie’s mouth watered at the mere thought of it. But the way she was feeling right now, she wasn’t sure it was the best idea to bring Linc to her mother’s. She either wanted to karate-chop him or screw him, and she knew her mother would have something to say about both of those.

      So she hedged. “I don’t think—”

      “Come on. You must be starving.”

      True. She was. And the only thing she had in her kitchen at home that resembled food was a box of stale Frosted Mini-Wheats.

      “Fine.” Kylie tapped the mute button and ground out, “My mother’s having dinner. You’re invited.”

      Linc gave her a sidelong glance. “What a friendly invitation.”

      “Look who’s talking. Mr. Friendly.” She drummed her fingers on the center console. Every time he looked at her now, she couldn’t help thinking he was judging her every move. He probably thought she was an asshole too. But fuck what he thought. He was a douche she wanted to throat-punch, she reminded herself. “It’s lasagna. No dogs allowed, though, so you might feel out of place, not being among your ilk. Are you in or not?”

      As anti-social as he was, she expected a firm no. But he looked over at her, a challenge in his eyes. “Yeah. I’m in. Where does she live?”

      “Downtown.” Oh, this would be really interesting. Was he serious? Clearing her throat, she unmuted her phone. “We’ll be there, Mom. Probably twenty minutes.”

      “Wonderful,” Rhonda gushed. “Is he handsome? Are you—”

      “Okay,” Kylie said, butting in, “see you then.”

      She disconnected the call and took a deep breath, her mind running rampant over a mental checklist of potential pitfalls. There were a lot.

      Her mother still had her little Kylie shrine upstairs—her entire pink, ruffled bedroom, like a unicorn threw up, hermetically sealed to preserve the essence of sixteen-year-old Kylie Hatfield for future generations. There was a pretty awful picture of her as prom queen, the size of her ass, propped up on the mantle over the living room fireplace. Rhonda had also framed the artwork Kylie had done in first grade, when she’d proudly proclaimed that she wanted to be a turtle when she grew up. What other wonders of sheer mortification did her childhood home contain?

      And there was also the other big problem: Her mother hated dogs. And if it wasn’t canine, Linc didn’t seem interested. He also wasn’t exactly the most charming conversationalist on earth. He had a way of staring people down, like he’d done to that hiker, like they were as insignificant as an insect. Her mother could talk to a wall, but if someone disrespected her or said something negative, she’d sure as hell call him out on it.

      Oh, god. She could just imagine a screaming match at the table.

      But Linc was an asshole. Who cared what he did or thought about her mother or her prissy bedroom?

      Me. Unfortunately, me.

      Why, she still had no idea. Probably because of the whole kissing-the-life-out-of-her thing, which he’d done so very well her toes were still half-curled in pleasure.

      Forcing that thought away, she instructed Linc where to parallel park on the narrow side street, and they took the dogs and walked them over to the house. Outside, she tied Vader’s leash to a post, hoping he wouldn’t pull it up and run rampant through the neighborhood.

      “My mother doesn’t like animals,” she explained. “She says she’s allergic, but I really think she just hates them.”

      His jaw tightened, and he nodded. That was probably a deal breaker. He was going to hate Rhonda Hatfield, probably just as much as he hated on that poor hiker.

      This was going to end badly. Very badly.

      The front door was still locked, so she rang the doorbell, and waited for her mother to answer. She was wearing head-to-toe black, and her face was made-up in her evening makeup, with bright-red lipstick, like she was going out on a date. She sure as hell didn’t dress like this for their lunches. Who was she trying to impress?

      The second her mother’s eyes fixed on Linc, Kylie knew. “Oh, hi,” Rhonda cooed, extending her hand to Linc, like a Southern belle. Was that really a Southern accent? Where’d that come from? “You must be Kylie’s trainer.”

      Kylie gave her mother a look. What was she insinuating there?

      “Actually, Vader’s trainer,” Kylie piped up, moving aside to show her the two pups, who were looking up at them, clearly hoping for an invitation inside. “Linc.”

      Her mother wrinkled her nose in distaste.

      Then her eyes went back to Linc and softened like warm butter. “Well, Linc, come inside,” she said, clamping her hand onto the man’s arm and drawing him through the door. “I’m sorry that your dogs will have to stay outside, but I’m allergic.”

      He allowed himself to be dragged along. “No problem. It’s very nice to meet you, Ms. Hatfield.”

      “Rhonda! Please call me Rhonda.” She dragged him into the foyer, looking at Kylie with waggling eyebrows that spoke volumes: You never told me how devastatingly attractive he is!

      Kylie scrunched her face at her mother, silently communicating, Wait until you’ve known him a little while. In his case, he’s just devastating.

      “Can I help you with anything, Rhonda?” he asked as the elder Hatfield basically molested his arm. How embarrassing.

      “Oh, no. It’s just about ready. Have a seat in the dining room!” Rhonda went to the kitchen and patted Kylie’s cheek. “He’s so polite.”

      Polite, her ass. Just wait, Kylie told herself. He’ll show his true colors.

      Kylie led Linc through the hallway, toward the dining room, trying to sway his attention from the turtle artwork. It didn’t happen. He caught on it, squinting. “You…wanted to be a turtle when you grew up?” he asked, the corners of his mouth turning up in amusement.

      “Well,” Kylie said, straightening. “I had very high aspirations. I mean, that’s even a bigger stretch than a princess.”

      He nodded. She got the feeling he was still laughing at her. “You can say that.”

      “Why? What did you want to be?”

      “A Transformer,” he said. “I was partial to Bumblebee.”

      She had to smile at that, and she felt a little better. “Wow. That’s a pretty high aspiration too.”

      “Hey. Go big or go home.”

      Over the next hour, Linc didn’t vomit those true colors like Kylie had expected. He was the model human being all through dinner, chatting nicely with Kylie and her mother. Yes, he was a man of few words, but he was still funny, engaging…and charming.

      Where the hell had this Linc come from?

      Her mother had set out the fine Lenox china and Waterford wine glasses, which she never used. She asked him a lot of questions, giving him the standard Hatfield Family Spanish Inquisition treatment that had sent many a potential boyfriend running for the hills.

      Linc didn’t flinch.

      He talked a little about his business in SAR and how he’d inherited the house from family. He shared that he used to live in downtown Asheville, but after getting back from fighting overseas, he decided to move full-time to live in the mountains.

      Kylie could tell her mother liked him from the way she leaned forward, almost sitting in his lap. Kylie was completely forgotten. In fact, she didn’t think her mother looked at her once. So she just…drank. And drank. And contemplated how handsome Linc looked in the candlelight.

      And drank some more.

      She finished off her third glass of Chianti and decided not to have another, because dammit. He was starting to look like someone she wanted to rub herself on again.

      “So, honey,” her mother said suddenly, finally remembering she was there. “I haven’t heard from you much since you got your secretarial job at that PI office. Everything going well?”

      Kylie bristled. “It’s not a secretarial job,” she said, looking over at Linc, who was watching her as he took a drink of his wine, with a dark, penetrating gaze. “I’m actually working my first case as an Assistant PI. It’s a missing person’s case. It’s super-fascinating. My boss has me taking the lead on it.”

      Her mother nodded slowly. Kylie knew what she was thinking. I wonder if this’ll last as long as crochet. Calligraphy. Majoring in psychology. All of which she’d given up after three weeks.

      “And how are you liking your boss? Greg something or other.”

      Kylie nodded. “Greg Starr.”

      “Is he cute?”

      Kylie reached for her glass and remembered it was empty. “Mom. He’s like sixty. Sixty will never be cute to me.”

      Rhonda shrugged. “Well, you’ve needed a good man in your life for some time. When was your last relationship? That boy, Ralph, four years ago or was it—?”

      Kylie jumped to her feet so fast and high she almost hit the crystal chandelier above them.

      “How about we go start on dessert?” she blurted, reaching over for Linc’s plate. She caught him looking at her, his lips twisted in amusement. “You made dessert, right?”

      Rhonda Hatfield never served a meal that wasn’t punctuated with something fabulously sweet and gooey. “Of course. Cheesecake.”

      “Fantastic.” Kylie motioned her mother forcefully into the kitchen with eye daggers.

      Linc reached for the napkin on his lap and began to rise. “I can help—”

      Before Linc could say more, Kylie cut him off with a curt, “Oh, hell no, you’re our guest. Sit your butt down.”

      Last thing Kylie needed was her mom to fall even more in love with the sexy SAR trainer than she already was. She might propose on Kylie’s behalf.

      Fuming, Kylie stormed into the kitchen and stacked the plates by the sink, then started the water so Linc wouldn’t hear them. “Really, Mom? You had to bring up my love life?”

      Rhonda whispered, her eyes twinkling, “Well, someone had to, you know, get the ball rolling. I knew you wouldn’t tell him that you were available. If I have to wait for you, I’ll be drooling and eating through a straw before I get a chance to meet my grandkids.”

      “Mom. I’m twenty-four. You’re almost fifty. Drooling and straws are not in your immediate future.”

      Rhonda stacked the dishes in the sink. “True. Now about this Greg Starr…is he dating anyone?”

      “Mom. I don’t know. I know he’s not married. He’s kind of cynical about that. He does have family, but he hasn’t said whether he’s dating anyone.”

      Rhonda gave her daughter a horrified look. “You. Knowing a person for more than a week and you haven’t found out his whole life story yet? I’m ashamed. I thought I raised you better than that.”

      “Well, he’s kind of a tough nut. Not like Dad…” Kylie trailed off, wishing her brain filter worked better. Sometimes, things just came out of her mouth before she thought them through.

      Her mother stilled and turned to her, pain crossing her pretty features. “What do you mean?”

      Kylie shrugged, trying to be casual now that she’d started this discussion. She seldom mentioned her father, knowing it was like pouring salt in an open wound. But…she wanted to know more about him. Was that so very wrong?

      “Well, you always said that Dad had diarrhea of the mouth. I don’t know why I thought of him as an opposite to Mr. Starr, who is kind of all-business.”

      Kylie wished that she could remember her dad. He disappeared when she was still in diapers, and her mom hadn’t heard from him since.

      Desperate to change the subject, Kylie nodded toward the dining room. “Speaking of tough nuts…”

      Rhonda went from sad to indignant in an instant. “Linc isn’t anything of the sort. He’s charming. A complete gentleman.”

      Kylie wanted to roll her eyes, but her mother was right. At least during dinner, Linc Coulter had been Prince Charming in the flesh. “Yeah. I have no clue what’s going on, but that’s not Linc. We might want to call in the authorities. Or the Men in Black. Aliens may have already invaded his body.”

      “Oh, he’s a gem, Kylie.” Rhonda winked at her daughter, her voice lowering an octave. “There’s nothing tough about that man. He’s all grade-A sirloin. You should jump on him.”

      Kylie cringed and covered her ears with her hands. “Mom, you did not just say that to me.”

      Grinning, Rhonda went to the refrigerator and pulled out a beautiful white cheesecake on a pretty cake stand. It looked like a magazine cover. “Open your eyes, Kylie Hatfield. That boy is fly. In fact, he looks like a movie star. A young Harrison Ford in Indiana Jones. Oh, I had such a thing for those adventurous types when I was your age. I wanted to have a man wrap that whip around me and—”

      “No!” Kylie shouted, holding out both hands like she was warding off a verbal attack. “Are you trying to scar me for life? And please do not ever use the word ‘fly’ in that context again.”

      Rhonda’s grin grew bigger. “Fly. Fly. Fly. And please don’t let him leave your sight without making another date.”

      “Mom,” she groaned, “this isn’t even a date. It’s nothing serious. Seriously. He’s Vader’s trainer.”

      “Right.” Rhonda was quiet for a moment and moved over to the door, peeking into the dining room. She licked her lips, looking like a psycho stalker.

      “Mom!”

      Rhonda turned back toward the cheesecake. “Relax, he didn’t see me. He’s on his phone. He’s fine, sweetheart. You’d make beautiful babies together.”

      Kylie covered her face with her hand. “Moooom,” she moaned, “for the last time, I’m not having babies with Linc Coul—”

      “Excuse me.”

      Kylie froze, hand still plastered to her face. Could the timing have been worse?

      Babies with Linc?

      Kill. Her. Now.

      Dropping her hand, she faced the man in question, her cheeks burning in humiliation. She pointed to the cake sitting on the center island. Anything to call attention away from her burning cheeks. “Cheesecake!”

      He looked at it for a blink and shook his head. “Looks delicious, but I just got another SAR call. This one is an autistic runaway. I’m afraid I’ve got to take a raincheck.”

      “Oh no. Poor baby. I hope you find him or her okay.”

      Linc nodded, but his face was lined with concern. “Thank you. Me too.”

      Kylie stuffed her hands into her pockets. “I guess I’ve got to go too. I left my car at his house.”

      And don’t you dare read into that, Mother.

      Rhonda started to rummage through her Tupperware drawer, and Kylie knew what was coming next. Her mom was big on desserts, but only when it came to feeding other people. She rarely ate them herself. She dropped two big containers on the island and started to cut into the cake. “You must take this with you.”

      Kylie knew better than to fight her mother on this, and apparently, so did Linc, because he didn’t say a word.

      So now she’d have cheesecake and Frosted Mini-Wheats in her kitchen. She was practically a gourmand.

      As they left, her mother gushed over Linc, doing the death-grip thing on his arm and the Southern Belle impression once again.

      “Thank you for gracing our home,” she said formally, extending her hand. No curtsy? How surprising. “I do hope you’ll come again.”

      He took her hand and pressed it between both of his. “It was a pleasure.”

      A pleasure. Huh. The only pleasure Kylie’d gotten was from the fact that they didn’t have enough time to pass around her high school yearbook over dessert. Her mother had done that with Ralph and look where that’d got them.

      “I’m shocked,” Kylie said when she was back in his truck, the dogs tucked in the back seat. “You were actually civil with her.”

      He didn’t answer; just plugged the keys in the ignition and started the engine.

      “So…” Kylie raised an eyebrow, unable to stop herself from goading him, “are you going to be civil with the autistic kid, or are you going to think he’s an asshole who’s wasting your time?”

      Linc laughed, low in his throat. “Hey. At least I’m being honest.”

      “Honest? Is that what you’re being? It sounds like you’re being a judgmental prick.”

      It was too dark to see his expression from the lights of the dashboard, but she guessed he was giving her the stink eye. “No. If I don’t like someone, I can’t pretend otherwise. If I like someone, I let them know. I’m me. And guess what? I liked your mom. She’s a nice woman.”

      “I’m shocked,” Kylie said, mock-surprised. “Considering she and I have the same blood running through our veins.”

      “Well, you two might share the same blood, but she isn’t you. Look, I don’t do any of this acting bullshit. If it hurts someone’s feelings or rubs them the wrong way, too fucking bad. But I’m not going to sit there and make nice with someone I can’t stand. I’m not you. I have better things to do.”

      She scowled at him. “I don’t make nice with everyone.”

      “Right. I’ll bet I’m the only exception to the rule. Huh?”

      She looked away, out the window, into the blackness. Yes, he was. She’d never met anyone whose heart she couldn’t nice her way into. It was like a gift her mom and she had. They sprinkled their rainbows everywhere, and people just normally loved them. Loved to be around them.

      But Linc? He was too doom and gloom for her.

      Thus the throat-punching feeling.

      A change of subject was in order. “So, where are we going?”

      She could almost feel his eyes burn into her. “Not we. Me.” Kylie crossed her arms over her chest, ready to argue. “I’m serious. I’m taking you to your car. My house is on the way to where the kid was last seen.”

      For the next several miles, Kylie offered her best argument for why she should be going with him. He never said a word. Maybe grunted once or twice. He didn’t even speak when he pulled up his driveway and stopped next to her car.

      Kylie sat there for a full minute, but realized she was just being a bitch. “Fine.”

      Throwing open her door, she let Vader out too, then shot Linc the finger when he pulled away.

      She immediately felt bad.

      That poor autistic boy. Having to be rescued by such a prick.

      As she drove her car back to her apartment building, her hands shook on the wheel. She wanted to smack him. She wanted to do him. She’d never met a single person who had her so damned confused. She tried to push thoughts of him out of her head, but it only made her think of him more. His lips. He had magnificent lips. He knew how to use them too. Why did he have to be the best kisser ever?

      It was late when she pulled into her apartment complex. Since it was located just outside of the UNC Asheville campus, it was pretty hopping, every light in the building blazing from the windows. She parked her car in the lot and brought Vader through the back entrance, into the rear stairwell.

      Her landlord had a NO PETS policy, but she’d managed to evade detection so far because nobody ever used the back entry. And probably because most of the inhabitants of the building were so busy doing their own illegal things—getting stoned, namely—that they didn’t dare turn her in.

      As she climbed the stairs to her top-floor studio in a stuffy stairwell that smelled of garbage and pot, she passed a crapload of abandoned trash bags, but only two humans, who were so engaged in swallowing each other’s heads that they didn’t even notice her.

      Opening the apartment door, Kylie fell on the couch and thought about her mother. Did she really have to bring up her completely pathetic love life in front of Linc? How embarrassing. Yes, she was social, but she was far from a man magnet. Maybe she was too loud, too off-putting. Her mother said she had a strong personality, and men didn’t know what to do with her. But yes, she was also a people-pleaser. She wanted everyone to love her. Which was why she tried extra hard to throw those rainbows around.

      And probably why it grated on her more than anything that her rainbows didn’t have any effect on Linc.

      Plus, she got the feeling that Linc, though practically mute and a total asshole, probably had women throwing themselves at his hot body all the time. He probably had more sex than he knew what to do with. Women got off on the strong, silent, douchey type.

      And she was apparently one of them.

      Shit, she really was.

      Shoving those thoughts from her head yet again, she opened her phone and decided that she needed to think about work. She reminded herself that Greg was depending on her to get the ball rolling on the Jessica Hilyard case. She made herself some tea and sat down on the sofa with Vader to begin writing the report for him of all she’d learned.

      After she wrote everything about the hospitals and jails she’d looked into, and the information she’d gleaned from her talk with Miranda, she sat back and read it over.

      It didn’t feel like enough. There were no leads. All it showed was a list of misses. She could dig up more. She was sure of it.

      She decided to power up her computer and do some real detective work. She opened Facebook on her laptop and found Jessica’s profile, scanning it for anything she might have missed before.

      “So,” she said, scribbling more notes as she stroked her bare toes through Vader’s fur at the opposite end of the couch, “it says here that Jessica is not in a relationship. No boyfriend to speak of.”

      She enlarged Jessica’s profile picture, studying it. She may have been quiet, but she was pretty. “I know what you’re thinking,” Kylie said to the snoring dog before taking a sip of her tea. “Me too. She probably had a lot of admirers. Must be nice.”

      Vader opened an eye, giving her a pointed look.

      “I’m not feeling sorry for myself. Men are nothing but trouble,” she said, setting her tea down on the coffee table. She tickled his side with her toes. “Present company excluded, of course.”

      She yawned, paging through the profile some more. For someone who was reportedly a wallflower, Jessica was pretty active physically. Unlike Kylie, Jessica had been on a couple of the trails outside of Asheville before. There were a few pictures of her hiking, some with a tall, handsome man in a black North Face jacket. She hadn’t tagged anyone in the picture. Kylie clicked on the missing woman’s friends but couldn’t find a man in her friends list who looked similar.

      “Hmmm,” Kylie sighed, thinking. She went farther down the missing woman’s feed. Jessica really had posted nearly every day, some pics of her lounging at the pool, a couple of YouTube videos of practical jokes, some recipes for chicken dishes. Kylie tapped her pen on the paper, trying to think of how to phrase it so it would be most helpful to Greg. Likes the pool and practical jokes, not a vegetarian?

      Yes, that was it, right there. The key to cracking the case was the missing girl’s love for chicken.

      Kylie groaned. She had to dig deeper.

      She scrolled farther, until something struck her. She straightened. “Hey. Wait a minute…” she murmured, causing Vader to cock an ear.

      There were a few posts on her page by a man named Sam Donovan, asking how she was doing. Saying he loved the way she looked. From what she could see, Jessica hadn’t responded to any of them. He’d always liked all her posts, though, even the chicken recipe ones. Whenever she posted a picture, he’d respond with, “Beautiful!”

      “Mr. Donovan, methinks, has some stalkerish qualities, what do you say?” Kylie asked Vader, who let out a soft ruff. “Oh, yeah, Donovan. You’re a grade-A creep.”

      She clicked on Sam Donovan’s name, but it brought her to a private profile. His avatar was of Snoopy, so that was no help.

      Still, Mr. Donovan was super-creepy. Her spidey-sense was doing that little dance on the back of her neck again.

      She opened an Excel spreadsheet and made a list of the hundreds of friends that Jessica had. When she was done, she tried to put “known relationship” in the next column. Most, she wasn’t sure of, especially Sam Donovan.

      By the time that was done, it was after one in the morning. She realized she’d forgotten to thank her mom for dinner. Her mother always wanted her to call to let her know she got home safe. She reached for her phone on the coffee table, where she usually put it. Her phone, which was…not there. She rummaged through her purse, ripped cushions off the couch, but couldn’t find it anywhere.

      She tried to remember the last time she had it but couldn’t. She’d had it at her mom’s, hadn’t she? On the way back to Linc’s house?

      She was too tired to think straight. She’d been at work all day, obedience class, tromped all over the mountain with Linc, and been to the dinner from hell. She needed bed with a passion.

      She went to the bathroom and brushed her teeth, looking at the bags forming under her eyes. She was too tired to investigate anything. But this did not bode well for her. How could she get ahold of Jessica Hilyard if she couldn’t even hold on to her phone?
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      The sun was rising over the hills as Linc pulled up at the farmhouse. The dogs were going crazy from the yard, probably wondering where the hell he’d been for so long.

      It’d been a long night. The parents had been camping out in the mountains, and their ten-year-old son had vanished. He was mostly nonverbal and usually spent time in the tent, playing video games on his Nintendo Switch, so it’d been hours since they’d seen him. He was found nearly six miles from the campsite, tired, hungry, but otherwise, perfectly fine.

      On the passenger seat next to him, Storm dozed. She’d earned that rest, scouring much of Roundtop Ridge looking for the boy after the Lover’s Leap search only hours earlier. He stroked her between the ears and made plans to give her a few extra treats.

      As he got to the front of the house, he slowed. It had rained a little last night, so the earth was dark with moisture, the grass was covered in a fine gray film, and water was puddled in some of the tire ruts.

      Something was glinting in the new sunlight, slashing through the trees.

      When he neared it, he realized it was a cell phone.

      It didn’t take a genius to know whose.

      He stopped, climbed out of his truck, and picked it up out of a puddle. Its front was muddy, but when he lifted it and wiped it on the front of his cargo pants, the display lit up. He read a notice that said: 12 Missed Calls.

      Figured. He’d always had her pegged for Miss Social, so that wasn’t a surprise. That thing her mom had said about her not dating seriously in four years had to have just been because she didn’t tell her mom everything. He could see it in the way she’d wrapped that hiker around her finger. She probably had so many men after her, she couldn’t keep them straight.

      And women like her were probably tied to their cell phones. He’d bet she was going nuts, wondering where she’d dropped hers.

      He told himself that it was her business. If she wanted it bad enough, she’d come looking for it. He’d tuck it away and hold on to it until their next obedience lesson.

      That plan lasted about three minutes.

      As he went to the stable and fed the goats, then got the food for the dogs, a new plan began to formulate in his mind.

      He held it off, though. Even stripped out of his clothes, took a shower, got into bed, and tried to catch some shut-eye. As he laid there, staring at the ceiling as the morning sun broke through the curtains, he knew sleep wasn’t going to happen.

      He threw off his blanket and changed into a fresh pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Kylie was probably just starting her day at Starr Investigations, so he’d catch her there and drop the phone off at her desk. It wasn’t that he wanted to see her again. She was fucking annoying as hell, so that couldn’t have been it.

      He’d drop it off because it was the right thing to do.

      He decided to leave Storm at home to rest, because unlike him, she was dozing soundly on her bed in the kitchen. He got into his truck and drove downtown, to the Starr Investigations office, wondering why the hell he was yawning but completely unable to sleep.

      The street in this part of town was nowhere near as busy as the street outside the hardware store. Did this Starr guy get any customers, ever? Linc climbed out of the truck and looked at the drab old building. He remembered it; it used to be an old vacuum store. His mother had taken him there when he was a kid, to get her old Electrolux repaired, back when people still had things repaired and didn’t just go out and buy new ones. The only thing that had changed was that someone had partially scraped off the old sign and put a new one over it. Other than that, the vacuums were gone from the window.

      It was the opposite of the kind of place he’d expected to find a woman like Kylie. He figured she’d need to surround herself with flashy, modern cubicles and a ton of co-workers to satisfy her desire to chatter. But when he walked in, only Kylie was there. She looked up from her shabby desk, surrounded by old, mismatched file cabinets, and smiled.

      Then Vader barked from behind her desk and bounded up to him. He went to put his paws up on Linc but stopped just in time when he gave the command, remembering their lesson.

      “Good boy,” Linc said, and Vader’s tail wagged like a whip as he patted his side.

      “What are you doing here?” Kylie asked Linc, coming around the desk. Damned if she wasn’t wearing a short flowy skirt that bared those amazing legs.

      He tried not to notice as he dug into his pocket and pulled out her cell phone. “Lose something?”

      Her eyes lit up. “Oh, thank you!” She reached for it and stared at the display. “Where did you find it? At first, I thought I left it at my mom’s, but she didn’t have it. And then I thought that I left it—”

      “In my driveway. It must’ve fallen out when you got out of your car.”

      “Oh!” She suddenly became interested in something on the screen, mumbling absently, “That makes sense. Thank goodness for waterproof cases.”

      Linc nodded, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “I noticed from the screen that you had a lot of missed calls. I thought I’d drop it off in case you were waiting for an important one.”

      She paged through it a little. “Yeah. Just a few things for that missing person’s investigation I told you about. What about your missing person? Did you find that little boy?”

      “Yeah. Safe and sound. Parents thought he was in the tent, but he’d slipped away.” He yawned, his eyes watering as he did. Shit. He was tired. “We didn’t locate him until just before dawn, though, so it was a long night.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “So, they’re the assholes?”

      He shrugged. “You said it.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “How can you really be so judgy when it comes to people? I don’t get it. Are you really all that perfect?”

      “Pretty much,” he said, just because he knew it’d get her riled. Getting her flushed and angry was something that was quickly becoming his new favorite pastime.

      “Well, for someone so perfect, you look like shit,” she said, reaching for a huge pink mug. “You want coffee?”

      He more than wanted. He needed, if he was going to make it back home in one piece. He scrubbed a hand over his tired face and realized he’d forgotten to shave after his shower. “Yeah. That’d be great.”

      She walked to a station and poured them two mugs. “Sugar? Creamer?”

      He shook his head and took the mug from her. “The blacker the better.”

      She wrinkled her nose and motioned to a chair beside her desk and sat down. “Did you sleep at all?”

      “Nope.” He took a sip of the coffee, inhaling deeply. That was better. He noticed she had a phone book in front of her. “So, Greg promoted you to Assistant PI, huh? You said you’re working on a missing person’s case?”

      Her cheeks went pink again. “Yes. I’m just researching it right now. This poor woman is missing and has been gone for over a week. Her family’s freaking out.”

      She picked up her phone and poked at the screen, then handed it to him. He wasn’t one for social media, but he knew enough to get by. He examined the Facebook profile of a pretty blonde woman. She didn’t look familiar. “What’s her name?”

      “Jessica. Jessica Hilyard. She’s never missed a day of work, and she calls her sister every day. Then a week ago, she dropped off the face of the Earth. Just vanished without a trace.”

      The name didn’t ring a bell. “What have you been researching?”

      “Yesterday, I called on the hospitals and jails looking for someone who fit her description. I interviewed her sister, Miranda, who lives in Oregon and is also the one who hired us. I went on her Facebook page and made a list of her friends, trying to put together contact information so we can interview them all.” She held up a legal pad filled with scribbled notes. “Now, I’m a little at a loss of what to do next.”

      He reached for it. “You mind?” When she shook her head, he began to read. The first notes were obviously from the interview with the sister. “This Jessica’s cell phone number?”

      She nodded.

      “You call it?”

      She made a face. “Of course. No answer.”

      “You should probably keep trying. She might be out of the service area. You never know where she might pick up.” He ran down the list of names. There were a lot. Kylie had one name, Sam Donovan, circled. He pointed. “Who’s this guy?”

      “Seemed like an online stalker. Very suspicious.”

      “I’d say, then, that you start by interviewing the ones that seem most suspicious,” he told her and got a duh look in return. He ignored it. “You working with the police?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “They haven’t been very helpful.”

      “It might not seem like they’re being helpful, but they have their methods.” He took a long sip of his coffee. “They’re probably following all sorts of leads you know nothing about and don’t want this to turn into a circus with a bunch of amateur detectives poking around.”

      “But I’m not an amateur,” she declared. “I’m from Starr Investigations. I’m waiting for my business cards, but—”

      “But nothing, Kylie. If you’re not the police, they probably don’t want you involved.”

      She shrugged. “Well, too bad. I never let that stop me.”

      That sounded like she was just asking for trouble.

      “You shouldn’t go meet with anyone alone. You need to keep your head about you and not jump into anything.”

      She wrinkled her nose, indignation in her voice. “I’ll have Vader.” When he just stared at her, she raised her hands in a gesture of innocence. “What, you don’t think I can handle myself?”

      He continued to stare at her. Yeah, that was part of it. But mostly, he thought any person under Kylie Hatfield’s suspicion probably wouldn’t be able to handle her.
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      Really. Who did Linc think he was?

      Coming in here, trying to take over her investigation?

      Oh, hell no.

      Kylie shouldn’t have told Linc she wasn’t sure how to proceed. It wasn’t an invitation for him to help her. She’d been floundering because she’d promised Greg she’d only do research.

      But the research was done. Now was time to investigate. Make things happen. She’d called Greg to ask him what he wanted her to do, but she’d only gotten his voicemail.

      Time was wasting.

      She needed to do something. “Of course, I’m going to interview them. That’s my next step,” she snapped. “And I am keeping my head. I’ll arrange to interview these people in a public place.”

      He gave her a doubtful look as she opened her phone up to see if she could wrangle up Sam Donovan’s contact information.

      As she did, it started to ring. It was a number from a 503-area code, Portland, Oregon. Miranda.

      “Kylie?” Miranda said when she answered. Her voice sounded even more fragile than before.

      Kylie straightened and cast a worried eye over at Linc, who was nursing his coffee and clearly hanging on her every word. “Yes?”

      “I was just wondering if you had any update on my sister.”

      Kylie frowned. She wished she had something to tell her. She wished that Greg had given her the power to go out there and investigate, because maybe if he had, she wouldn’t have been hesitating. “Well, we’ve been pulling together some leads to go on. Have you heard anything from the police?”

      “No. They’re hopeless. They haven’t come up with a single lead. They seem to think it’s fine that she just vanished into thin air, that she left of her own accord and…” Miranda stopped, and after a moment, Kylie heard muffled sobs. The poor woman was crying.

      Kylie’s heart felt heavy in her chest. “I promise you, Miranda. I will do everything in my power to bring Jessica back. I promise.” She felt sick, her skin itching, her body aching to find this girl. She thought about what she’d want to hear if she was in the missing woman’s relative’s shoes. “Let me look into a few more things, and I’ll give you a call later today with our plan. How does that sound?”

      Miranda sniffled. “Yes. Thank you, Kylie. I’m just terrified that something horrible has happened to her.”

      When she hung up, Linc was staring at her with those judgy eyes of his. “What?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing.” Yeah, right. His eyes spoke volumes. “Was that the sister?”

      She nodded and realized that she had tears on her cheeks. So that was probably what he was judging. That she could get so emotional about someone she hardly knew. She wiped them away with the back of her hand. “She’s beside herself. I can only imagine what she’s going through.”

      Linc pressed his lips together, like he was forcing himself not to speak. He’d probably dealt in a million missing person’s cases before and didn’t try to imagine. He just thought they were all assholes.

      But she didn’t care anymore. This woman was hurting, and Kylie was probably the only person who gave a damn. The police didn’t care. Greg didn’t care. She cared. She wanted it more than any of them.

      She made up her mind right then. Screw Greg. Screw the police. Screw Linc and his damning eyes. She was going to investigate the shit out of this case, screw the consequences.

      “Let me ask you something, since you’re the expert,” Kylie said, realizing her nose was running. She plucked a tissue from the box on her desk and gave it a good blow. “Do you think it’s possible that Jessica’s still alive?”

      He sucked in a breath that turned into a yawn, then let it out. “You want the truth?”

      Actually, if the truth was going to be bad—and she sensed it was—she kind of wanted him to lie. But what would that help? She nodded, bracing herself.

      “When people go missing like that, so abruptly and out of character…either they don’t want to be found, or they’re dead.”

      Yeah. She really didn’t want to hear that.

      She felt the sadness drape over her like a wet cloak. “From what the people who know her best have said, she wasn’t the type to run off on her own. She was kind of a wallflower. It’d be so out of character.”

      He set his coffee down on her desk and tented his hands under his chin. “Then I guess you have your answer.”

      She slumped in her chair, her eyes scanning over the picture of Jessica. She was so young and full of life. Anything else seemed impossible.

      “If you do investigate, you’d better be careful,” he said to her, polishing off his coffee and standing up. He checked his phone. “I’ve got to go. Still have those kennels to build, and a SAR exercise for some advanced dogs in the mountains later. See you for Vader’s training tomorrow?”

      She nodded.

      He walked to the exit as she stood and followed him. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll be fine. I won’t do anything stupid.”

      He whirled around suddenly, holding out a hand. “Shake on it.”

      She stared at his open hand. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      She blew out a breath, jamming her fists on her hips. “Oh, you don’t believe me?”

      He nodded, heat flickering in his eyes. His voice was a murmur. “I believe that you have a knack for losing your head, just like you lost your phone, and finding stupid things to do.”

      “And how does that concern you?”

      He tilted his head, hand still extended. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, why do you care what stupid things I do?”

      He let out a short laugh. “Because I’m in the business of saving people from their own stupid actions, and if I can prevent one before I have to go and sic my SAR dogs on your case, I’d rather.”

      Kylie let out a growl. “Fine. I won’t do anything stupid. And even if I do, I excuse you of the burden of having to take your dogs and chase after my stupid ass. Feel free to let me wander to my death. I absolve you of any guilt since I’d rather die a million deaths than have you looking at me with that smug I-told-you-so expression of yours.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      Before she punched him in the stomach, she reached out to shake his hand, grabbing it, squeezing it, holding it firmly. As they touched, though, sparks lit between them. She felt the calluses on his palm, like each one of them was branding her forever. Her heart was pounding, but now not out of fear for Jessica, but anticipation. She licked her lips, and he zeroed in on the gesture.

      He leaned closer, so close that she couldn’t mistake his intention. He gave her a second to say no, that she didn’t want this, but she did. Desperately. So she closed the distance and crashed into it.

      The light and heat of their mouths touching suddenly sparked all over her body. His lips were soft, but his kisses were anything but. Tangling his hand in her hair, he tipped her head back farther and ravished her mouth. She gasped and kissed him back, and he groaned low in his throat.

      She was about to beg him to take her right then and there, on a desk or something, screw it all, when he broke the kiss. They stared at each other for a few moments, breathing hard, his pupils dilated.

      Then, without a single word, he scrambled for the door handle behind him, found it, pushed the door open, and escaped outside.

      She just stared, feeling faint and hot but most of all…unfulfilled.

      Damn him.

      The frustrating man kept ratcheting up the heat in the kisses, usually just moments after he’d insulted her in some way. And then…poof. He disappeared. Or something got in the way. And he seemed perfectly fine to just go on his merry way after making her so hot and bothered she might burst.

      He couldn’t keep doing that to her. If he did, she was sure she’d go insane.

      She forced her wobbling knees to carry her back to the table, thinking of him. His touch, his eyes, the delicious way he smelled, like soap and toothpaste. But something he’d said popped into her head.

      He was worried about her.

      She knew he lusted for her, but you could lust for someone you hated. Even if he was judging her, he didn’t hate her all that much, because it was clear he wanted her to be safe. Maybe his I hate everybody thing didn’t extend to her, after all.

      She smiled at that thought, even when she wanted to run after him and finish what they’d started.

      Vader got to his feet and nudged her knee as if to say, Get back to your case, horny girl.

      Right. Miranda’s poor sister.

      Forcing herself to focus, Kylie picked up her phone and called Greg again. No answer. This time, she left a message: “Hi, Mr. Starr, it’s me. I’m done researching this case, and I have a number of leads. I need you to call me back right away to advise me how to proceed because Jessica’s sister is really worried, and I’m worried about her. Call me.”

      Her eyes trailed over to her phone, and she remembered something else Linc had said. He’d asked if she’d called Jessica’s number.

      She’d said yes, but really, she hadn’t. It was such a stupid, obvious thing to do. The police had probably already done that. Of course, no one would answer. Missing people didn’t often answer their phones, now, did they?

      She looked at Vader, who was giving her a you lied to Linc look. You’re a lying liar who lies. You wanted him to think you have this case under control because you like him.

      “No, I don’t,” she muttered to her dog, picking up her phone. “I just really like kissing him. And I get the feeling I would like a lot more of him too. Physically, though. But other than that, he’s a jerk.”

      Vader nudged her again.

      “Fine. I’ll place the call. I’m sure Linc the Wonderful’s advice will end up saving the day,” she muttered to Vader. “I bet we’ll have Jessica home by dinnertime.”

      She rolled her eyes, checked her notes, and quickly punched in Jessica’s cell phone number, not holding her breath.

      It rang. And rang some more.

      She smiled triumphantly, and waited for the voice mail to pick up with a big, honking “See?” ready to erupt from her mouth, when there was a faint click on the other end.

      Kylie gasped and clutched the phone harder as a timid female voice said, “Hello?”

      Why did Linc Coulter always have to be right?
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      Jacob Dean was glad as all hell that he was a detective with the Buncombe County Sheriff’s Office and not one of the poor bastards responsible for the city. Especially in the first couple weeks of UNC-Asheville beginning their fall semester.

      Kids were stupid.

      Jacob would know. He’d been one of them. If truth be known, he was actually more than a little jealous of the freedom those kids still had. Sure, they had to go to class…twelve freaking hours per week. And they had to study…maybe another twenty, for the ones who took classes seriously, at least. But of the one hundred and sixty-eight hours in a week, the other one hundred and thirty-six odd hours left over were spent partying, screwing, and screwing some more.

      Yep, Jacob missed those days.

      Now, his days were filled with idiots and paperwork. Idiots who caused paperwork.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t love his job. He did. Usually. He felt a sense of pride in being one of the good guys who kept the community he’d grown up in safe.

      From idiots.

      Staring at the reams of paperwork he was still filling out on one particular idiot who thought it would be fun to rob a local liquor store with a popgun while wearing a Donald Trump mask was particularly irritating.

      Jacob had simply been in the right place at the right time. Or was it the wrong place at the wrong time? Sometimes, he wasn’t sure. As a detective, Jacob wasn’t a beat cop anymore, but so happened to be heading into the very same liquor store to grab a bottle of Jack on his way home.

      Now, the dumbass was claiming police brutality when Jacob himself took him down as he was running from the store with a bag filled with whiskey. Poor asshole skinned his elbow. Whine. Whine. Whine.

      Jacob would have preferred a skinned dick to filling out the column after column of the incident report. Which made him think of the cute little grad student who’d ridden him all night long.

      Damn. He needed to focus, or he’d never get out of that damn office for round two.

      He didn’t even look up when the front door opened. Probably some other idiot, he mentally muttered.

      Damn, he was becoming cynical at the ripe old age of thirty. If he wasn’t careful, he wouldn’t give a damn at all by the time he was forty.

      He didn’t like that. Didn’t want to be that way.

      “Hey, asshole.”

      Jacob was already grinning when he looked up to find Linc Coulter standing beside his desk. He kicked back in his seat, linking his hands behind his head. “Well, if it isn’t the ghost of Black Mountain. What the hell brings you off your lofty perch?”

      Linc grinned and took the seat next to the metal desk. “I had a few hours to kill before my SAR training class, so I thought I’d make your day.”

      Jacob sized his friend up, noting how tired he looked. The two had been best friends since grade school. Linc had once had a lot more friends before he was deployed, but Jacob was the only guy who stuck around when he got back, a different version of himself. Jacob understood Linc’s need for space after he came back, even if he didn’t fully understand it himself.

      Taller than Linc by a couple inches, Jacob was hairy and ruddy and built like a giant teddy bear, though his bright orange clown hair had turned more russet with age.

      “Where’s Storm?” Jacob asked, looking for Linc’s other half.

      “Left her home to rest. Had a late case last night.”

      Jacob loosened his tie. The one thing he detested as a detective was the requirement of wearing a freaking suit. “Ah. The autistic boy, huh? Heard about that on the scanner. Wondered if you were called in for that one.”

      Linc gave him a cocky wink. “Well, they wanted the best.”

      Jacob couldn’t argue with that. “True story. So what brings you down the mountain, Davy Crockett, to grace us with your talented presence? You’re clearly not here just to see me, as charming and wonderful as I am.”

      Linc chuckled, but the laugh soon turned into a yawn. “And what if I am?” he said when he could talk again. “You have a break coming up? Let me buy you a cup of coffee.”

      Jacob agreed, and they walked down the street to the nearest café, talking about old times, like their high school days playing football and the stupid senior prank war they were involved in that nearly got them expelled. Jacob was a jokester. He had a booming, infectious laugh that he did nothing to quell. He also knew he was charming. Hell, it was that charm that made him so good at his job.

      Instead of coming across as a hard-ass detective, when Jacob was with a suspect, he turned that charm on. The bad guy, or girl, nearly always warmed to him, let down their guard. Confided in him.

      Then boom…confession. Cuffs. Conviction.

      It worked almost every time.

      Jacob’s second deadly weapon was his good ole boy persona. He didn’t mind that it made him come across as a little dense, and more than a little redneck. In addition to the charm, it caused people to underestimate him.

      Confession. Cuffs. Conviction.

      His favorite Cs.

      “So,” Linc said as they sat down at a window seat with their coffees. “What’s new in Asheville law? Still keeping the county honest?”

      Jacob shrugged, comfortable with his friend. “Same old shit. You know nothing very interesting happens in this town. Which is just how I like it. Get to catch up on my writing.”

      “Right. How’s the book coming these days?”

      Jacob had been writing the Great American Novel since his freshman year in high school. It was a mystery, with him as the brilliant detective who cracked the case. The brilliant detective shared a lot of similar characteristics with the hulking ginger.

      “Ah. At the rate I’m going, I’ll probably be submitting to agents by the end of this…century.” He shrugged. “I’m about halfway done.”

      “You’ve been about halfway done since before I was deployed,” Linc pointed out.

      “I keep thinking of new wrinkles. It’s about the size of two War and Peace novels right now.”

      Linc grimaced, and Jacob knew he’d never be able to count on his friend to be a beta reader. It wasn’t that Linc wasn’t smart. He damn was, but he had the attention span of a gnat. He needed to stay busy. That part of his personality had ramped up after returning home from Syria. Jacob figured staying busy kept the ghosts away. He looked at his friend’s tired eyes. Mostly away.

      “Hey, listen,” Linc said. “I’ve been talking to a private investigator who says she’s been hired to help find a missing woman from this area.”

      Jacob grunted. “A PI? What’s her name?”

      “The investigator or the missing woman?”

      “Both.”

      “The woman investigating is Kylie Hatfield from Starr Investigations. The missing woman is Jessica Hilyard.”

      Jacob nodded and took a slow sip of his coffee. “Well, I know two-thirds of that equation. Yes, I’ve been working on the Jessica Hilyard case. And I do know Starr Investigations. Greg Starr, only, though. He’s a real ballbreaker. I heard rumors of someone new working for him.” He leaned forward, trying to goad his friend. “A very attractive somebody. Keely, right?”

      Linc leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Kylie. She’s a friend.”

      “Yeah…” Jacob waggled his eyebrows, “but I know you have plenty of your own missing persons cases to deal with. You’ve never shown even the tiniest bit of interest in mine. I figure a woman’s got to be behind that shit. Cherchez la femme, you know?”

      Linc stared at Jacob, but the detective wasn’t good at his job for nothing. He noted the faint flush to his cheeks, the narrowing of his eyes. The change in his breathing. “I—”

      “That much?” Jacob asked with a laugh. “She must be some piece of ass. You have a picture of her?”

      “No.” Linc drummed his fingers on the table, looking uncomfortable as all hell. “So, what can you tell me about the Jessica Hilyard case? You have to know something.”

      “Not much,” Jacob hated to admit. “As soon as the sister filed the report, we entered Miss Hilyard into the National Crime Information Center database, as is standard. We did a wellness check, and the landlord let us inside her apartment. Nothing seemed to have been disturbed, and it appeared as if Miss Hilyard may have packed a bag with some clothes and toiletries, which were missing from the bathroom.”

      Linc nodded. “You’re right, pretty standard for a missing adult. The sister seems to think you’ve been sitting on your thumb.”

      Jacob rolled his eyes. “Don’t they all. Family never thinks we’re doing enough, and sometimes I don’t think we’re doing enough either, but we can only do so much if the missing person is an adult and there is no evidence of foul play involved.”

      “What else have you been able to do?”

      If it had been anyone else but Linc asking these questions, Jacob would have bristled. But he knew Linc was simply curious and was probably picking up tidbits for his own missing person’s cases.

      “Questioned friends and neighbors, poked around her workplace. No one knew much. Tried to trace her phone but it was powered off. Last known location of the device was her apartment. Everything looked in order. No signs of a break-in or foul play, nothing that made it seem like she’d been in trouble.”

      “Huh.”

      “I hate to say it, but she really disappeared into thin air. We’ve gotten a few tips from people who thought they’d spotted her from the database, tried to follow those leads, but they’ve all gone cold. Besides, there’s no evidence of foul play, so my hunch is that wherever she is, she doesn’t want to be found. Honestly, you know how it is. A girl goes missing one day, out of nowhere, and then a couple days later, she shows up with a tan and a new boyfriend who had whisked her off to some beach last-minute.”

      Yeah. Weirder things had happened.

      But what Jacob didn’t tell Linc was that he was concerned. Sure, all signs pointed toward the woman taking off for a thrill, but something didn’t smell right about the case. But there was very little Jacob could do.

      “She’s been gone over a week,” Linc pressed, “and I hear the woman never missed a day of work before this. She was always in contact with her sister, and then…nothing. For this long? It doesn’t fit the profile.”

      “Maybe. What I heard, she’s a good-looking woman, but she didn’t date much. My theory is, she met a guy who whisked her off of her feet, and he took her off on a romantic road trip. Mark my words, she’s probably in Vegas right now, getting hitched.”

      Even as he said the words, Jacob doubted that was the case.

      “So, that’s it?” Linc asked.

      Jacob looked around and leaned closer to his friend. He had to be careful. This was an open investigation case, and best friend or not, Linc wasn’t a law enforcement officer.

      “Well, there’s one small lead I’m working on, but it’s a long shot,” Jacob said, lowering his voice. “Recently, there’s been a rash of pretty young girls fitting Jessica’s description exactly that have gone missing from different parts of the country. Five women, all twenty to twenty-five years of age, all pretty, all college students missing from off-campus apartments. Two of them have been found dead, their faces savagely cut. I’ve been focusing on that, trying to determine if there’s some connection.”

      Linc grimaced. “Just their faces? You’re shitting me.”

      Jacob wished he was. He’d seen the crime scene pictures, and whoever hurt these women had been sadistic in their rage. “Yeah. Savagely. They ended up almost a parody of how the women looked before. Kind of like a deranged Picasso.”

      Linc took a drink of his coffee. “That’s sick.”

      Jacob nodded. “Very.”

      “Would you talk to Kylie?” Linc asked, motioning for his phone. “She might have some information that’s useful.”

      What the hell? Jacob searched Linc’s expression. His friend had it bad.

      “Why?” Jacob couldn’t miss the opportunity to poke. “If she’s hot enough to have you asking me questions on her behalf, you know I’ll only hit on her.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t put that past you,” Linc said with a shrug. “But I’ll take the chance that she has better taste and more dignity than to go after you.”

      “Oh, yeah? Damn. I hate those women with dignity.” Jacob smirked. “Then what’s the point of me contacting her, again?”

      “Because, asshole, I’m sorry to say it. I know you hate working with amateur detectives, but I think she has some info that could help you.”

      Jacob rolled his eyes, then reached into his pocket, handing his phone to Linc. Linc keyed in her phone number. “If you say so. But if she ends up wasting my time, you owe me a beer. Amateur detectives suck. They know it all, and they’re not afraid to tell it to you.”

      Linc laughed. “That’s Kylie in a nutshell.”

      “But fine,” Jacob said, looking at her number. “The missing girl’s sister has been calling us nonstop. If it’ll get her off our backs, I’ll give this hot chick of yours a call.”

      “You’ll thank me later.”

      Jacob scoffed and slipped the phone into his pocket. “If she’s not going to be interested in getting to know Little Jacob, then nah. Probably not. But maybe she’ll make an interesting character for my book. I can always embellish that part and make her my nymphomaniac sidekick.”

      Linc sucked on his teeth, and Jacob thought he looked like he wanted to punch him. “You do that, dude. Just get the damn book done so I don’t have to hear you talking about it anymore.”

      “She might be my muse.” Jacob couldn’t resist. “My naked muse.”

      Linc wadded up a napkin and tossed it at him. “I’m just wondering which of you two would get on the other’s nerves first.”

      Jacob laughed. Yes, his best friend had it bad.
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      Kylie gripped the phone in her sweaty hand, hardly able to believe this was happening. Surely the police had tried Jessica’s number before? Or tried to track her cell phone? Her sister had been calling too. Bethany had told Kylie that. As had a bunch of other people. Not one single person had been able to get in touch with the missing woman.

      So…who am I talking to?

      “Jessica?” Kylie asked tentatively. “Jessica Hilyard?”

      “Um, no,” the soft voice answered. “Who is this, please?”

      “I’m sorry…”

      Kylie pressed her fingers to her temple, thinking things through. Surely, she’d simply dialed the wrong number. Kylie checked the number she’d punched in on the display of her phone, comparing it to the one she’d jotted down. They were the same.

      “Jessica’s not here,” the woman said in a high nasal, almost stoned-sounding voice, as sweet as sugar. “Can I take a message?”

      So, this was Jessica’s phone. The woman didn’t seem at all worried for her whereabouts, either. A thousand thoughts swirled in Kylie’s head. “Yes, who is this?”

      “I’m her roommate. Who am I speaking with?”

      Roommate? Had anyone told her that Jessica had a roommate? Kylie pulled out her list of research and found no mention. She quickly scrawled down roommate? before clearing her throat. She needed to pull her shit together, get over her surprise, and ask the right questions.

      “This is Kylie Hatfield from Starr Investigations. Jessica has been reported to us as a possible missing person.”

      “What?” There was genuine surprise in the woman’s voice. “Oh, no. Jessica? That’s crazy! Are you sure?”

      “Yes. How did you come by her phone?”

      “Well, I’ve been gone to see my parents for a few days, and when I got back, I found Jessica’s phone in the seat cushions when I did some cleaning. It was dead, so I plugged it into one of the chargers we keep in the kitchen so it would have a full battery when she got home. Why? What’s wrong?”

      So…Jessica had gone away and left her phone? That didn’t seem right somehow.

      Kylie stared at her notepad. “Where is Jessica now? I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

      “Sara. Sara Dumfries.” The woman let out a long breath that caused static over the line. “You know, I’m trying to remember where she told me she was going the last time I saw her. It’s been a while, for sure. You say you’re a private investigator?”

      “Yes, I am. Kylie Hatfield of Starr Investigations. I was hired by Jessica’s sister. So, this is the first time you’ve heard this phone ringing, and no one has stopped by from the police department to question you on Jessica’s whereabouts?”

      “No. I mean, I just moved in, and I haven’t been at the apartment much. Like I said, I visited my parents for the weekend. Plus, I’ve been spending most of my time at the school getting my classroom ready for classes. School started this week.”

      Kylie frowned, angry at the authorities. Hadn’t the police even tried to interview her roommate? Searched the apartment? Something was off. “Have you seen Jessica recently?”

      “Come to think of it, no. Oh. Now, I’m getting worried! Poor Jessica. I don’t really know her very well, but she seems so sweet. Do you want to come over here and we can talk about it? I’m sure there must be a reasonable explanation.”

      “Yes, that would be great,” Kylie said, eagerly pouncing upon the lead. “Thanks so much. I look forward to meeting you.”

      It was only after she hung up that she realized this had probably crossed the line from research into investigation. But Starr wasn’t answering his damn phone, and this was a great lead. She couldn’t waste this opportunity. He’d thank her later, she had no doubt.

      As Kylie waited for the appointment time to arrive, she tried her boss’s number again. No answer. She left a message. “Hi, Mr. Starr, I just called Jessica’s phone, and would you believe it, someone picked up! It’s a roommate. I’m going to her apartment in a bit to talk to her. If you would rather do that yourself, just give me a call before two and let me know.”

      There. Now he couldn’t say she’d left him in the dark.

      Rubbing her hands together, Kylie kept thinking how bizarre it was that nobody seemed to know that Jessica had a roommate. Neither Bethany nor Miranda had mentioned talking to such a person. If anyone knew the last time Jessica had been seen, it would’ve been the roommate.

      Thinking hard, Kylie punched in a call to Miranda. It went straight to voicemail, so she texted Bethany instead: Hey, do you know if Jessica had a roommate?

      A moment later: I don’t know. She’d mentioned trying to find someone to split her rent because it was too expensive, but I don’t know if she found someone.

      Well, Kylie guessed it made sense that no one knew Sara Dumfries existed, if she’d just moved in with her.

      Kylie opened her phone to a web browser and entered in Sara Dumfries Asheville. Kylie couldn’t find a Facebook or Instagram account, but something popped up on LinkedIn. She opened the page to find a picture of a very fresh-faced, sweet looking woman in a brown ponytail who didn’t even appear to be out of her teens. Underneath her profile picture, she was listed as an elementary school teacher at one of the private schools.

      Sara looked like an elementary school teacher, Kylie thought, and she’d definitely sounded like one too. Patient and sweet. It would’ve made sense that Jessica would’ve chosen Sara as a roommate, especially since she was taking classes in elementary education. It’d be a match made in heaven. Kylie would have chosen Sara as her roommate too, under those circumstances.

      Kylie checked the time. She was early, way early, but she just couldn’t wait to get some answers.

      Pocketing her phone, she put a leash on Vader’s collar, locked up the office, and headed to her car to meet with the mysterious roommate.
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      I smiled for what felt like the first time in years, lowering the phone to the tearstained pillow I’d been laying on before the phone rang and Kylie Hatfield came into my life.

      Lifting the glass of water from the table at my side, I took a long drink, my throat hot and raw from crying so much. Remembering why it was so sore made me frown, and I set the water down with a frown.

      It had been a lie. He didn’t love me.

      I punched the pillow, hurt turning to anger.

      It should have been so simple, so beautiful, but he’d gone and thrown it all away.

      He loved her more.

      Clamping my hands over my ears, I tried to drown out the voice.

      She was more beautiful.

      “Stop!”

      I hated how weak my own voice sounded in response to the hateful one filling my head. I hated how the hateful one laughed, teasing and taunting, a reminder of just how much of a failure I was.

      It should have been so simple. I should have been so happy, making love to the man of my dreams. Tears built in my eyes again, rapidly overflowing to trail down my cheeks.

      Throwing the pillow against the wall, I forced myself to my feet, anger making me pull at my hair.

      The wrong hair.

      I paused, then turned to study myself in the mirror.

      “This won’t do,” I murmured to my reflection. “This won’t do at all.”

      Because I would have a visitor soon.

      Very soon.
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      Late in the afternoon, Linc met with a group of five SAR dogs, all advanced pupils, on top of a tough Black Mountain ridge, to teach a lesson in Advanced Nosework. He’d been working with all the dogs for at least a year, and now he was introducing them to different scents and more challenging search problems. As usual, they’d been doing repetitive drills for an hour to have them find a human scent in various locations, increasing the distance as they went.

      These dogs were his favorite to work with. They were all business and ready to learn. It hardly felt like work. Just himself, Storm, and a couple of others who really wanted to get into the work of saving lives. No bullshit.

      “All right. You’re going to pull back to three-hundred yards and see how he does on that one,” Linc said to Berk’s owner. Berk was a three-year-old bloodhound who was slower than the other German Shepherds but had a better nose for scents.

      Berk’s owner nodded, and Linc went with Storm out into the woods, checking his phone to measure the distance. Three-hundred feet put him beyond a small stream, which would provide an extra challenge. When Linc got in position, he sank behind a rock and called Storm to his side.

      Storm whined, sniffing the air, but laid down in the mossy ground cover by his side when Linc insisted.

      Linc patted her back. Like he’d told Kylie, he and the dog had been through a lot together, but Kylie had no idea what that meant. As an MP in Syria, he’d been Storm’s handler from the time she was two years old. Times like these, it was hard not to think of when they’d lie in wait, never knowing what might be lurking in the bombed-out buildings of the cities they patrolled.

      And he knew Storm, like himself, couldn’t forget their last days there.

      Linc and his squad had been making their way through the remains of Northern Raqqa when they found themselves in a 360-degree ambush. Linc and his team shot at the enemy blindly, but the bastards were up in the buildings, leaving Linc and his unit as sitting ducks.

      Linc’s men started getting picked off, one by one, their brains exploding on him, blood everywhere. These were men Linc’d gone through basic training with, dying one after another, in the most horrible ways imaginable.

      They were low on ammunition. Their only chance of making it out was by hiding in one of the occupied buildings. They raced into the building, dodging gunfire. As Linc slid into the burned-out shell of an old apartment building, he’d felt pain slice into his shoulder, making him drop his leash, and Storm had gotten away.

      Linc had been hit, a bullet going right under his collarbone. When the firing died down, and the ambushers fled, Linc found Storm again, in one of the upstairs rooms. She was sitting over the body of a jihadi, her muzzle bloody. She’d ripped out his throat and had just been sitting there, as calm as could be.

      Linc had been one of three people of twenty who got out of there alive that day, and he was convinced it was all because of Storm.

      After he was injured, sent home, and awarded his Purple Heart, word came to him that Storm, who was still maintained on active duty, had become skittish and unpredictable, unable to function the way she had prior, either due to PTSD or her attachment to Linc. She was declared surplus, released from service, and as her former handler, Linc got first dibs on applying to adopt her.

      Like he could’ve turned that down.

      But that was one thing about Storm. Unlike most other SAR dogs, she could do it all. Trained at the Department of Defense Dog School in Lackland, Texas and top of her class, not only could she sniff out bombs, drugs, weapons, gases, human bodies, alive or dead…she was also trained in attack. She was one brave motherfucker. He trusted her more than anyone.

      As he crouched there, even though their surroundings were nothing like the dusty, bombed-out shells of buildings in Raqqa, he had a sense of unease that usually gripped him whenever he lay in wait. He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, as his PTSD therapist had told him to do. Closed his eyes. Pictured something calming.

      Next to him, Storm wriggled, whined softly. She was feeling it too.

      “Easy,” Linc whispered to the dog, patting her side. “Just take it easy.”

      She gave him a doubtful look, swinging her muzzle in an arc, sniffing the ground.

      When the breeze picked up, she jumped to her feet, her ears pressed back flat. A warning.

      Something, probably a memory, had spooked her. They were some pair. She woke up just as often as he did with nightmares.

      “Easy, girl. You’re okay,” he said again, reaching for her as she let out a high-pitched whine. “Hey. Shh.”

      She moved forward, pulling on her leash. Sniffed the ground some more. Then she turned to Linc, giving him that look that said follow me.

      This wasn’t a flight response from her PTSD. This was something else. He scanned the woods ahead of them, matted with moss and scattered with boulders. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but he knew better than to trust his own senses when Storm was telling him otherwise.

      “What? You scent something, girl?”

      As soon as he got to his feet, the dog took off, pulling him away from the boulder they’d been hiding behind. As they moved, Berk started to bark behind them.

      “Hold on!” he called up to the other team as Storm took them down the hill, toward who-knew-what. Whatever it was, it’d been enough to get her agitated, acting in a way she hadn’t since their deployment.

      The scent hit him like a hammer. His human nose had caught up to the canine one still pulling him forward.

      A sick feeling settled over Linc as they reached a small gully and he saw a hint of blue peeking out from the foliage some distance away. As he moved closer, a man’s jacket appeared. A hiking jacket. Streaked with mud, it encased a mutilated mass of flesh that Linc couldn’t make sense of at first. Slowly, the features of a face came together. A mouth was torn open like a giant gash, the eye sockets filled with maggots, and whatever skin that was left was white and bloated and shapeless, like putty. Blistered putty.

      Even worse, animals had scavenged the man, tearing away body parts. He almost looked like an explosion victim.

      In an instant, Linc was right back there, outside that building in Raqqa, watching his friends’ faces get blown off. He smelled the sickly sweet stench of death, even in the fresh air, a scent he never seemed to be able to scour from his nostrils, no matter how many years went by.

      Linc fought the urge to retch as he heard the other dogs coming down the hill.

      “What is it?” Berk’s handler asked as he and the dog got closer.

      “Don’t come down here,” Linc warned him, covering his mouth with his hands as he doubled over, breathing hard. The visions of the past made him sicker than the man in front of him. “We’ve got a body.”

      Breathing through his mouth, Linc checked his phone. He had just enough of a signal. He willed his fingers to stop shaking long enough to put in a call to Jacob.
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      “Okay, Vader, my boy. Chill your frantic ass,” Kylie said to the big dog as she climbed the stairs to the fifth floor of Jessica Hilyard’s apartment, Number 5-A. The place was a run-down complex, kind of like her own, but twice as big. Lots of college students packed into six floors of living space. She wondered why an elementary school teacher like Sara would be interested in living with college kids.

      She must have just graduated, Kylie thought. She looked really young.

      The elevator was out, so by the time Kylie got to the fifth floor, she was out of breath, just as she had been when she’d been following after Linc the other night. When she still hadn’t recovered by the time she rang the doorbell, she made yet another pledge to put her ass in gear and use her gym membership.

      If she was truly going to take being a private investigator seriously, she needed to be at her best, physically and mentally.

      “Now, behave!” she said to Vader, who was acting squirrelly, biting his leash and jumping in circles around her. “We are visitors here. You don’t want our hostess to banish you out to the street, do you?”

      Reasoning didn’t help. Maybe she should’ve left him in the car, but she really couldn’t afford to give her driver’s seat any more of a makeover than he’d already given it. She’d probably end up driving home with her ass on the floor.

      Kylie thought of what Linc would do, got down at eye level, and tried to speak in a firm, calm voice. As she did, Vader jumped up, putting his paws on her shoulders, pushing her to the floor.

      Then he stood atop her, the conquered, like the alpha he was.

      “You suck,” Kylie muttered up into his hairy face. She could swear the beast was smiling.

      The door opened while she was sprawled out, flat on her back, with Vader sitting on her chest.

      Kylie waved up at the woman, embarrassed to her very core. Fixed her hair behind her ear, as if that would help her look any less ridiculous. “Hi, there. I’m Kylie, and this is Vader.”

      Sara Dumfries’s eyes widened behind a pair of thick-framed glasses. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh, fine,” Kylie said as if this happened every day. She shoved Vader’s giant ass off her and got to her feet. She wiped her hand on her thigh before sticking it out. “Sara?”

      Sara nodded and shook her hand. The elementary school teacher looked different from the picture she’d seen on LinkedIn. Her drab brown hair was cut short in an unattractive bowl cut, and she was wearing polyester slacks and a shapeless blouse with a bow in the front, something that Kylie didn’t even think her grandmother would’ve been caught dead in. It was hard to tell there was a young person under there.

      “Come in,” Sara said, eyeing Vader suspiciously.

      Not that Kylie could blame her. Not after that introduction.

      She followed the woman inside. “I hope you’re okay with my dog,” Kylie said. “I didn’t want to chance him running away on me outside. Don’t mind him. He’ll calm down in a bit. Always gets anxious whenever he goes someplace new.” She took a moment to inhale through the rambling, and when she did, she inhaled the scent of lavender and vanilla. It was really strong. She couldn’t tell if it was room freshener or perfume.

      As Sara led her inside, Kylie looked around. She was really hoping to find the smoking gun that would point the direction to Jessica’s whereabouts, like a map with her location circled in red, just lying there on the kitchen counter. But, at first sight, there wasn’t much to go on.

      The apartment was cozy, with cheap furnishings, like any ordinary young person’s apartment. A milk crate doubled as a side table, the lumpy sofas were covered with mismatched slipcovers, and there was a UNC Asheville blanket doubling as a tapestry on the wall. All the windows were open. Kylie guessed she didn’t have air-conditioning, making the place pretty toasty for nearly September.

      Sara motioned to the living room. “Have a seat. Would you like something to drink?”

      Kylie shook her head. “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

      “Anything for the doggie? I don’t have any food, but does he eat cold cuts? I just got some new ones at the store. Cheese?”

      Kylie had only had Vader a month, and before that, had never owned a pet before, so she had no clue whether cold cuts were on the “good” list. Vader would eat anything, including upholstery, so she really couldn’t count on him to tell her. “Thanks, but he’s good. Maybe a bowl of water? That climb upstairs tuckered him out.”

      “Oh, yes.” Sara tittered a little, grabbing a cereal bowl and filling it from the tap. “They keep saying they’re going to fix that elevator, but they never do. Been that way since I moved in. Not at all fun when you have a load of groceries.”

      Sara set down the bowl for him. Kylie motioned Vader to it, but he whined and curled up next to her feet. “Maybe later,” Kylie said, patting his side. “Maybe he wants to rest first.”

      Sara sat down on the overstuffed chair across from her, her hands clasped together. For the first time, she looked worried. “So, about Jessica…”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t notice she’d been gone,” Kylie said, keeping any accusation out of her tone.

      Sara appeared to bristle a bit anyway. “Well, of course I noticed, but I just thought she was off doing something. Like I said, I’ve been in and out, and I really didn’t know her schedule. Really don’t know her at all. You say you’re a private investigator? How did you become involved? Did someone hire you?”

      “Yes. I got a call a couple days ago from her sister, Miranda, who lives in Oregon. Her sister is always in touch with her, but she hadn’t been able to connect with her in over a week. The police weren’t being helpful, so Miranda brought me in to investigate.” She reached into her bag and pulled out her legal pad, noticing that there were a bunch of boxes piled by the kitchenette, one with the word DISHES scrawled in Sharpie on it, and another, MISC. “So, when exactly did you move in?”

      Sara nodded. “Not even two weeks ago. So, like I said, I don’t know Jessica well. But really, I think I can settle this for everyone. After I hung up with you, I started thinking and remembered the last time I spoke to her.”

      Kylie narrowed her eyes. “You do? When was that?”

      “Yes. A few days ago. She called me to check in, make sure everything was okay.”

      “Do you know where she is?”

      Sara nodded vigorously. “In Georgia. I forget where. My understanding is that she has an elderly aunt who lives there and needed her help. When she called, she told me that her aunt really needed her, and she wasn’t exactly sure when she’d be back, but that she’d mail her half of the rent to our landlord if it was much longer.” Sara shrugged, giving Kylie an apologetic look. “I’m sorry I didn’t remember when we talked earlier. Could have saved you a trip.”

      Kylie quickly scrawled, elderly aunt in Georgia? on a fresh sheet of paper. “How did she sound when she talked to you?”

      Sara shook her head. “She seemed fine. I mean, I don’t know her well, but she sounded pretty normal.”

      Kylie wrote a little more on the paper and looked around. “Do you know what phone Jessica called you from? Since her phone was left behind and all.”

      Sara frowned. “I’m not sure.” She picked up a phone and scrolled, then gave Kylie a sorry face. “Sorry. I have an old iPhone, so I delete things as they come in to save storage space.”

      Kylie eyed the device. Yep, it was an ancient iPhone with a severely cracked screen. “Did you notice anything strange about her at all before she left?”

      Sara appeared to think for a moment, tapping her lower lip with her index finger. “No. I mean, she was fine. I interviewed with her because she needed a roommate, and we really hit it off. She invited me to move in the next day. Even told me she’d call her boyfriend to help me move my stuff in since the elevator’s been broken.”

      Kylie straightened. “Her boyfriend?”

      “Brandon. Brandon…Dunstan, I think.” Sara stood up and walked to the television console, which was surrounded by a lot of mismatching frames of family photographs. She lifted one out and handed it to Kylie. It was the same photo from Jessica’s Facebook profile, with her hiking with a blond-haired, tall, athletic-looking guy.

      “Jessica’s Facebook profile said she wasn’t in a relationship, but she told you that this was her boyfriend?”

      Sara nodded. “That’s what she said.” The cheap plywood coffee table shook as Kylie set the frame down on it, so now both Jessica and Brandon were staring at Kylie, like, Help us. “But I got the feeling they hadn’t been dating very long. Like, we got pizza after we finished moving the boxes, and when she ordered, she didn’t know what toppings he liked, or what he wanted to drink. Stuff you’d know if you were dating someone awhile.”

      Hmmm. This sounded promising. Kylie quickly wrote down Brandon Dunstan…new relationship? “And how did he seem to you? Was he friendly?”

      Sara wrinkled her nose. “No, he was not.”

      Kylie raised an eyebrow, urging her to go on.

      Sara leaned forward, and that lavender-vanilla smell became stronger. It was definitely perfume. It would’ve been nice, but with how stifling and breezeless the room was, it kind of made Kylie want to gag.

      “Well, he was kind of standoffish,” Sara said, throwing her arms up. “I couldn’t understand what Jessica saw in him. Yes, he was handsome, but also controlling. He came to help and then he started ordering everyone around as we were moving stuff in. He barely said two words to anyone that wasn’t a command. And he was kind of odd and stiff too. He just kind of rubbed me the wrong way, you know?”

      Kylie wrote controlling by Brandon’s name. If Jessica had fallen victim to a controlling and abusive beau, she wouldn’t have been the first. “Do you know where to find him?”

      “No. I think she said he was local, but I’m not sure.”

      “Did you tell all this to the police?”

      Sara’s eyes widened. “The police? No. They haven’t tried to talk to me.”

      Kylie forced herself not to growl. “They searched the apartment, I’ve been told.”

      Sara’s eyes went huge. “They did? Well, it must have been while I was away.” She shuddered and hugged herself. “It’s a bit unnerving to know that someone, even someone with the local police, would have been inside my apartment.”

      Kylie nodded, studying the woman. “I’m sure it is.”

      Leaning forward, Sara asked, “Do you think they’ll have to be involved? She’s with her aunt, after all.”

      Vader, who hadn’t relaxed since they walked into the room, sniffed at something under the sofa. When Kylie looked, she saw a sock. Before she could reach for it, Vader got to his feet. Kylie thought he might be heading for the water bowl, but he kept right on going, padding toward a narrow hallway where Kylie assumed the bedrooms would be.

      Kylie looked at Sara. “Do you mind if I follow him?”

      Sara shook her head. “Knock yourself out.”

      Kylie went down the hallway, noticing framed photographs on the wall. There was one of two young girls on a beach, holding a life preserver that said KITTY HAWK. From pictures, she knew the youngest one was Jessica. The older, skinnier one with the missing front teeth had to have been Miranda.

      Vader was standing in front of a door that had one of those personalized street signs on the front: JESSICA AVENUE, which struck her as kind of immature, like something a child would do to her room.

      “Do you mind if I look in Jessica’s room?” she called out.

      “Go ahead,” Sara called back.

      Kylie pushed open the door and looked around. A bed with a cheap metal frame, neatly made, with a pastel butterfly comforter. On it was a floppy teddy bear with matted fur that looked like it had been through a lot of years of love.

      A dresser sat covered with photos of Jessica and her family. A pile of textbooks and an L.L.Bean backpack were resting against the wall. Kylie slid open her closet and saw a lot of empty hangers, like Jessica might’ve just gone on a trip. Wishing she’d brought gloves with her, Kylie very carefully opened the first drawer on the dresser and found a few pairs of lacey underwear, then felt like she was being invasive and closed it right away.

      After all, maybe Jessica was indeed just at her aunt’s and had forgotten to tell her sister. Kylie spotted a charger still plugged up next to the bed. That made sense too. If the young woman had forgotten her cell phone, she would have forgotten the charger. She wouldn’t have been the first person in the world to have forgotten something so important.

      Kylie deliberated on staying and nosing around some more, but without gloves, she knew she could simply be disturbing a crime scene…if indeed it even was a crime scene. She didn’t want to risk it.

      Besides, Vader was acting squirrelly, sniffing around and whimpering. Then, he gave the look. Uh oh.

      He had to pee.

      Fantastic.

      “All right, all right,” she muttered. “You couldn’t do that before we climbed the five flights of stairs?”

      She went out to the living room where Sara was still sitting. The woman had a bunch of papers in front of her, a red pen in her hand. “You teach elementary school, huh?”

      Sara smiled. “Yes, I teach for a private school and we just started this week. There are always so many papers to grade.”

      From the pile on the teacher’s lap, it made Kylie glad that she hadn’t gone in that academic direction.

      “Thank you,” Kylie said. Sara started to get up, but Kylie waved her away. “No, please. Don’t get up. I really appreciate your help. Can I have your phone number, in case I think of anything else?”

      “Sure. I’ll be happy to help in any way I can,” Sara said, and then recited the number to her. Kylie gave the woman her number in return, once again wishing she had her business cards. “And please, call me if you hear anything. I’m so worried about her.”

      “I will. Please, call me if you need anything or remember anything at all that might be helpful to the investigation. I would appreciate it.”

      Kylie went into the hallway and jogged with Vader all the way downstairs, not stopping until they were in front of the building. Vader barely got outside before he peed all over the flower beds.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “You are such the perfect guest,” she muttered, giving him a nudge. “Thanks for not giving her kitchen floor the same treatment you gave mine. Talk about contaminating the scene.”

      But was it a crime scene?

      Kylie wasn’t sure.

      Pulling out her phone, Kylie realized she had a missed call from Miranda. She tapped the screen to redial.

      “Kylie, thanks for calling me back.”

      “I’d planned on calling you anyway,” Kylie said. “I have what I hope is positive news. I just met with a woman who lived with Jessica before she disappeared. Her roommate, Sara Dumfries.”

      “A roommate?” Miranda sounded bewildered.

      “Yes. From what she told me, Sara just moved in the week prior to Jessica’s disappearance.”

      “Oh.” There was a long pause. “Jess never mentioned getting a roommate. But she was always short on cash. So maybe she had to.”

      “It appears that way. But listen, Sara told me a couple interesting things. First, did your sister ever mention a Brandon Dunstan to you?”

      “Dunstan…” Miranda said slowly, as if she was trying the name out. “It doesn’t sound familiar. Who is he?”

      “They may have been dating prior to her disappearance,” Kylie explained. “I’ll try to get in touch with him and see if he can shed some light. Secondly, Sara mentioned that Jessica told her she had gone to care for an ailing aunt in Georgia.”

      “Aunt Mindy?” Melinda blurted.

      “Sara didn’t know a name or even which city in Georgia. Who is Aunt Mindy?”

      “Well, I suppose it’s Aunt Mindy. We don’t have any other family in Georgia. But…it’s strange that Jessica didn’t tell me that she was going. Why would she do that?”

      Kylie could hear the hurt in Miranda’s voice. She bet the other woman was beginning to wonder if she really knew her sister at all. She was probably second-guessing her relationship with her. After all, it seemed that, even though they talked often, Jessica didn’t tell Miranda everything going on in her life.

      “Sara didn’t know anything else about it. She said that Jessica called her a few days ago to let her know where she was, helping an elderly aunt in Georgia. Jessica also told Sara that if she was going to be gone for very long, she’d mail her part of the rent check to their landlord.”

      “I still don’t understand why Jessica wouldn’t tell me any of this. About this Brandon guy, or about going to Georgia.”

      Kylie’s heart broke for the woman, and for some reason, the whole situation made her think of her father. How he’d just left when she was a little baby.

      “Sometimes,” Kylie said softly, “we don’t know people as well as we think we do.”

      Melinda started to cry, and Kylie gave her a moment. After a bit, the woman blew her nose, rallying. “We do have an aunt…a great aunt, actually in Decatur. Mindy Levesque. She has had medical problems in the past, you know, heart issues and pretty severe dementia, so she’s in a nursing home.” Miranda’s voice suddenly turned hopeful. “I suppose I could call and find out if Jessica has been there.”

      Kylie tried to reach for her pad so she could write the name of the aunt and the town, but Vader was pulling on the leash, trying to get her to take him for a walk. It was sweltering, and she was sweating her ass off, so she yanked on the leash and shot daggers at him with her eyes.

      “I’ll do it. There’s a possibility that Jessica didn’t call you because she’d forgotten her phone. Her roommate found it in their apartment. And maybe she just didn’t realize how worried you’d be.”

      “I guess that might make sense. Thanks, Kylie.”

      “Not a problem.” Kylie finally wrangled the pen and paper out of her purse and said, “Do you happen to have the name of the nursing home?”

      “Yes. It’s Shady Maple. Please let me know what you find out.”

      “I will,” Kylie said solemnly. “I promise.”

      After disconnecting the call, Kylie searched for the nursing home and tapped the call button. The nurse on the other end informed her that, yes, Mindy Levesque was a patient there, but she didn’t seem too keen to answer any of her questions on the basis of “patient privacy.”

      If Kylie were there, though, she bet she could get a lot more information. Maybe even from the patient herself.

      Kylie punched the address into her GPS. Three and a half hours. Easy peasy. If the warden would let her out for good behavior, she could do that in one day.

      She quickly called him. Miraculously, he answered. “Mr. Starr? Are you alive? You finally figure out how to answer that buzzing contraption in your back pocket?”

      “Ha, ha. Very funny,” he muttered, his voice like gravel. “Your last message concerned me. Don’t tell me you went alone to see this roommate.”

      “Of course not. I brought Vader.”

      He let out a groan. “That makes me feel a lot better. What would he do? Lick your assailant to death?”

      “Assailant?” Kylie laughed. “This alleged assailant is an elementary school teacher. Sweet as pie. What would she do, attack me with her slide rule?”

      “You never know, short stuff,” he said, his voice filled with warning. “I’ve seen weirder things.”

      Kylie tilted her face to the sky and sighed, long and loud. If it wasn’t Linc getting on her case about being safe, it was her boss. Or her mother. Sometimes, she wondered if the three of them were in cahoots, just trying to keep her down. “Right, well, I survived. And I learned some juicy tidbits.”

      “Put it in the report.”

      “Report? Really?” Kylie groaned. “Mr. Starr, the report is done. This case needs attention now. Are you ready to work on it or not?”

      “We can talk more about this tomorrow afternoon. I need the morning to finish up with Impact. It can wait until then.”

      That sounded doubtful. “Tomorrow? The girl could be dead by tomorrow, dude,” she told him, giving in to Vader and walking with him down the street, toward her parallel-parked car. “Listen, Jessica’s roommate said that Jessica went down to Decatur to care for an ailing aunt. She doesn’t have her cell phone, so we can’t try tracking her that way. So, it might all just be a huge misunderstanding. I called the nursing home where the aunt lives, but they’re being tight-lipped. I bet I can get down there by noon tomorrow to check things out. I can do that while you finish up Impact. It will save some time.”

      He was silent for a good ten seconds. “Yeah. But didn’t I just tell you not to go alone?”

      Kylie barely refrained from stamping her foot. “Oh, come on. First, a schoolteacher, and now, an old lady? What next? Do you think she’s going to attack me with her walker?”

      “Kid. I know that sometimes people ain’t what they seem. What if you get down there and Jessica’s in trouble and she ends up dragging you in with her?”

      Kylie sighed and watched Vader pee on a flower. “Yes, you’re right,” she said seriously. “Maybe she’s been abducted by sex slavers and Granny runs the whole ring. Come on. Please.”

      “It’s a long shot, yes. Probably, Jessica’s just fine down there, feeding her little old aunt some soup and wiping her wrinkled chin. But you still need to be careful about going off, half-cocked.”

      “I have you guiding me, boss,” she told him, filled with a confidence she’d never had before. “I am fully cocked and ready. If anything looks even the least bit shady, I promise, I won’t do anything crazy.”

      “You’d better not. I’d hate to have to identify your cute face in the morgue.”

      “Ew. You know, Mr. Starr, you really are a ray of sunshine. Anyone ever tell you that?”

      “You, just now,” he said. “Okay, kid. You can go down there tomorrow morning, but I expect you back in the office tomorrow afternoon. And you’re just going to check on the old lady and see if Jessica’s visited. Keep me posted throughout. And no funny stuff.”

      “Me? Funny stuff? Never!” she cried, indignant.

      He snorted and then didn’t even say goodbye. He just hung up. Between his rays of sunshine and Linc’s, she wasn’t sure why she hadn’t been burned to a crisp.

      As she opened the door of the Mazda and Vader jumped in, she was already putting the logistics together in her head. If she left by eight in the morning, she’d get there before noon. Then she could be home before rush hour. Hopefully, with her first official case all wrapped up in a neat little bow.

      That would be awesome.

      Then she looked over at Vader. Clearly, she’d bored him today, because he was already gnawing on the passenger-side headrest.

      All right. That wasn’t going to work.

      If she wanted to still have a car by the time she got to Decatur and not just a pile of drool-covered metal parts, she needed to call in someone to watch after her dog while she was away.

      And she knew just the person.

      She needed to call in Linc, the Dog Whisperer himself.
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      That evening, as the sun went down on the mountain, Linc sat in a darkened living room with a few dogs at his feet and a six-pack of Coors by his side.

      It’d been hot during the day, but one good thing about the mountains was that during the night, the temperature dropped steeply. Now, cool air was whistling into the open windows, blowing the curtains, counteracting the heat of the fire he’d built a short while ago.

      It felt like what was going on inside him. He felt feverish, chilled and yet hot, unable to get those thoughts from earlier out of his head.

      He practically poured the first beer down his throat. He planned to take it easy with the next one since he wasn’t much of a drinker anymore, but he gulped that one down too.

      He stared into the fire, haunting visions of Syria dancing before his eyes. His boys, smiling and giving him shit one minute, lying dead in a pool of their own blood the next. He could feel the bullets whizzing past him, hear them as they embedded themselves in the skulls of his friends, shattering them to pieces.

      The fire popped, and the next thing Linc heard was the sound of a tank, moving forward over the rubble. In his mind’s eye, he saw it coming close, shooting as it crushed everything in its path. Their rescue had come at the last minute, as he laid there with Storm, bleeding, thinking he’d never leave that damned place.

      Then he blinked and found himself in his living room again. He heard some of the dogs barking outside. When he listened again, he realized the sound of a vehicle approaching on the gravel wasn’t his imagination.

      That was real. Someone was at the house, climbing the driveway.

      He took his third beer with him to the door and looked out. He knew her little Mazda from the shape of the headlights. Kylie.

      Once again, he found himself a study in contradictions. He wanted her here, and yet he wanted her far away. He wanted to hold her, strip her down, lay her on his bed and have his way with her, and yet he didn’t want her to see him like this.

      He pushed open the screen door as she popped out, smiling, as chipper as ever. Vader was there too. “Hi!” she said.

      He leaned against the doorjamb. “What do you want?”

      “You’re so friendly,” she said, bounding up the steps to him. Her eyes focused on the remainder of his six-pack. “Are you drunk?”

      He shook his head. Getting there, but that was beside the point. He held it up by its plastic rings. “Want one?”

      She peeled one away, opened it, and took a swig. “If only to stop you from drinking alone and getting even more depressed than you already look.”

      He stalked inside, the screen door slamming behind him. He hated that she could read that on him. He needed to send her away before he did something shit stupid.

      She followed him inside, making herself comfortable in his house by sliding on a stool in the kitchen. The dogs crowded around her and Vader, excited to see their familiar friends.

      “Why are you here, Kylie?”

      “I need a favor. I wondered if Vader could stay with you tomorrow. For the day. I’m going to Decatur.”

      He stalked into the living area. The fire was starting to die out, so he fed in another log, scratching at his jaw. “For your case?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      He backed away from the fire and looked at her. “If it’s for your case, you shouldn’t go by yourself.”

      She made a tsking sound with her tongue. “I’m going to visit an old lady in a nursing home who has dementia. No threat there. It’s fine.”

      He still didn’t like it. He didn’t know why he felt so protective of her. He just did. “I should go with you.”

      She seemed surprised. “Can you?”

      “Not tomorrow. I have a class, and I’ve got to finish those kennels.”

      Slipping off the stool, she shrugged and walked toward him. Damn it if his dick didn’t pulse with each of her steps. “Well, it can’t wait. I need to investigate this lead right away. So I guess I’ll have to go alone.”

      She sighed and pouted dramatically. She was just teasing him now. And it was working. He could’ve said it was the beer, but it was all her. He frowned, trying to put up a front, even though he felt his defenses crumbling. “I still don’t like that.”

      “Too bad,” she said with a hitch of her shoulders, turning and taking another swig of her beer. She smiled at him, coming up so close he could smell her sweet fragrance. “But just think. You’ll get to spend all day with my dog. Isn’t that heaven for you?”

      As he gazed into her eyes, he could think of a number of things that would feel like heaven. But he couldn’t let that happen.

      He needed to change the subject. Throw cold water on this situation now.

      “I found a dead body today.”

      Well…that should do it.

      Kylie’s eyes widened, and he heard the metal of the beer can creak as she squeezed her hand. “You did? When? Where? Who was it? Oh my—”

      Dear god. Linc was tempted to kiss her, if for no other reason than to shut her up.

      “I was doing a training exercise and Storm caught the scent.”

      “Where? In the mountains around here?”

      “Yeah. The heat had really gotten to the poor man, so he was pretty badly decomposed and scavenged.”

      Kylie pressed her hand to the side of her face and set the beer can down on a table. “That’s awful. No wonder you were drinking when I got here.”

      “Yeah.” He thought about telling her about how it’d brought the memories of Syria back full-force, but he didn’t tell anyone that. Not his family, not Jacob, not even the therapist they’d hired to help him cope with the PTSD after he got back in the States.

      “What happened to him?”

      Linc shrugged. “Don’t know. I imagine it’ll take a while to figure it out and identify him because of the state the body was found in.”

      In a rush of movement, Kylie closed the space between them and wrapped her arms around his waist, her nose pressed into his chest. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

      He pulled her close, lowering his head until his nose was in the clean fragrance of her hair. “I’m just glad Storm found him. As bad as it was, it’s good that he was found. Someone somewhere must be missing him badly. The unknown is always worse than the truth.”

      She squeezed him tighter. “Storm is such a good dog.”

      “She is. She saved my life.”

      Kylie looked up at him, her chin resting on his chest. “She did?”

      He reached up and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Yep. They gave me the Purple Heart because I was wounded, but it’s really hers.”

      Kylie’s eyes brimmed with tears, and a single one slid down her cheek. “I’m glad she saved you.”

      Thumbing the tear away, he chuckled softly. “I thought you hated me.”

      She smiled. “I thought you hated me.”

      He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Not so much.”

      Her fingers tightened on his shirt. “I don’t hate anyone,” she said as his mouth descended toward hers, close, but not touching. They traded breaths for a few agonizing moments, just a hair’s breadth away from each other. “Especially not you.”

      When they kissed, it was too much. Sensation overload.

      Linc pulled away an inch. He couldn’t let this go on.

      As much as he wanted to ask her to stay, he didn’t trust himself. Not with the sex he knew they both wanted, but with what would happen later.

      She might want to stay, spend the night in his bed. He couldn’t let that happen. Most nights, he woke sweating and screaming with nightmares. As tired as he was, even after the day he’d had, he couldn’t trust himself to sleep soundly. To not hurt her. Or the very least not pull her into the terror that had become his life.

      Linc stepped back one step, then another. Raked his hands through his hair as her arms fell away. He needed to say something.

      “Has Jacob called you yet?”

      She lifted an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest. “Jacob?”

      He cracked open another beer and took a long drink. “My friend from the sheriff’s department. I told him to contact you so you could trade info on the case you’re working on.”

      Kylie held up a finger. “Wait. You have a friend who’s a Buncombe County sheriff?” When he nodded, she threw up her hands. “Could’ve told me that before.”

      “He’s actually a detective.” He forced a grin and held out his hand. “Give me your phone.”

      She didn’t hesitate or question the request. She simply pulled it from her pocket and placed it in his palm after putting her finger on the sensor to open it up.

      He went to her contacts and began to type. “I told him to call you, but he probably hasn’t gotten around to it yet. He’s one of my best friends. I’ve known him since we were kids. Good guy. He’ll try to hit on you. Don’t hold it against him. It’s wired in his brain.”

      Kylie laughed. “I’m surprised. You, Mr. Antisocial, having friends?”

      It was his turn to lift his eyebrow. “Am I really such an asshole that you didn’t think I had any friends?”

      “Pretty much. But I’m starting to change my tune.” She took the phone when he handed it back, then bent down to give Vader a long goodbye hug. When she straightened, he noted the tears in her eyes. “Take good care of my baby, all right? Make sure you treat him well.”

      He patted the fluffy dog’s head. “I’ll treat him like he’s my own.”
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      It felt weird that night, sleeping without Vader’s heavy, fluffy body draped over her bed. Funny, Kylie had only known him a handful of weeks, and yet she missed having him with her.

      The studio apartment she’d lived alone in for the past four years suddenly felt lonely and empty. She alternated between thinking about her dog, the missing woman, her trip to Decatur, and remembering the way Linc felt with his lips so close to hers. Between them all, she barely slept.

      Kylie knew that she could have pushed a little harder, and she and Linc would have tumbled into his bed. She could’ve stayed there, in his arms, and not gotten out until morning. She probably would’ve slept better.

      But that was one of her rules. No overnights. Overnights felt too serious, like she was moving in, and she had a feeling that sex with Linc Coulter would slam dunk things into serious. At least for her.

      For him?

      She wasn’t sure. Besides, as much as her mother wanted grandchildren before she lost all her teeth…Kylie wasn’t interested in a serious relationship. Not yet, while her career was still getting off the ground. Career first, then family.

      Which reminded her: she needed to focus on the Jessica Hilyard case.

      By five in the morning, it became clear that sleep wasn’t happening. Kylie crawled out of bed, got the coffee machine going, powered up her laptop, and double-checked the route to Decatur, which was right outside of Atlanta. Then, she sat down and wrote out a list of questions to ask Aunt Mindy, just in case Jessica wasn’t there.

      When she finished with that, the sun was starting to lighten the sky. Kylie hopped in the shower and put on a professional skirt and blouse, stepped into a new pair of pumps that she now kept on the top shelf of the closet so Vader wouldn’t get his drooly jaws on them, then set off for Georgia at around seven-thirty.

      She made it to Decatur before noon. After stopping at a gas station within the city limits for a fill-up and a king-size Snickers, which she devoured in the space of a few miles, Kylie parked in the visitor’s section of Shady Maple Nursing Home. When she checked her phone, she realized she had a text from Linc. Let me know when u get there.

      She couldn’t tell if he was just being cautious or controlling. But because of the tortured look in his eyes when he’d told her about the body he’d found, she figured it was the former.

      I’m at the nursing home now, she typed. It looks sinister. If the old people gang up on me, I might need backup.

      A moment later: B careful.

      Kylie frowned. What was it with the way he texted? Did he think the phone company was charging him by the letter?

      She went inside. Arctic air from the AC assaulted her as she walked through a revolving door and asked the pinched-faced nurse at reception if she could speak to Mindy Levesque.

      “And you are…?”

      “I’m a private investigator,” she said with a hint of pride in her voice. It sure beat nameless college student. “I’m looking into the disappearance of one of Mindy’s family members at the request of her family, and there’s a chance Ms. Levesque might have been the last person to see her. So, I would like to ask her a few questions.”

      “Oh.” The nurse typed something into her computer and shook her head. “I’m sorry, but Ms. Levesque’s condition has been in rapid decline and I doubt she’d be able to help very much.”

      One of the other nurses came over and peered over her shoulder before fastening on Kylie. “You say one of her family members is missing?”

      Kylie nodded. “Her niece. And supposedly the last place she was going was here to visit her aunt.” Kylie opened her phone to the Facebook picture and showed it to the two of them. “Jessica Hilyard is the niece’s name.”

      The nurse at the computer squinted. Frowned. Squinted some more. Then nodded. “Well, she was here. Yes. I’m sure of it. Earlier this week.”

      Earlier this week? Kylie had been hoping that Jessica had visited more recently. Actually, she was really hoping she’d be there right then, but this was still progress. “Okay, so can you tell me—”

      “I’m sorry. And you said you’re from the police?”

      “No, I’m a private investigator hired by the family.” Kylie really wished she had a business card as proof.

      The other nurse frowned and reached for the clipboard with the sign-in sheet. “I don’t remember her, but…” She flipped through a few pages and pointed at a single entry, which she handed to Kylie. “Yes. Right here. Jessica Hilyard. She came in four days ago. That was my day off. You say she’s missing?”

      Kylie studied the entry, Jessica’s signature in a neat, loopy handwriting. She wished she had gotten a sample of Jessica’s handwriting to be sure. Instead, she took a picture of the signature for later examination.

      Where are you, Jessica? What happened to you after you signed your name?

      Kylie looked at the nurse who remembered seeing her. “Did she say where she was staying? Maybe a hotel around here or something? Do you remember anything she might have said or done that might have been a little peculiar?”

      The nurse shook her head. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I wish I could be of more help.” She pushed to her feet. “Well. Mindy Levesque is suffering from severe dementia, but I suppose you can’t do her any harm if you ask some questions. Besides, she likes visitors, and she doesn’t get very many. You seem like the kind of girl who can cheer her up. Come on.”

      Kylie beamed at her. “Oh. Thank you.”

      Kylie followed behind her, down a long, wide hall to a large room with a wall of windows. There was a line of rocking chairs there, all facing an outdoor patio with a fountain. The nurse led her to a shriveled old woman who was so small, it looked like her clothes and the rocking chair had swallowed her up. She was wearing a pink flowered housecoat and slippers.

      “Hi, Mindy,” the nurse said in a loud voice. “We brought you a visitor. Thought you’d like someone to talk to.”

      The woman’s foggy blue eyes drifted to Kylie. “Oh, yes. Hello,” she said kindly. She looked around and motioned to the empty chair beside her. “Now, remind me of your name, dear.”

      Kylie sat on the edge of the chair and nodded to the nurse, who left them alone. “I’m Kylie. We haven’t met before. I’m Jessica’s friend. Remember your niece, Jessica?”

      Aunt Mindy squinted, the tissue-paper skin around her eyes crinkling even more. “Jessica…” she murmured. “Oh, yes. Jessica! She came to visit me yesterday. Jessica.”

      “Right,” Kylie said. It wasn’t yesterday, but she’d take what she was given. She reached into her bag and pulled out the pad with her questions. “I’m wondering if you could help me. Could you tell me anything about where your niece might have said she was going after she finished visiting with you?”

      “Going? Well…I don’t know. Of all my nieces and nephews, I don’t know Jessica well at all. She’s very quiet. I was surprised she came to visit me.”

      “Oh? She never did before?”

      Mindy shook her head slightly, her eyes scanning out the window. “No, never. But I liked her. She seemed like a nice girl. Quiet. Her mom was my favorite niece.”

      “I see. So she is your great-niece?”

      Aunt Mindy nodded. “Yes. They all moved out west several years ago, though. Only Jessica stayed behind, to finish college, I believe.”

      Right. Kylie studied the woman. Mindy seemed pretty cognizant to Kylie, to remember specific details like that. She scanned her list of questions, wondering what else she could jog loose. “What did you and Jessica talk about while she was here?”

      Mindy pressed her withered lips together, thinking. “I…I don’t…she just asked me how I was. I’m sure we talked about other things, but I can’t quite remember. My mind’s not what it was.”

      Kylie put a hand on the woman’s. Her skin was so cold and waxy, it felt like a non-living thing. “It’s all right.”

      Mindy studied Kylie closer. “You remind me a little of a friend I had, back home in Athens. The two of us used to go down to Savannah together, and we had such fun.”

      Kylie was used to this. She had a face that people naturally wanted to open up to, especially old people. She didn’t know what it was, but they loved telling her their stories. Mindy Levesque went on for about thirty minutes, telling her of her adventures in Savannah with the girl who looked like her; the boys they met, the parties they went to. The way she’d met Jessica’s great uncle.

      Kylie nodded along, patting and squeezing her hand at all the right moments. It was sweet, but it wasn’t going to help her find this woman’s niece. “That’s wonderful,” Kylie said when the story finally meandered to an ending.

      “Yes, it was. We had such fun. Why have you been asking me about Jessica? Is everything all right with her?”

      “Oh, yes,” Kylie fibbed, unwilling to worry this sweet woman. “Everything’s fine.”

      Mindy yawned, and her chin started to droop to her chest. Her eyes were already drifting closed in sleep when Kylie quietly thanked her and started to leave.

      So, basically, the only good she’d done was keep an old lady company for a little bit. It must’ve been her glass-half-full outlook that had had her so sure she’d show up at Shady Maple and find Jessica hanging out with her aunt, all happy and as well as could be. But Jessica had been here days ago, for whatever reason, though she had never visited her aunt before.

      What had driven her to come here? Now?

      And then poof. She disappeared. Why the hell would she visit family she never met before, and then disappear?

      Well…if the elderly woman’s memory could even be believed.

      Kylie walked toward the front desk slowly, thinking. She didn’t want to leave. She felt like the answers were here, waiting for her to dig them out. There had to have been someone who’d seen Jessica here, talked to her.

      “Excuse me,” a voice said from behind her. She turned to see a woman in blue scrubs and a long ponytail heading toward her. “Did I just hear you asking about Mindy’s great-niece?”

      Kylie nodded.

      The woman extended her hand for her to shake. “Hi, I’m Val. I’m a CNA here. I was here when Mindy was meeting her niece. I remember it because I usually clean up the rooms during lunch, but Mindy had lunch brought into her room that day because she had a guest. I found it strange because Mindy didn’t have guests, usually. Actually, never. She said all her family lived out west. So I was happy that she finally had someone to visit with. Nice old lady.”

      “Was it Jessica? Young, blonde, pretty? Kind of quiet?”

      Kylie pulled out her phone and opened a picture of Jessica, holding it out to the other woman.

      Val squinted hard, moving the phone closer to her face and then farther away. “Yeah, I think this looks like the same girl. Young, blonde, and pretty.” She handed the phone back to Kylie. “But when she came out of the room, she was pretty chatty. I could tell she was very excited. In a good mood.”

      “Really? Did she tell you why?”

      “She did. She told me that she’d just quit a job she hated and was going off to take a well-deserved vacation.”

      Kylie frowned. “Vacation? Where?”

      “Disney World.”

      “Disney World?” Kylie’s spirits sank. She doubted Greg would let her continue her investigation in the happiest place on earth, especially since he seemed so intent on making her miserable. And Bethany had said she never missed a day of work, and that one day, she just hadn’t shown up. She hadn’t said anything about Jessica quitting. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh, yes. I remember because she kind of had that excited gleam in her eyes. You know, when you finally have decided to make a huge and life-changing decision?”

      “I know what you mean,” Kylie said, though, from Miranda and Bethany’s descriptions of her, Jessica hadn’t struck her as the type to do anything impulsive like that. Saying “to hell” with a job and just picking up and jaunting off to Disney? That sounded more like…um, Kylie. But she supposed Jessica wouldn’t have been the first person to do something out of character. “Was she with anyone? A boyfriend, maybe? Or did she talk about meeting someone down there?”

      Val shook her head. “As far as I could see, she was alone. She didn’t talk about anyone else, but remember, I wasn’t in the room the entire time. She could have told Miss Mindy things that I didn’t hear.”

      “All right,” Kylie said, reaching into her bag. From watching way too many detective shows, she knew this was where the private eye handed over her business card, in case the witness remembered anything else. But once again, no business card. So she scribbled her name and number on a piece of paper and took down the woman’s information. “Please, call me if you can think of anything else.”

      Val folded the paper and put it in her pocket. “I will. I hope you find her soon. I’m sure she’s just having the time of her life with Mickey.”

      Kylie smiled woodenly. She guessed. It sure looked like it. It was probably a more likely scenario than the crazy crime-drama scenarios her mind had been whipping up.

      How…meh.

      No, she didn’t want Jessica to be in danger. But she didn’t want such a disappointingly dull ending to this case. Greg had told her that before. Most private eye cases were a lot of paperwork and boring shit. How often did they resemble an episode of True Detective? Like, never, according to the elder PI.

      But…Kylie’s spidey-sense was still going off. Something told her there was more to the story. Jessica Hilyard, who was struggling so much with money that she needed to get a roommate, wouldn’t just quit her job and split down to Disney for a vacation by herself.

      No way.

      By the time she got into the car and drove back north to Asheville, Kylie was convinced of it. She didn’t care if this wasn’t her case, or if nobody else believed that Jessica was in trouble. She’d follow this case to the end, until Jessica was back home.

      She was determined to find out what happened. No matter what. She owed Miranda that much.

      And like Linc said…the truth was better than the unknown.
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      “Okay, guys, go long,” Linc said, getting ready to launch a handful of tennis balls to the end of the yard.

      Barking and jumping, the dogs all watched the balls, and when he released them, the pack was off.

      He kept launching them as soon as they were brought back to him, giving them—and Linc—their afternoon exercise. Vader had fit right in with these guys, though he was clearly the most spastic of all of them. The big dog threw his muddy paws on Linc when he didn’t release the ball quick enough, toppling him to the muddy ground. Linc rolled over to get up, but Vader pounced on him, then grabbed the ball from his hand.

      “That’s not the way it works, dude,” he said, laughing as Vader licked his face. “That’s why you’re not a retriever, huh?”

      He almost didn’t notice Kylie’s little hatchback pulling up until she’d slammed the door. She draped her arms over the fence. “I’d say Vader: One. Linc: Zero.”

      He sat there on the ground as the other dogs came up to him with their balls. Linc commanded them to sit, and they listened. Well, most of them. Vader just circled around them, in his own little world. He had a ways to go. “How’d everything go down there?”

      “Meh.”

      She opened the latch on the gate, came in, and as she did, Vader tackled her. She tried to give him the command Linc had shown her to get the dog to behave, but he was too excited. Eventually, she gave in and hugged him.

      “That’s your problem. You give in too easily.”

      Kylie scowled. “Says the man who Vader pushed to the ground.” She gave him her hand to help him up. He waved her away, got to his feet, and wiped the dirt from his cargo pants. She looked a little peeved, which wasn’t like her.

      “What’s going on?”

      She reached into her bag and pulled out a white folded sheet of paper. “This is my problem. I found it under my door when I got back.”

      He unfolded it and read: Dear Ms. Hatfield: It has come to our attention that you may be keeping a pet in your apartment. As a reminder, we have a strict no-pets policy at Clover Village. If you are keeping a pet, you will need to find alternative housing for the animal. Please direct all questions to me. Signed, Edgar Bennett, Landlord.

      “Well,” he said, rubbing his chin. “You can always keep him with me.”

      Her shoulders slumped. This was not the glass-half-full Kylie he knew. “I guess. The landlord’s never around. I’ve never seen this Edgar Bennett dude even once before. I thought I could get away with it. Apparently not.”

      “Don’t sweat it. He’s welcome here.” She nodded, but her sour face didn’t go away. “What? Is there more?”

      “No. It’s just so not what I need right now. I have enough on my mind.”

      He motioned her toward the back of the house, and they walked to the back deck. “Does this have to do with the investigation? Was Jessica there?”

      “Well, they all seem to think she was. And that she quit her job and went down to Disney World. Maybe some kind of quarter-life crisis.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. So maybe she’s just off, sowing her wild oats, and this whole thing’ll get wrapped up soon.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      “No. It’s not good. I feel like something’s off. My spidey-sense is tingling like crazy.”

      “Your spidey-sense? Uh-oh. That sounds like trouble.” He opened the screen door and guided her inside. He grabbed a beer for each of them and handed one to her.

      She took it and jumped up on the counter, crossing her long legs under that short, flowery skirt. “I’m not just going to sit back and wait for her to come home. I have calls into her sister and friend. I wanted to see if Jessica’d ever mentioned hating her job, wanting to quit, or had ever talked about going to Disney. Her roommate said that she had a new boyfriend who was kind of a jerk, but neither the sister or friend had any knowledge of him. So I’m also going to try to track him down. Maybe he convinced her to go down there. I don’t know. What do you think I should do?”

      He knew what he wanted her to do. He wanted her to strip naked and let him take her, right there, on the counter.

      But she was talking about the case. A missing person. He knew how it felt to be consumed with bringing someone home.

      He looked for his phone. “You call Jacob yet?”

      “Oh. No. I meant to.” She opened the can of beer and took a long drink, tilting her head back so he saw that pretty, long, pale pink neck of hers. She chugged the beer like she hadn’t had anything to drink all day.

      He fished his phone from his pocket and checked the time, then punched a call in to him. “That’s the first thing you need to do. He’s probably still in the office. You should tell him this,” he said to her, as Jacob picked up with a “Yello!”

      “Hey, Jacob. It’s Linc.”

      “What up, buddy?”

      “I have Kylie here, and I heard you haven’t talked. You really need to.”

      “Are you sure? Because once she gets a load of me, you know she’s never going to want to go back to your sorry ass,” he said.

      “Once she gets a load of your shit? Just get on the phone with her. Here she is.” Grinning, Linc handed the phone to Kylie. “Don’t let him sweet-talk you.”

      She took the phone and nodded seriously. “Hi, Jacob?” she said, smiling. “Yes, your friend Linc says we have a lot to talk about.” A pause. “Oh, really?”

      She made a face, teeth clenched, slightly amused. He’d seen that look on many a woman’s face as a direct result of Jacob’s magic. It was probably a cheesy pick-up line.

      “I’ve been told that about you. I have reason to believe Jessica Hilyard might be in Florida right now.” A pause. “I got a tip from her roommate, which led me down to an elderly aunt in Georgia, who told me that Jessica had visited with her a few days ago. An orderly there said she was on the way to Dis—”

      She listened for a minute and gave Linc a look like, Is this guy for real?

      “Don’t listen to anything he says,” Linc said, opening the fridge as she rolled her eyes to something Jacob was telling her. “I was going to put a pizza in the oven for dinner. You want some?”

      She nodded, then hopped off the counter, pinching her other ear closed as she wandered into the living room. “Wait, what? Can you repeat that?”

      He went to throw the frozen pizza in the oven, checking the time. He had his regularly scheduled obedience lesson for Vader in an hour. So, he had a full sixty minutes to fight the urge to get into Kylie’s pants.

      Terrific.

      When Kylie walked back in the room, her face was pale, her forehead wrinkled, the phone still pressed to her ear. “All right. I’ll see you then. Thanks. Bye.”

      She dropped the phone away and stared at it like it was a foreign object.

      “So he talked you into a date already?” Linc joked, although he thought he might punch his best friend in the face if they actually went on a date. “What did I tell you? He’s a persuasive piece of shit.”

      She pushed the phone over to him, her face twisted in confusion. “Get this. Jacob told me that they were over to Jessica’s apartment again today, and there is no roommate. They interviewed the landlord, and they went through the apartment and there’s nothing at all to suggest anyone else ever lived there. Yes, there was a spare bedroom there, but it was completely empty when they did their search. None of the other residents ever saw a roommate, either.”

      Linc stared hard at her. “Seriously? Then who—”

      “I don’t know,” she said, hugging herself. “Isn’t that bizarre? I didn’t just imagine the whole thing. I swear, there was a roommate there, and her name was Sara Dumfries. And we sat on the sofa, and we talked about her life. She’s an elementary school teacher. She was grading papers, for god’s sake. She wasn’t a figment of my imagination.”

      “Of course not. You may be crazy, but you’re not that crazy.”

      “Hmm, thanks,” she said absently. “I didn’t go into the spare bedroom. I only went into Jessica’s. But she seemed really nice and friendly and helpful. Sara has a LinkedIn profile, for shit’s sake.” Kylie reached for her own phone and tried to jab in something, then shook her head. “That’s weird. I can’t find it now. Jacob says he’s coming over. He wants me to describe this woman so they can investigate her.”

      Knowing his friend’s stomach, Linc went to the fridge and pulled out another pizza. When he closed the freezer door, Kylie was staring at the floor, looking shell-shocked.

      “Hey,” he said, snapping his fingers to get her attention. “There’s got to be an explanation.”

      “Yeah, that this Sara girl who I spoke to, and who was so sweet and unassuming, is doing the Single White Female thing.”

      “Whoa. You don’t know that.”

      Kylie still looked shattered as she looked up at him. “And she did something terrible to Jessica and sent me on a wild goose chase down to an aunt, to buy her time to get the hell out of town.”

      “You don’t know any of that, either.”

      “I mean, what else could it be?” Kylie started gnawing on a thumbnail. “You told me not to go alone. You said that it could be dangerous. Hell, why do you have to be right all the time?”

      She gave Linc an accusatory glance. He shrugged, but a part of him was glad. Maybe she’d be more careful next time.

      Maybe. But doubtful.

      “God. I just thought of something. She’s the one who answered the phone when I called. Why would she do that?”

      Linc frowned. “Right. It doesn’t make sense. If she was just trying to skip town, why would she even bother answering?”

      She leaned her elbows on the counter and groaned. “A puzzle within a puzzle. I need pizza. It may make more sense after pizza.”

      “Don’t worry about it right now,” he said, sticking the frozen Italian masterpiece in the oven.

      “Worry?” She shook her head, then pushed away from the counter, turning to him, a bit of life coming to her face. “This is all totally terrible, but you know what? It’s also proof that this is a case. A real case.” She moved closer to him and poked him in the chest. “And I’m going to solve it.”

      Linc groaned. That was what he was afraid of. More careful? Fuck that. She was going on a tear.

      He thought about telling her to be careful, but he saved his breath. From the wild look in her eyes, he knew there’d be no talking her out of it.
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      It turned out that Linc’s best friend, Jacob, despite being a highly respected detective, was also the biggest horndog on the planet.

      He alluded to the fact that if she ever got tired of Linc, he was fully available, about twenty times. He pretty much did everything short of writing his number on her hand. From the way Linc didn’t bat an eyelash, it seemed like this was par for the course for Jacob.

      As annoying as the constant pick-up lines should’ve been, Kylie found herself liking him as the detective sat down to dinner. He was handsome and big, kind of like a giant, freckled, ginger teddy bear. The two men talked like brothers, and Jacob brought out an easier, more relaxed side of Linc. With all this crazy business with Jessica and the fake roommate, one would think the mood would’ve been somber, but Kylie didn’t think she’d laughed that hard in a long time.

      But the mood turned serious when Jacob took down the description of Sara Dumfries and told her that he thought Jessica had run into some serious trouble.

      Yes!

      Kylie cringed at her own excitement. Obviously, she was worried about the woman, but at the same time was glad to know her spidey-senses had been spot on. And more than that, Kylie wanted to be the one to find Jessica. Hell, she wanted to be the one to find Sara Dumfries too and learn the truth behind everything that had been going on.

      As self-serving as it might seem, Kylie didn’t want to be wasting her time on a girl who’d just gone on a trip to visit Mickey Mouse. Right now, it was starting to look like that wasn’t the case.

      So that meant Greg’s and Linc’s concerns about her getting too involved were probably warranted.

      Whatever. She was on the trail of something big. Something huge. She could feel it.

      Yes, it probably should’ve freaked her out that Sara Dumfries wasn’t supposed to exist and yet she’d been talking to her. A phantom. A suspect? But Kylie didn’t care. She was excited that there was a real case. She wanted—no, she needed—to get to the bottom of this.

      They finished off the pizza and her mother’s leftover cheesecake, and when Jacob left, he told them he’d be in touch if he found out anything new. She told him she’d do the same.

      “Call me anytime,” Jacob said suggestively, sounding for all the world like Greta Garbo as he gave her a long, exaggerated wink.

      She burst out laughing at him. The second he stepped out the door, she reached for her phone.

      “What are you doing?” Linc asked her.

      “I have a million things to do,” she said, scanning the display. “I need to update Greg. And call Bethany again to find out if Jessica really was unhappy in her job. Also, I want to find out about this boyfriend of hers…this Brandon guy. Plus—”

      “Hold on, cowgirl,” he said. “What about Vader’s lesson?”

      “Screw the lesson,” she said, not looking up. “You heard Jacob. There are foul things afoot. This is more important. I wonder if he’d let me sneak into Jessica’s apartment so I could get a better—”

      “Hey. Kylie?” He didn’t say anything for a long time. She tried to punch in Brandon Dunstan’s name, but cell service up here was so bad she was faced with a blank screen. She let out an aggravated growl, tapping her fingers on the counter, and then looked up and realized he was silently watching Vader.

      Chewing on her brand-new pumps, which she’d left near the door.

      “Shit!”

      She ran over to them and grabbed them from Vader’s drooly jaws. They were just shredded, wet piles of leather by then.

      She frowned at Linc. “Why didn’t you stop him?”

      He shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. “You said the investigation was more important than training. So…”

      She stared at her ruined shoes and slumped onto the sofa. “I hate you.”

      He grinned and sat next to her. God, he smelled good. How could a guy spend all day in the company of dogs and still smell like something she wanted to eat?

      “Vader will be more help to you if he can protect you, and not just chew on your best shoes. And yeah, I can train him, but you need to know how to handle him. You have to be the alpha in your household.”

      She pouted. “I’m the beta.”

      “You are, right now. You let him rule the roost. And that means that this,” he pointed to her shredded shoes, “is just going to keep happening. Until you learn to lay down the law and he respects you as the alpha.”

      She sighed. He was right. “Okay. Maybe I’ll stay for a little lesson.”

      They spent the next forty-five minutes teaching Vader how to be rewarded for good behavior. All the while, questions about the case whirled through her mind. It was like Vader sensed her unease. Every time she thought he was getting it, though, he went and did something stupid. She knew he was smart, but it felt like one step forward and two steps back. The last straw was when she rewarded him with a treat for not jumping up, and he jumped up on her excitedly, getting mud all over her skirt and shirt. She was barefoot, covered in mud from head to toe, and antsy as hell…basically, ready to leave.

      “I’m the alpha!” she yelled at him after he tackled her once again to the ground. She covered her head with her arms, but he nosed his way into her face and started to lick it with eagerness. “Dammit, I am. Stop!”

      Linc came and stood over her. “That was better, but—”

      “I’m going home,” she said, pouting as she looked at herself. She felt like a beta, in every sense of the word. “I have so much to do, and I can’t do it here.”

      “Relax.” He sauntered to the side of the house and turned on the faucet. “Want to hose down?”

      She pouted. “That water’s freezing, remember? And I’m not an animal. I’m just a beta.”

      He laughed. “I was talking about the shower upstairs. I have hot water, believe it or not.” He finished wetting Vader’s muddy paws and wiped his muddy hands on his cargo pants.

      She should say no. She should just go, mud and all. Then she looked down at herself. She was a real mess.

      “I could go for that,” she said softly. “Do you have anything I can change in to?”

      His eyes skimmed down her body. “Yeah. They’ll be big but will do the job.” She followed him into his house and up the narrow staircase. When the dogs tried to follow, he turned and said in a stern voice. “Stay. Vader, stay.”

      Amazingly, he and the rest of the dogs listened. Kylie watched in awe as the pack looked at them from the bottom of the stairs as if there was an invisible barrier preventing them from going up. Damn, Linc was good.

      His house was really nice. Homey and comfortable, though old. His grandparents’, she recalled vaguely, and spotted an aged portrait of a couple on their wedding day, making her wonder if it was them. Before she could ask, her attention was caught by an array of photos that were clearly Linc, along with other people she didn’t know. From what she could tell, he’d once been blond, scrawny, and angular. There were pictures of him at the edge of a dock with an old man, at the top of a hill somewhere, and with an old couple at a Christmas party.

      “Is this you?” she asked, pointing at a kid in a treehouse, sporting a rather unfortunate bowl cut.

      “Yep,” he said. “That treehouse is still standing. It’s in the woods out back. There’s a cabin there too. My grandfather and I used to camp out there when I was a kid. That pond is great for fishing. Stocked with largemouth bass.”

      He went on to point out pictures of people he said were his brothers, his mother, his grandparents…but Kylie couldn’t say she was able to concentrate on any of that.

      Not with him in front of her so close she could touch him if she wanted.

      And she wanted.

      “Bathroom is here,” he said as he led her through a bedroom door.

      She stopped in her tracks. “Is this your bedroom?”

      He turned, looking all man in the feminine room. He grinned. “Yeah, it is.”

      Kylie couldn’t stop from grinning in return. “Nice canopy.”

      Yep, Linc Coulter slept in a girly canopy bed with an actual lace, flowered covering. She scanned more, noting all the old-fashioned décor, flowered wallpaper… heck, his dresser had a lace doily on it.

      Linc shrugged, not even vaguely embarrassed by the space. “It was my grandparents’,” he explained. “I spent more time up here with them than I did down at my parents’ place in southern Asheville. It felt wrong to change things around too much.”

      Her heart melted a little at the explanation. “That’s very sweet of you.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “You think I’m sweet?”

      If she had been just a little bit braver, she would have walked right up to him and pulled his head down for a taste. But she felt shy suddenly, unsure of herself.

      Was Linc offering her his shower so she wouldn’t mess up her car more than it already was?

      Or offering her a shower…with him.

      She just didn’t know and didn’t feel confident enough to ask. Or assume.

      “Here’s the bathroom.”

      Kylie stepped through another door while Linc pulled a towel from a cabinet. Just one towel. That was a clue. A clue that disappointed her.

      But it was better this way.

      She would shower, get the mud off, and sprint for her car, booking herself out of this hormonally charged situation.

      She had a case to solve. A career to build. She needed to keep reminding herself of that.

      The bathroom was a huge space with an enormous claw-foot tub that made her want to dive in. Though old, the bathroom had all the modern conveniences anyone would need, including a shower.

      She gaped at the tub. “That thing is huge.”

      Linc grinned and looked down at himself. “Thanks.”

      Kylie rolled her eyes. She liked this playful Linc. “You know what I meant.”

      Their eyes locked, and all the oxygen in the room seemed to flee the space. “Yeah. I know.”

      They stared at each other for what felt like endless minutes before Linc handed her the towel. “Let me get you some clothes.”

      She waited, barely able to breathe as she listened to him rummage through some drawers. He was back a few minutes later, handing her a pair of cotton gym shorts and a t-shirt.

      She smiled. “Thanks.”

      He didn’t move. Neither did she.

      Would it be so very wrong, she reasoned, to just ask him to join her, to make this ache go away? Maybe she’d be able to focus on the case more clearly. Maybe it wouldn’t have to mean anything. Just sex with a semi-friend. Semi-friends with benefits. She could do that. She could. Really.

      But just as she opened her mouth to ask him, Linc turned and strode toward the bathroom door in two long strides. “Yell if you need anything.”

      You.

      The word almost came out of her mouth. It didn’t, and the door clicked softly between them.

      Taking a shaky breath, Kylie turned on the water and undressed, folding her dirty clothes into a messy pile. Stepping into the steaming shower, she lifted her face to the water, wishing she could open her skull and let the water wash away all her dirty thoughts.

      Taking her time, she used Linc’s soap and shampoo, the scent of him clinging to her. By the time she was done, she was loose and relaxed as she pulled on his oversized clothes, the soft fabric clinging to her still damp skin.

      Using a comb she found in a drawer, she combed the tangles from her hair and left it as it was to air dry, though she knew it would be a frizzy mess by the time she got back to her place.

      She picked up her dirty clothes and stepped out of the bathroom. Linc was nowhere to be seen. She found him downstairs, in his kitchen, wearing only a pair of cotton shorts similar to the ones she had on.

      He looked like a god. Perfect. Even with scars dotting his shoulders and chest.

      She wanted to ask him about them, but she needed to go before whatever was pulling her toward him wouldn’t let her go.

      “Better?” he asked.

      She smiled and held her soiled clothes to her chest. “Yes, thank you.” She cleared her throat. “Where’s Vader?”

      “He’s probably sleeping. It’s late. It’s not a problem, me keeping him here. Don’t worry about it.”

      She wasn’t worried about Vader. Vader’d be in dog heaven up here. She was just sad. Part of her wished she could throw caution to the wind and be in Linc heaven right now. Wished she and Vader could become part of Linc’s world.

      But she had work to do. Things to prove.

      “Thanks for everything. I’ll come and see him tomorrow.”

      Her shoes weren’t even wearable anymore, so she went outside and got into the car barefoot.

      Linc didn’t follow.

      That was a good thing. Didn’t matter how amazing he looked or even how he made her feel. It was just attraction. When you started adding emotions and expectations and love and sex to the mix? That was when it stopped feeling good and started feeling like work.

      And she had enough work to concentrate on with her job. She didn’t need anything more.
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      After Kylie pulled away in her hatchback, leaving him alone, Linc got the dogs settled before going to bed.

      He told himself it was a good thing she was gone. They needed to keep things light. Easy. He liked being alone. He didn’t want a relationship. Sex, though…that would have been just fine. The thing—the only thing—he’d been missing.

      But he could live without it, especially with Kylie.

      With Kylie, emotions would be involved, and he had no doubt she’d want to talk and talk and talk some more about every little thing she was feeling. Although that wasn’t even the biggest reason why he was glad she was gone.

      In truth, he didn’t want her to stay and experience one of his good old, screaming-fit nightmares. Not only because he didn’t want another person to see him that way, but because he knew she’d want to talk and talk and talk some more about every detail of the horror he’d lived through.

      The guilt he still experienced.

      The guilt that became a monster when he slept.

      As he walked up his stairs, heading for his own shower and bed, a howling of epic proportion commenced from down below.

      It was Vader, of course, looking up at him with big black eyes, practically begging him to let him come too.

      “No,” Linc commanded to the dog. “Stay.”

      Vader stayed, but the howling renewed. Linc ignored it and climbed into his shower.

      When he cut the water off, the racket had gotten even louder. “Shut up,” he yelled.

      Nope.

      The damn dog’s yowling became like a rolling thunder.

      Wearing only his boxers, Linc went to the head of the stairs, pointed a finger at the dog. “Quiet, Vader. Now.”

      Vader whined, sadness oozing from the sound.

      “Damn it all to hell,” Linc said under his breath. “One night,” he called down to the grief-stricken dog. It was the first night away from his mistress, after all. “On the floor.” Linc patted his thigh and gave the order, “Come.”

      The big dog didn’t waste a second, but came sprinting up the stairs, bolting past Linc as if its tail was on fire.

      Linc heard his bed springs creak and groaned. “No. No bed. Floor.”

      Ten minutes later, he’d gotten the dog on the floor where he belonged, although the dog’s whines had him pulling a pillow over his ears.

      “You’re as pigheaded as Kylie,” Linc muttered and turned on his other side.

      And she was.

      She was going to get in trouble. She wasn’t even trained in PI work. Three years of criminal justice classes did not a private investigator make. Plus, she had no self-defense training. What if her so-called spidey-senses worked and she came toe-to-toe with someone truly evil?

      Kylie didn’t stand a chance.

      Vader’s whines grew even louder, like he could read Linc’s mind.

      Sitting straight up in bed, he glared down at the whimpering dog. “Like it or not, tomorrow you begin training on how to guard Kylie.”

      Vader seemed delighted at the attention, scrambling to his feet, a big grin on his face.

      Linc snorted and fell back on the bed, scrubbing his face with his hands. “You couldn’t guard her against a mouse. What was I thinking?”

      Again seeming to read Linc’s mind, Vader growled. When Linc sat back up, he saw a very angry looking Vader glaring at a…mirror.

      Linc just shook his head.

      It would be a challenge, but Linc believed that every single dog on earth could be trained. Some, like Storm, came by the training easily. Vader would be more of a challenge, but Linc believed it could be done.

      Now, if he could just train humans as easily.

      Even if Kylie didn’t think there was any benefit in training Vader, Linc would do it. He’d teach him to respect her. At least then, one of them would be able to protect her.

      As Linc finally drifted off to sleep, he told himself that he’d begin the lesson in the morning. He’d train Vader in the basics of protecting his handler, no matter how beta she was.
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      Linc couldn’t breathe. At first, he thought a tank had rolled over him in his dreams, but when he opened his eyes, he knew no tank would be that hairy. That big, yes, but the fur immediately gave the culprit away.

      “Down, Vader.”

      The dog might have responded more quickly if Linc’d had enough breath to make the order strong, but as it was, he could barely wheeze out the words. When he finally was able to roll out from under the big beast, he got to his feet. Finally in the alpha position, he was able to get Vader to mind, sending the mutt down the stairs and outside to do his morning business.

      Even with his abrupt awakening, Linc still felt satisfied in a way he hadn’t in a long time. There was a mist on the grass, and a chill in the air, which wasn’t unusual for late August in the mountains. He got dressed in his jeans and a thermal t-shirt, then went and poured himself a cup of strong coffee and let all the dogs out into the yard before doing the morning chores with the other animals.

      His phone rang, and he groaned when he glanced at the screen. His brother.

      Even though he was closest in age to Linc, Erik still had a good ten years on him. Of his two brothers, Linc and Erik were closer. In relationship and in age, although Linc didn’t consider himself to be close to either of his siblings. They were both too busy with making their millions at his dad’s law firm to have much in common with Linc.

      He rang him back.

      “Hey, little brother,” Erik said. “Just wanted to let you know that applications for the spring semester at Duke Law are due in a few days.”

      Linc laughed. “Fuck you.”

      That seemed to be Erik’s current mission in life, to get Linc down off this mountain and to continue his education at Duke Law. No matter how resolute Linc appeared, Erik seemed to think it was only a matter of using his finely honed argumentative skills to sway his baby brother. Fucking attorneys.

      “Come on, kid,” Erik cajoled. “And when you come off that mountain to finish your paperwork, you can check out the progress on Coulter Castle.”

      Linc laughed even louder this time. He had no interest in seeing the six-thousand-square-foot mansion his brother was having custom designed and built for his family. The last time Linc saw a picture, it actually had turrets. “Mom sent me pictures. I still think you need to add a pair of gargoyles. Maybe on either side of the drawbridge would look nice.”

      Erik played along. “Maybe when they dig the mote, I’ll talk to the architect about that.”

      Jokes over, the silence stretched out between the two brothers. Linc thought it sad that they had nothing to talk about beyond the banal, but he wasn’t prepared to live the way they wanted him to in order to talk about anything they were interested in.

      “So…” Erik finally said to end the silence. “How are you?”

      Linc looked out at the small pasture containing the majority of his goats. It was breeding season for most of the females, and Linc hoped for a herd of babies in the spring.

      “I’m good. Busy.”

      Linc could almost feel his brother roll his eyes. “Ah, right. Lots of rescues?”

      “Yep. It’s summer. Lots of rescues,” he said, and then the conversation dwindled once again to dead air. “Did you call me for a specific purpose?”

      “Yeah, actually. Listen. I wanted to let you know that you haven’t called your mother in two weeks, and I swear, you’re breaking her heart. All she did when I went over there last weekend was boo-hoo about you. She’s worried.”

      Linc pressed the heel of his hand against his eye. “Well, you saw me a couple weeks ago. Did you tell her I was fine?”

      “I did. She doesn’t believe me. She’s going to call you soon and ask you to dinner, and I really think you need to say yes to this one.”

      Linc clenched his jaw. “Fine.”

      “You sure?” Erik sounded surprised.

      “Yeah. I’ll be there.”

      “Okay. See you.”

      Linc hung up with him and sighed. It really shouldn’t have been that big a deal, but his mother had a way of elevating family dinners to a top priority in their lives. No one else in the family seemed to mind them the way he did.

      He needed a distraction.

      “Vader, boy,” he shouted, singling the Newfoundland out. “You and I are going to have a little fun. You ready?”

      He motioned for the dog to sit, and he did. Good boy. At least he was learning a few things.

      “Good.” Linc gave him a treat. Rubbed the scruff under his chin. “I’m going to teach you to bark when you’re supposed to, okay? Whenever a stranger is around, or something is off. Got it?”

      The giant canine gave him a nod, and they got to work.

      That was the first lesson…making Vader a watchdog. A dog was useless if he didn’t understand when he was in the middle of a threat. So, Linc put him in the house and practiced doing different things to get him to bark consistently when things were off.

      Linc worked with Vader all morning, first on getting him to bark a warning when necessary. Then he worked on a command that would get the dog to stop. Linc wanted to teach him how to defend Kylie against a stranger, but that worked best when he had an actual stranger on hand that he could use to simulate a threat. By the end of the morning, Vader’d gotten the hang of the barking thing. It was a good first lesson.

      After doing a few chores in the barn, Linc still felt restless and decided to take the dogs on a little run of his property. His grandparents had owned these forty acres for fifty years, and before that, his great-grandparents had farmed it. Many areas were steep and partly wooded, with a small cabin at the back end of it, along with a good-sized fishing pond and a lot of room for roaming. There was a reason he liked spending most of his weekends here, growing up. He’d explored every inch of this property and knew it like the back of his hand. He’d seen lots of places during his time in the military, but as far as he was concerned, there was no better place to live on earth.

      When they got back, the dogs rested while he made lunch in the kitchen at the back of the house.

      As he was making a sandwich, Vader’s ears perked up. The dog jumped up, looking around, alarmed.

      “What is it, boy?” Linc asked him as he put the food back in the fridge.

      He barked. Storm joined him. All the other dogs started to go crazy too, their ears pointing and their eyes darting around.

      A minute later, the doorbell rang. It was UPS, delivering a package.

      But Vader had heard it first.

      “Hey, Vader,” he said as he patted his side. “Good! Good boy. You’re gonna keep your girl safe, aren’t you?”

      Vader licked his hand excitedly. Thank god. Thank god Kylie had Vader. A dog would keep her safe.

      Linc told himself that this was the reason he volunteered to keep Vader with him. The only reason.

      But deep down, he knew that was a lie. He’d volunteered to keep him because he’d wanted her to have a reason to come back.
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      You are not getting under my skin, Mr. Linc Coulter.

      That was what Kylie kept repeating as she went through her day. Even though all she kept hearing as she did her research was his voice, telling her to be careful.

      Yes, she was impulsive. She probably needed someone to be her conscience. But not him, dammit. Because whenever she thought of him, she thought of his six-feet-something of pure manliness, which really made the “no attachments” thing exceedingly hard.

      She crawled out of bed, sighing a little when she saw Vader’s empty bowl. She told herself it was Vader she missed most of all, not his hunky trainer.

      Then she put all that stuff away, just in case her landlord should stop by unannounced. She needed to find some way to work on her living situation because this wasn’t going to work. But that would come later. She had a case to solve.

      Sighing, she poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table with her laptop to do some research on Jessica.

      First, she did a Google search on Sara Dumfries. There was nobody by that name anywhere in the Asheville area. Even the LinkedIn profile she’d seen of her a few days ago came up as deactivated. That all seemed really suspicious. Was the sweet-faced woman who’d answered her questions, offered Vader cold cuts, and allowed her to look at Jessica’s bedroom while she sat there grading papers really a phony? How could anyone be that good of a liar?

      And most importantly, what was she hiding?

      Sighing, she reached down to stroke Vader, who usually sat right under her feet, and ended up petting thin air.

      She missed him.

      Him. Not his trainer.

      Well. Maybe both of them.

      She poured herself a bowl of Cheerios and forced herself to focus. This time, she googled the boyfriend. Brandon Dunstan. A number of pictures came up for him, as well as a Facebook profile. His profile wasn’t set to private…thank goodness for small favors. She opened it and found a ton of selfies of him, usually doing active things like hiking, rock climbing, even skydiving. His “About Me” said: Living the dream in Asheville. You’ll find me in the mountains, fishing, hunting, and loving life.

      She could see what Jessica saw in him; he was definitely handsome and had a killer smile. But he also seemed much more adventurous than the quiet woman he was supposedly dating.

      Underneath his picture, his employment was listed as Warehouse Manager at JB Industries.

      Kylie was somewhat familiar with JB Industries. It was a big automobile parts warehouse she had to pass every time she headed out to take Vader to his training sessions with Linc. She looked up a number for the place and checked the time. It was already after eight-thirty. Perfect.

      She quickly dialed the number. A woman answered with a very professional, “JB Industries, how may I direct your call?”

      “Hello,” Kylie said, using her most professional voice. “I’m looking for Brandon. Brandon Dunstan? May I speak to him please?”

      “And who is this, please?”

      “His…mother.” Kylie lowered her voice a little, hoping to sound older. She sure as hell hoped his mother hadn’t died and everyone in his workplace knew it.

      “Oh. Yes. One moment.”

      Kylie waited, dunking Os in her bowl as she studied the picture of him. Brandon seemed too cute and nice to be involved in this, but then again, Sara Dumfries had looked innocent, and she’d clearly been lying. Maybe they were in cahoots? Kylie’s mind began spiraling into all these wild possibilities when suddenly the woman came back on.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” she said. “But Brandon hasn’t been in the office in several days.”

      “Uh…what…” Kylie stammered, then remembered she was supposed to be the man’s mother. “Oh, dear. I can’t get hold of him either,” she moaned, wondering if that was overdoing it. Probably.

      “Yes,” the receptionist said, sounding worried now. “His supervisor said he never even called in. They’ve been trying to get in touch with him but haven’t gotten a response. If you hear anything from your son, please have him call us.”

      Kylie’s pulse skittered. Brandon Dunstan is missing too? The plot thickens. “Yes. Thank you. I will. Oh, I’m so worried.”

      “Yes…” The woman sounded hesitant. Yeah, Kylie was definitely overdoing it. “Please take care. Bye, now.”

      Kylie hung up, then sat back in her chair, staring at the wall. Had Brandon and Jessica fallen in love, said fuck it to their jobs, and gone away, to Disney, together? That sounded like something Kylie would probably do, but it didn’t sound like the Jessica her sister had described to her, the quiet, boring, unassuming girl who called her sister like clockwork and never missed a day of work.

      But maybe Brandon had just knocked her head over heels in love. Maybe he’d brought out the wild side in her. If only everyone could have such love that it made them go a little crazy. Maybe Jessica was just one lucky bitch of a girl whose life was a fairy tale, and they were all going nuts trying to find her.

      But then where did Sara Dumfries fit in?

      Something really stunk in Asheville. Kylie’s spidey-sense was giving her the five-alarm warning again.

      She checked out some of Brandon’s friends, writing down a list of the ones who commented most on his profile. A lot of them were from Austin, and she could see that he’d recently moved to the area from Texas. Maybe none of them realized that he was missing yet, either. Sure enough, he’d been pretty active with his posts, but, like Jessica, had gone completely radio silent over a week ago. His last post was a video of an adorable armadillo someone had adopted in Kentucky, along with ROTFL as the caption, so, not very telling.

      As she was wondering which of his few friends from the Asheville area she should try to contact, she got a call from Bethany.

      She answered, ready to give her a rundown on what she’d learned, when Bethany practically shouted, “Oh my god, Kylie! Listen! I saw her! I saw her!”

      Kylie stood up, her heart starting to race. “You saw Jessica?”

      “Yes!”

      Bethany started to talk a mile a minute, and Kylie couldn’t make out a single word. “Wait. Slow down. Start from the beginning. Where were you?”

      “Okay, okay.” Bethany took a big gulp of air. “I was just in Jessica’s neighborhood. It’s on my way to the office. I was stopped at a traffic light and looked over, and I swear it was her.”

      Well, that was unexpected. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes! But she drove off before I could get her attention. She was driving a silver Kia I’ve never seen before, but it was her. I’m sure. I tried to follow her, but I lost her at another light.”

      “Oh, my gosh,” Kylie breathed, trying to decide what to do. “When was this?”

      “Just a few minutes ago. I had to get to the office for work for an important meeting or I’d have kept following her. I thought maybe she was going back to her apartment.”

      Kylie headed toward her tiny closet, ripping her nightshirt off with one hand. She found a clean bra and panties in her underwear drawer. “Okay. Sit tight. I’m on my way to check it out.” Then she remembered a question that had been swirling in her mind. “Wait! Bethany. Did Jessica ever tell you she hated her job or wanted to quit?”

      “No.” Bethany seemed surprised but didn’t hesitate in her answer. “Not at all. In fact, I always thought she loved her job. I mean, it wasn’t what she wanted to do all her life, but she seemed to really like it.”

      Kylie shimmied into a pair of jeans. “No mention ever to you about wanting to quit and go to Disney?”

      “Disney?” Bethany let out a barking sort of laugh. “No. Gosh, no. I doubt she had the money for that. She often joked of being broke.”

      “Does the name Brandon Dunstan mean anything to you?”

      Bethany paused. “No. It doesn’t sound familiar.”

      “Okay, thanks. I’ll call you as soon as I check it out.”

      Kylie threw on the rest of her clothes, then raced out of her apartment. She got into her car and drove like her ass was on fire toward Jessica’s place. As she did, she kept her eyes peeled for a silver Kia. There were quite a few of them, actually. However, she nearly got herself into an accident twice trying to spot the driver. None of them could be mistaken for Jessica.

      Giving up, she rounded the corner and pulled into the parking lot for Jessica’s apartment building. She checked the lot for a Silver Kia but didn’t see one. She went inside and knocked on the door. No surprise, no one answered.

      Then she knocked on a few of the doors, getting no answer from any of them. That was frustrating enough, but what was even worse was that there was some horrible ukulele music playing down the hall.

      Giving up, Kylie wandered down the hallway, turning a corner and nearly tripped over a guy in a beanie, who was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the floor, strumming the source of the terrible noise. “Hey. Watch it.”

      “Sorry,” she said. Well, she guessed he was better than nothing. “Did you know the woman in that apartment?”

      He followed her pointed finger to the door and frowned. “Nope.”

      “Oh. Thanks.”

      She started to walk away, and he called over, “You here for the same reason the police were over here?”

      She stopped. “How did you know about that?”

      He stood up and walked down the hall, then fished some keys out of his pocket and opened the door to the apartment across from Jessica’s. “I live here. And when you hear the police banging on a door screaming, ‘this is the police, open up,’ you kind of take notice.”

      “Oh. So you live across from her, but you didn’t know her?”

      He stepped inside his apartment and didn’t invite her in. The unmistakable scent of pot drifted out of the open door. “Nope. And she was a grade-A, stellar, nose-in-the-air bitch. Didn’t talk to me.”

      Kylie bristled in defense of the missing woman but figured that the man’s definition of her made sense, considering Jessica was quiet, and a lot of people mistook shyness for snobbishness.

      “Did the police talk to you?”

      He laughed. “Hell, no. They knocked but no way in hell was I going to answer.”

      Kylie looked into his reddened eyes and understood why. “How long have you lived here?”

      “Three years.”

      “What about her roommate? Sara Dumfries.”

      He looked confused. “What roommate?”

      Kylie sighed. She had been afraid of that answer. “And you never talked to Jessica? Not once?”

      “Nope,” he said, and then held up a finger. “Wait. Once. When she first moved in a couple years ago, I offered her a joint, but she said she didn’t do that shit. At that point, she didn’t strike me as the kind of girl I’d want to get to know better. Kind of uptight.”

      “Did you ever see her, though? Coming and going? Did she bring anyone with her?”

      He ran his thumb down the instrument he still held in his arms. “Yeah. A few times. I saw this guy. Tall. Blond hair. He seemed like a douche.”

      Kylie got the feeling that this guy hated everyone that even looked at him the wrong way. She pulled out her phone and opened to the Facebook profile picture of Brandon.

      He nodded. “Yeah. That’s him.”

      “And what made you think he was a…um, douche? Did he like, yell at Jessica, or act controlling, or say something that—”

      “No. Nothing like that.” He looked at Kylie like she was an idiot. “I mean, look at that jacket, man. Only douches wear jackets like that.”

      Kylie stared at it. It was a North Face. That meant half of the people on this campus were douches in his book. Of course, this dude struck her as the stoner type, the opposite of athletic, virile Brandon. He already had a little bit of a beer gut. “Thanks. Is there anyone around here you think might have been friends with Jessica?”

      He shrugged. “Hell if I know. I think she kind of kept to herself.” He rubbed his scruffy face. “Hey, why you asking all these questions? Did she do something illegal? You always have to worry about the quiet ones.”

      “She’s missing. I’m an investigator her family hired to find her,” Kylie said, a hint of pride in her voice.

      “Yeah? Far out. That’s the most action this place has ever seen.” He strummed the ukulele again, and Kylie balled her hands into fists so she wouldn’t reach out and grab the damn thing from his hold.

      “Do you remember the last time you saw Jessica?”

      He scratched his chin, actually giving the question some thought. “Yesterday maybe? The day before? Man, I’m not sure, but…” he scratched his chin a little harder, “wasn’t too long ago, I don’t think.”

      Kylie wanted to shake him, force his drug-addled brain to connect the dots. “Was it this week?” she pressed.

      “I think so. Man, I don’t know. I’m not her secretary or anything.”

      Kylie bit back her annoyance. “How about the douche? Do you remember the last time you saw him? Did you catch his name?”

      He just shrugged, looking bored now.

      This man was a dead end.

      Holding back her frustration, Kylie reached into her bag, desperately wishing for those damn business cards again. Maybe she could have them made herself on Vistaprint? She found a gum wrapper in her bag and wrote her name on it. “If you see anything, um…I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

      “Kevin,” he said, studying the wrapper.

      “Thanks, Kevin. Will you call me if you see or think of anything, no matter how unimportant you may think it is?”

      Kevin nodded. “Sure, you got it. Hey…” his gaze fell down to her toes and back up, “you look like you know how to have a good time. You want to come in and have a joint?”

      Kylie figured he’d probably call her an uptight bitch if she refused, but she had things to do. “Thanks, but I’m on duty. Maybe some other time?”

      He shrugged. “Good luck.”

      She thanked him again, pretty sure that gum wrapper would probably disappear forever once he got inside. Then she walked the rest of the floor, knocking on doors, showing around Jessica’s picture to see if anyone recognized her, or even better, had seen her lately. At most of the apartments, no one was home, but the people who were around weren’t much help. If they’d seen her before, they weren’t able to be specific about the date. Some thought it was absolutely this week. Some thought it was a week or so ago.

      She wanted to punch a wall out of frustration, but after the last resident didn’t answer their door, Kylie walked back to Jessica’s apartment, trying to ignore the fresh waft of marijuana coming from across the hall.

      She tried Jessica’s door. It was locked.

      Talk about a dead end.

      Kylie pulled out her phone and texted Bethany: No go. Whoever you saw, she’s disappeared.

      Bethany responded with: Damn. I’m so sure it was her. I wish I’d chased her down.

      Kylie stared at the door to Jessica’s apartment, a burning desire to get inside welling within her. She wished she had a key. Or at least, permission to go in. She decided to call Jacob. Maybe he was the kind of guy who’d cave if a girl flirted with him the right way.

      He answered right away. “Dean here.”

      “Hi. Jacob? It’s Kylie Hatfield,” she said.

      “Hey, Kylie,” he said, a flirtatious lilt in his voice. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to keep away from me.”

      This guy was unbelievable. But this was a good thing. It wasn’t like she had guys eating out of her hands regularly, but she had used her sweet-talking powers quite a few times to get a few of the little things she wanted. She could totally do this.

      “I wanted to let you know the latest on the case, since I promised I’d keep you updated,” she said brightly.

      “And?”

      “Well, Jessica’s friend, Bethany, thought she saw her around her apartment less than an hour ago. She was driving a silver Kia. So, I went to her neighborhood to investigate.”

      “And…?”

      “Um. I didn’t find anything.”

      She heard the disappointed, and maybe a tad frustrated, sigh. “And so how is this a development?”

      Okay, yeah. It wasn’t. “Well, maybe I just wanted to talk to you,” she added with a singsong lilt. “It was really nice meeting you the other day. I don’t know any other people in law enforcement. I actually have three years of criminal justice under my belt and thought maybe you’d be a good contact to give me some tips on the job market.”

      She shut up when she realized she was babbling.

      “Really.” His tone was dull. He clearly wasn’t buying it. “What is this really about, Kylie?”

      Operation Flirt His Butt Off: Down in flames.

      She sighed.

      “Okay, okay. Listen. I’m here now, at Jessica’s apartment, and I really think that if I could just get inside, it’d be so helpful to my—”

      “No.”

      He said it with such finality, and not really all that nicely, that she stopped in her tracks. “Um, but if I—”

      “Listen, Kylie,” he said, all trace of a flirtatious lilt gone from his voice. “If Jessica is really missing, which it’s starting to look like might be the case, considering the fact that there was a woman impersonating her roommate at her apartment, then that apartment could be a crime scene. And we’ve got to treat it as such. And I don’t need some amateur detective going in there and fouling it up. Got it?”

      “But…” she blubbered, indignant. “I won’t touch anything.”

      “Don’t give me that shit. If you go in there, you’re going to be poking around. You’ll be touching plenty. And I can’t risk it. I do that, and my superiors will fuck me over good.”

      Yes, so he was right. Now, she totally understood why he and Linc were friends. They sounded like two peas. She sighed. “Well, do you have any developments?”

      He let out a short laugh. “I’ll call you when I do. We have some leads but nothing definite. But I appreciate you sharing…whatever it was that you just shared.”

      Her face heated. Yeah, it wasn’t a juicy clue to solving the case. Wasn’t even half of a clue. It was a total dead end. Still…she thought he might share those leads with her. Wasn’t that why Linc had put them in touch? So they could work together? “Why does it sound like you’re blowing me off?”

      “Hey, look. I appreciate your concern over Jessica, and I understand her sister wants you to look into this. But in my experience, this is a case of too many cooks spoiling the dinner. You know what I mean?”

      Kylie refused to admit it. “No. I don’t. All I see me doing is trying to help. What I see you doing is sitting there with your thumb up your ass.”

      He was silent for a moment, which was long enough for her to regret what she’d said. Maybe she could’ve said that with a tiny bit more tact?

      “I mean—”

      “Kylie, you don’t see half of what we do here, simply because we don’t let the general public in on our operations. If we did, criminals would have a lot easier time outsmarting us. You understand?”

      Well. That made sense.

      “The family has started a social media ‘Find Jessica’ campaign, so we now have the media poking their noses into the case, and a bunch of other online theorists trying to get involved too. You have no idea how many armchair sleuths go out there, thinking they can be Sherlock and help solve the case but end up making our job a thousand times harder. The last thing we need is for this to escalate into a full-blown circus. It can get that way pretty easily. All it takes is one well-meaning person who isn’t thinking with her head.”

      “Yes, but I’ll keep quiet. I promise not to go around shouting from the rooftops that I’m investigating this case. And I am thinking with my head.”

      “If you were, you wouldn’t be asking me what you just did. There is no way you’re setting foot in her apartment, especially before the crime scene unit does their thing. Do you hear me?”

      She opened her mouth to protest more, but she could tell she’d already annoyed him enough. And he had a point. A very good point.

      “Okay. Thanks, Jacob,” she said then couldn’t stop herself from asking, “What are you doing about the missing boyfriend?”

      There was silence on the line, and for a moment, she thought he’d already hung up on her.

      “What boyfriend?”

      Kylie smiled. Bingo.

      “So, you don’t know that Jessica’s boyfriend, Brandon Dunstan, is also mysteriously missing? That his place of employment hasn’t heard from him in days?” She couldn’t keep the smug tone from her voice.

      Another long pause, the detective sighed. “Tell me what you know.”

      Kylie lifted an eyebrow, even though he couldn’t see her. “Tit for tat. Can I get into the apartment?”

      “No. Crime scene, remember?”

      She sighed, knowing he was right. With tremendous satisfaction anyway, Kylie shared everything she knew so far.

      “So, see? I’m thinking with my head.”

      Jacob snorted. “Even a broken clock is right twice a day.”

      Kylie scowled. “Hey…”

      But Jacob was chuckling. “Good work, Miss Almost Private Investigator.”

      Even though the words were grudging, she’d take them for the compliment she knew them to be. “Thank you. Now get off your thumb and do something with it.”

      Not giving him a chance to reply, she ended the call, then went outside and got into her car, pumping the air-conditioner as hard as it would go to cool her flaming cheeks. There had to be a way to work with the police, right? Greg had mentioned to her once that he’d done that, sharing information with the sheriff’s office when trying to solve a case. So why wouldn’t Jacob share with her? Was it because she was new? A woman? What?

      Indignant, she decided to call Greg. Maybe he had buddies in the department and could smooth things over for her with law enforcement officials. She’d texted him while she was coming home from Decatur yesterday, when she was caught in traffic, to tell him she wasn’t going to be back in the office. He’d been understanding about that. But when she called him now, he said, “Hey. Why aren’t you in the office?”

      “I was going to come in,” she told him. “But then I got a call from Bethany with a hot lead for the case, and I needed to check it out.”

      “A hot lead?” He sounded doubtful. “What did I tell you about that? You need to run these things by me.”

      “Yeah. I would have. But it was an emergency. Bethany thought she saw Jessica. I couldn’t just ignore it.”

      “Right. Not like you ignore the filing you must do, and all the other parts of your job.”

      She pressed her lips together. “Greg. This is important.”

      “Billing my clients so Starr Investigations doesn’t shutter its doors for good isn’t important?” He let out a sigh. “Forget it. Well…obviously you checked it out. So did you find this Jessica?”

      She sighed. “I didn’t. I looked everywhere, but I couldn’t find her,” she said, turning the vents toward her face. It was still sweltering. “But listen. I’m here at Jessica’s apartment right now, and…didn’t you tell me that the police are usually helpful to you?”

      “Yeah. I know a few guys on the force and—”

      “They’re deliberately blocking me from getting the information I need,” she told him. “I asked Jacob Dean if he’d let me look around Jessica’s apartment, and—”

      “Whoa, now, Kylie,” he said, assuming that same condescending tone Jacob had used. “You can’t just go into a girl’s apartment like that. The police take precedence. You have to follow their lead. Don’t go against them. Otherwise, you’re making things balls hard for yourself. And for the rest of us PIs. It’s people that feel entitled to the information that give us a bad name.”

      “But they’re blocking me because I’m young, and a woman, and it’s—”

      “Kylie?”

      “What?”

      “They’re blocking you because you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing.”

      She bit her tongue. Well, there was that too.

      “But I need to get in there. You don’t understand. Something really stinks here. That woman I met with, the roommate? She doesn’t even exist! And get this. Jessica’s boyfriend has been missing from his job for days. I really think I could—”

      “Okay, okay. Calm down. I know. You’re getting your knickers in a wad over this case, short stuff, but the first rule you need to learn about being a PI is this…don’t step on the police.”

      “But…I thought you told me that the first rule about being a PI is that we get a lot of crazies in the office?” she said, confused.

      “That’s One-A. One-B is to know your place, and you mind what the police say. They all fall under the Golden Rule, which is: Keep Your Fucking Head. You seem to have a hard time with that one, don’t you, firecracker?”

      She glowered. That’s what everyone seemed to be telling her.

      “The police can make things pretty shitty for you if you don’t listen,” he went on, wagging a finger in her direction. “You don’t want to spend time in jail, do you?”

      She exhaled, pouting. “No. I guess not.”

      “Good. That’s right where you’d be if you insisted on finding a way into her apartment despite what Jacob told you. Now, come back to the office. I’ve got a hell of a lot of filing for you to do. Wasn’t that the first thing I told you? Filing first, investigations second?”

      “Yes,” she mumbled, ending the call.

      She threw her phone down on the passenger seat and jammed the heels of her hands into the steering wheel. All she wanted was to do good. To do something that mattered. And while billing clients might have mattered to Greg, it sure as hell didn’t matter to anyone else. She wanted big. And everyone on this planet seemed intent on making sure she didn’t get it.

      They’re probably right, she thought to herself as she started the car and drove toward the office, nursing a massive wedgie because she had her tail firmly planted between her legs. Just back off and let them do their job.

      At least, her shoulder-angel thought that.

      Her shoulder-devil, who happened to be a lot more badass, was thinking other things.
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      “He couldn’t have gone far,” the director of the Bright Horizons Assisted Living Facility said to Linc as they hurried together to the back of the building. “He was here for lunch. We all saw him playing checkers in the back of the cafeteria with his friends.”

      The man was one Elmer Lennon, seventy-nine, who was fond of taking walks on the wooded paths outside the complex. Somehow, he’d wandered away from the staff, and he was now missing. Elmer had been brought in with a severe case of Alzheimer’s a year ago when he was found wandering the streets without any idea of where he lived. At that point, his family had decided he’d needed constant supervision.

      Which had clearly failed him, in this case.

      “We’ll find him,” Linc said as they went out the back gate.

      Storm immediately set off, and within an hour, they’d located the man, just confused and a little dehydrated. The man thanked Linc again and again, as did the nursing home manager. Keeping in mind what Kylie had said, he tried to be more civil to them. He even smiled once or twice and took Storm around the halls, letting her interact with the patients.

      As he loaded Storm into the truck, he got a phone call from Jacob.

      “What are you doing, man?” Jacob said the moment Linc answered.

      “Going home. I’m beat. And starving,” he muttered. He also knew that Kylie would be stopping by soon after work to see Vader, and he wanted to be there for it. “I just got done with the Bright Horizons missing patient. Don’t tell me you need me.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do need you to do me a little favor.”

      Well, shit. He couldn’t say no to Jacob. And his best friend knew that. “Name it.”

      “Rein in that crazy-assed girlfriend of yours.”

      Oh, hell. Totally not what Linc expected to hear from him. But in a sense, he’d known this was going to happen all along. He didn’t want to ask. “She’s not my girlfriend. Why? What did she do now?”

      “Okay, rein in your flavor of the year. She sure knows how to get herself in trouble, doesn’t she?”

      A low rumble erupted from Linc’s throat. Part laugh, part misery. “What did she do now?”

      “Nothing. Unless you count begging me to let her into a missing woman’s apartment so she could poke around. It’s now an official crime scene, Linc, and she wanted to go in and check it out.”

      He closed his eyes, massaging his temples with the thumb and forefinger of one hand. What the fuck was Kylie thinking? “Shit.”

      “Yeah. She doesn’t know when to quit, does she?”

      “No. No, she doesn’t.”

      “And it gets worse than that, I’m afraid.”

      Was that possible?

      “We identified that body you found on the ridge. It’s Brandon Dunstan, the supposed boyfriend of Jessica Hilyard.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “We’ve been investigating him, and it turns out he’s been missing for a week, around the same time Jessica disappeared. He, unfortunately, didn’t have a lot of close family in the area to report him. Waiting on the autopsy. I can’t say for sure, but you saw the body. That didn’t look natural to you, did it?”

      “No.” It looked like he’d had his head bashed in. “What is going on, Jacob?”

      “Don’t know. But with that, Jessica still missing, and the whole appearance of Sara Dumfries, this missing person investigation is now a criminal investigation. And Kylie ain’t equipped to deal with this. Someone killed once, and they won’t hesitate to kill again. Girl like her is just asking to get herself hurt. She needs to step away.”

      Linc nodded. “Yeah. Of course. I agree.”

      “So, you’ll tell her?”

      Tell her? Sure. Get her to understand? That was another mountain to climb on its own. “Yeah. I will.”

      Linc hung up and let out a big breath.

      Murder.

      She absolutely needed to stay away from that. She was already in over her head, poking around in the case. She’d met this woman who didn’t exist, and this Sara Dumfries knew Kylie by name. She was in danger.

      He’d tell her that.

      And crazy woman that Kylie was, she’d deny it.

      He’d tell her she needed to cool it and go back to her filing.

      If he knew Kylie, she wouldn’t like it. Not one little bit.

      And since when had she ever listened to a damned thing that he said?
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      After she made it into the office, she did as she was told, like a good girl. All afternoon, she stayed behind the cabinets, doing her filing, cleaning all the surfaces, making sure everything in the place was spic and span.

      It. Was. Hell.

      This was not what she was born for. This was not what she was good at. Every time Greg looked up at her, she gave him her pouty face, hoping he’d see that she was meant for more than this crap. But he just shook his head and told her to keep at it.

      Dammit.

      “Look,” she said to him as she finished filing away the very last paper, “I’m all done. But you know that I was getting somewhere on the case. And you promised to help train me. I’m the one who’ll have to deal with Miranda Hilyard’s disappointment when she finds out we haven’t done all we could to help her sister. I want to help, Greg. Why can’t I help?”

      He’d had just about enough of her by then. That much was clear as he shook his head. “I know you want to help, but if the police don’t want you poking around, they’ve got a very good reason. You need to back away.”

      “So…what? We just tell Miranda we’re sorry and refund her money?”

      He shook his head. “No. We tell her that we’ve done all we can and have been working with the police. And now they’re taking the lead.”

      Kylie frowned. That lead was hers to take. She knew more about this case than condescending Jacob Jerkface Dean, who probably had so many other cases on his plate that he didn’t have any time to dedicate to this one. She’d take care of this case like her baby. She’d treat Jessica like her own family. She was invested, dammit!

      She opened her mouth to say exactly that when Greg said, “It’s after five. Go home. Get some sleep. Things’ll look better in the morning.”

      She looked down at her phone, hoping for something. A cheery text from her mom, a friend, Linc, or something. She had nothing but a blank screen. Her phone was out of charge. She checked through her purse and realized she’d left her charger at home.

      So, great. She couldn’t even drive right up to see Vader and have him lick her face until she felt better. She had to go home and get her charger.

      She drove home, pumping some loud Tom Petty, “You Don’t Know How It Feels,” trying to make herself feel better. It didn’t work. By the time she pulled up to her apartment complex, she felt terrible. Like she was destined for a life chained behind a desk, filing papers incessantly until madness overtook her.

      She couldn’t do that. If that was all Greg wanted her for, then she didn’t want the job.

      Sighing, she stepped out of the car and paused when the hair on the back of her neck rose. Kylie turned, trying to understand what her spidey-senses were telling her.

      After doing a full three-sixty, she didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but the sense of…something hadn’t gone away.

      In spite of the heat, Kylie shivered and hurried toward the front door, and opened it into the most pungent cloud of pot smoke imaginable. Holding her breath, she reminded herself she had good things in life. A great dog, even if he wasn’t living with her. Nice apartment. Awesome friends. Loving mother. Health. Some weird flirtatious thing with the most attractive man on the planet.

      She smiled, and butterflies alighted in her abdomen.

      Greg was right. She’d feel better in the morning.

      She started to climb the stairs as her downstairs neighbor, Baron, poked his head outside, holding a red Solo cup. “Hey, girl!” He snorted some weird, stoned-out snort. “It’s been foreeever.”

      She didn’t really think Baron knew her name. He was always calling her “girl” or “cutie.” Acne-faced and skinnier than a meth addict, he was a philosophy major at UNC and also absolutely never sober. She didn’t think there was a single day he hadn’t had a party. There was a steady stream of people going in and out of his place, and the air always smelled like pot. She briefly wondered if he knew Jessica’s neighbor.

      “Hey,” she said, heading for the stairs. It had been forever since he’d seen her because, ever since she’d gotten Vader, she’d been using the back staircase.

      “What, you forget something?”

      Kylie stopped and looked over at him. “Huh?”

      “Didn’t I see you go out that door like, five minutes ago? I asked if you wanted to stop by, but you looked like you were in a hurry.”

      Kylie laughed, but the hair on the back of her neck stood up again. Surely Baron must’ve gone into one of his drug-induced time warps. “I was hear about nine hours ago. I’ve been at work all day.”

      Baron frowned, and for a second, he looked like he might argue with her before lifting a bottle of beer to his lips. “Whatever,” he said after taking a long drink. “Wanna party?”

      He was always asking her to party, and she was always turning him down. Partying with a bunch of college students had lost its allure when she realized she was older than all of them. It made her feel like their babysitter.

      “Take a raincheck!” she called, jogging up the stairs.

      When she neared her door, she slowed.

      The front door to her apartment was slightly open.

      Her spidey-sense whirred into overdrive.

      Had she locked it? Of course she had. With all the visitors Baron had coming inside, most of them drugged or drunk, she never left her door unlocked. Ever. And what had Baron said…she’d just left?

      She swallowed. She really wished she had Vader now. He would’ve run into the apartment like a bat out of hell, in a take-no-prisoners kind of way.

      And licked the invader to death.

      Taking a deep breath, Kylie nudged the door open before taking a step back. All she saw was darkness. She reached forward and flipped on the light, every sense on alert. Part of her expected to see a dark, ninja-like figure lunging at her. But no.

      Nothing.

      She crept in, step by agonizing step, and looked around. As she did, she grabbed the first thing she could find to use as a weapon—her super-fast-opening umbrella. She advanced farther, toward the sofa, expecting to see things ripped apart. But everything looked the same as she’d left it that morning. She didn’t have anything worth stealing, so she didn’t notice anything missing.

      She slowly moved into the bathroom, checking behind the shower curtain. Into her closet. Peered under the bed. Nothing.

      Relaxing, she went to her dresser and grabbed the charger. As she did, she noticed something. A faint but unmistakable smell.

      Lavender vanilla. Like Sara Dumfries’s perfume.

      She stood there, perfectly still, inhaling, making sure her mind wasn’t playing tricks on her. But it was there, definitely lingering. She knew it because she didn’t usually wear flowery scents.

      What’s going on?

      Even as the question vibrated in her head, she accidentally depressed the button on her umbrella. It shot open like lightning. She screamed, dropped it with a clatter.

      “Stop it,” she scolded herself. “Just stop being so completely useless.”

      Useless.

      The word hit her like a brick, and she blew out a shaky breath.

      Kylie wanted to be useful. She wanted to make a difference in the world. And for too many years, she’d failed miserably at that goal. Now, she had a chance to change the outcome for an innocent woman and she was terrifying herself with a freaking umbrella.

      “I’ll find you, Jessica. I swear I will.”

      But her hands were still shaking as she locked her door behind her, triple-checking to make sure it was closed tight. They still shook as she got into her car, the feeling of someone watching her continuing to pull at the hair on her neck.

      Thinking back to her criminal justice days, and all the criminal shows she’d watched in her lifetime, she became hyper aware of her surroundings, keeping an eye on her rearview mirror, searching for a tail.

      She doubled back. She took last-minute turns. Finally convinced that no one was following, she turned on her radio, hoping music would calm her nerves. She snapped it off when “Somebody’s Watching Me” by Rockwell came on.

      “Seriously?” she said to nothing.

      Had Sara Dumfries been in her apartment? And if she had been, why?

      As Kylie pulled up to Linc’s farm, she saw Vader on the porch, and instantly felt better.

      When she stepped outside, the big dog ran up and jumped on her, licking her face. She didn’t mind. In fact, it was the best thing that had happened to her all day.

      “Hey,” Linc said from the porch, coming down the stairs.

      The nerves that had been thrumming through her body instantly relaxed. There was something so comforting about being near him. She felt protected somehow. At ease.

      Even though she officially didn’t like him.

      “Hey,” she said back. Vader nearly knocked her down when he jumped up and put his paws on her shoulders, licking up the side of her face. She wrinkled her nose. “Some greeting.”

      “He missed you.”

      She hugged the dog. “I missed you too. Didn’t I, boy. Such a good boy.” The dog licked her face again before she shoved him away and commanded him to, “Sit.” To her amazement, he did. She blinked up at Linc. “Wow. I can’t believe he listened.”

      Linc grinned. “We’ve been working on a few things, and you did a good job of letting him have his happy welcome before using a strong voice to tell him what to do.”

      Kylie nearly beamed with pride. At herself and at her good dog. Maybe she could figure out being a canine owner after all.

      She nodded toward the bucket Linc was carrying. “What are you doing? Did I interrupt anything?” She realized that in her fear after leaving her apartment, she’d forgotten to charge her phone.

      “Just going to take care of some evening chores. Want to join me?”

      She was surprised by the invitation, and nodded, looking around. It was still an hour or more away from sunset, but this side of the mountain was getting dark. She smiled as the first fireflies lit up near the barn and the crickets began their symphony.

      “Sure. Let me grab my boots.”

      He looked down at yet another pair of pumps she’d been forced to purchase and grinned. “Good idea.”

      She grinned back. “I’m learning.”

      As she exchanged footwear, she could feel eyes on her again. But these eyes were different. She looked up and Linc quickly looked away. Yes, it had been his eyes. Warm eyes. Eyes that held no threat, except maybe to her sanity. And libido. And if she wasn’t very, very careful, her heart.

      “I’m going to get eaten by bugs,” she said to him. “I’m sweet.”

      “I’ve decided it’s one of my goals in life to get Kylie Hatfield to stop hating nature,” he said. “And yeah, you may be sweet, but I’ve never been bitten by a mosquito or a tick in these woods.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Because you’re so sour?”

      He lifted a shoulder and grinned as he sprayed some insect repellent on himself, then on her. Her entire body warmed as he rubbed the oily spray into her skin. “That’s one of the reasons I’ve always loved this place. With a little preparation, the outside world rarely intrudes, at least for me. It’s magical.”

      “Hmm,” she said, following him toward the barn. Even with the repellent, she expected to feel insects skittering on her skin or the suck of a mosquito as it fastened on, but she never did. Every once in a while, a bird called, or an owl screeched, which made her a little nervous, but she had to admit…nothing bothered her much when Linc was around.

      He gave her confidence.

      Although she wasn’t an outdoor kind of girl, she enjoyed watching Linc feed the chickens and llamas, Dolly and Carl. She stayed back from those two, knowing the pair had a penchant for spitting at anyone other than Linc who got too close.

      It was growing even darker by the time he fed and watered the goats, and she listened as he explained why some were in one fence while others were in another.

      “So it doesn’t matter how old they are before they can have babies,” Kylie said, nodding at the goats. “It’s about their weight.”

      Linc nodded. “Exactly. It’s important that I weigh the females and keep them away from the males until they weigh at least eighty pounds.”

      “I weigh more than eighty pounds.”

      The words were out of her mouth before she even knew she was going to say them, and it felt like all the oxygen had been sucked from her lungs.

      In a daze, she watched Linc turn toward her. Watched his hand lift to push her hair back from her face.

      “Kylie…I…”

      She laughed, embarrassed, and took a step back. “I’m sorry. That was stupid. I didn’t mean it to sound like I wanted to be bred or anything.”

      He moved closer to her, backing her up until she was against the barn. “Kylie.” His eyes caught hers in the darkness, two glassy orbs holding the reflection of the moon. Their noses touched, lingering together, and he let out a breath. “You make absolutely no sense to me, and yet all the sense in the world. You know what I mean?”

      She nodded and moved her hands until her fingers linked around his neck. “I know. It makes no sense at all.”

      When he kissed her, her toes curled in her boots, and she pressed herself harder against him, loving how hard and warm he was.

      Vader barked, and she ignored him.

      Then Storm barked, and Linc lifted his head.

      When Kylie turned, she noticed the pack all staring at the woods, and the hair lifted on her arms, joining the ones raised on her neck.

      “What is it, girl?” Linc asked his SAR dog.

      Storm growled, her entire body rigid. Beside her, Vader began to bark more forcefully, drowning out nearly everything else.

      “What do they see?” Kylie asked, wrapping her arms around Linc’s waist.

      Linc grabbed a powerful flashlight and turned it toward the woods. “Maybe a bear,” he murmured, but Kylie wasn’t sure he was telling her the truth.

      Something popped in the woods. The snap of a fallen branch? Kylie wasn’t sure.

      It was hard to hear over the sounds of the dogs, and Storm quietened when Linc ordered her to. Vader and the other dogs took a little longer.

      Linc took Vader by the collar and knelt down next to his dog. “Find,” he said to her quietly.

      Storm took off like a rocket. Vader went nuts, trying to follow, but Linc held him down.

      Minutes passed. Then a few more. Then more.

      Kylie’s sense of unease increased with each passing second.

      Finally, Storm reappeared, and Kylie let out the breath she’d been holding. “She’s okay,” she breathed in relief.

      When Storm came back to Linc’s side and sat, he looked at Kylie. “She didn’t find anything.”

      “Maybe it was a bear,” Kylie said, and sidled closer to the man.

      Linc wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I need to tell you something.”

      A sense of foreboding settled like a weight on Kylie. She shivered and moved even closer into Linc’s warmth. “What?”

      Linc hesitated, his eyes still on the woods. “The…”

      “Yes?” Kylie prompted, but a part of her didn’t want him to finish.

      Linc turned away from the woods and held her to his chest. “I don’t want you to leave. I want you to stay with me tonight.”

      It was like her entire body had combusted into flames. It wasn’t what she’d expected. “You do?”

      He kissed her. “Yes. Stay with me.”

      She shouldn’t. She should get in her car and leave. She should get up in the morning and continue her investigation. She should focus on her new career.

      Kylie took Linc’s face in her hands and said the one thing she shouldn’t. “Yes.”
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      Damn dogs.

      My hands were still trembling as I thrust my keys in the ignition of the car, then put the small Civic in neutral and let it roll down the steep incline until I was fairly certain that little Miss Nosey and her hot farmer wouldn’t hear the engine.

      That was close.

      I laughed as the adrenaline receded, even though the trembling remained. What a rush. Almost better than skydiving. Or bungee jumping. I’d tried them all, searching and searching for the one thing that would make me happy.

      Unfortunately, the search continued. Everything and everyone failed me. Sooner or later.

      The big German Shepherd had almost gotten a piece of my ass, and if I hadn’t been so quick on my feet, the dog would have surely taken me down.

      That wouldn’t do.

      Not when I was so very close to finding my happiness.

      Because I would this time. I knew it.

      Even though the last one had been such a disappointment.

      Pressing the brake, I stopped the car at the bottom of the mountain, pulling into a side road until I regained control of the tears that suddenly wanted to leak from my eyes.

      It was so unfair. Why did some people have everything while others remained so lost?

      Had Jessica been that much prettier than me? More fun? More deserving?

      Brandon had been my soul mate, yet the vile woman had taken him from me. And even when I’d shown him the truth, the real me, I hadn’t been good enough.

      Why?

      It was the question that had eluded me for most of my life.

      Smile pretty. Dress pretty. Be pretty.

      I’d done them all.

      I’d donned the sparkly gowns my mother insisted I wear, I’d sung perfectly on-key at all the pageants. Waved perfectly.

      I was perfect.

      I was.

      Then why was I still so alone? Why was I so unhappy? So unfulfilled?

      I laid my head on the steering wheel, the tears now a flood.

      Why couldn’t anyone else see it? Why couldn’t anyone love me the way I wanted to be loved?

      You know why…

      I put my hands on my ears, not wanting to listen.

      I’d tried so hard. I’d moved halfway across the United States for Brandon. I’d studied his every move, learned his likes and dislikes. Endured this hillbilly town to be with him.

      “You will just have to try harder,” I said into the mirror.

      The laugh had me covering my ears again, but it just rang in my head.

      You’ll have to try harder. Such a disappointment.

      “Stop,” I shouted at the voice. “Shut up. Shut up. Shut up. Shut up.”

      I felt the slap as if it had been real, put my hand to the side of my face, felt the sting under my palm. Looked around in case the figment had transformed before my eyes. But there was no one with me. I was alone.

      The horror of the thought nearly had me running from the car.

      I needed to pull myself together.

      I was falling apart. I could feel it.

      Shattering.

      Breaking.

      My mind fracturing, the pieces falling out of my skull bit by bit.

      No.

      Wiping the tears from my face, I took a deep breath, refusing to let my mind continue down that destructive path. With steadier hands, I pulled the brunette wig from my head, popped the green contacts from my eyes, blinking at how much better it felt to be just me.

      That laugh again. Louder this time.

      I closed my eyes, trying to ignore it. Forced myself to focus on something else. Something more positive.

      For weeks, Brandon had been the positive thing I could focus on.

      I was in North Carolina for a reason. Maybe it hadn’t been Brandon leading me to this desolate place after all.

      Thinking back to the farmer, my body began to tingle as joy and hope surged into me once more. He had been so handsome. So self-assured. Even from a distance, I could see the muscles under his shirt, the big hands that fed the animals…and then had pawed the private detective.

      Kylie. The brown-haired beauty who had it all.

      I screamed, the release of that pent-up sound balancing my emotions as I expelled all the frustration from my system. Almost.

      He’d kissed her. Why her? Why not me?

      Because she has your life.

      The voice settled me this time. It was right. I should have known it before.

      The woman, Kylie Hatfield, had everything that belonged to me.

      She took it.

      Yes. It was her. Not Jessica. I should have seen it before. Kylie had stolen everything I ever wanted, and now, she was trying to steal the man I loved.

      Don’t let her do it.

      Gritting my teeth, I brushed the last of the tears away.

      I wouldn’t let her do it. Not again.

      Putting the car in drive, I pulled back onto the road, my purpose clear in my mind.

      I had plans to make. Actions to take. My first act in North Carolina was over. Jessica was over.

      Time for my second act. No, my final act.

      And this one would be perfect.
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      Linc inhaled deeply.

      Coffee and bacon.

      Sitting straight up in bed, adrenaline surging through his system, he was on his feet in an instant, ready to face whoever had invaded his home.

      To make coffee and bacon?

      Forcing his muscles to stop their forward movement, he gave himself a moment to think.

      It all came rushing back.

      Kylie. He’d fucked Kylie. She’d spent the night with him.

      And he’d slept like the innocent, no nightmares that he could remember.

      Sinking back onto the bed, he dropped his face in his hands.

      It had been luck. That was all. Luck or the fact that he’d fucked her three times during the night and hadn’t had time to fall into anything close to REM sleep.

      Shit.

      What had he been thinking?

      His dick twitched, and he knew exactly what he had been thinking. In the short-term. Not the long-term problems doing something so stupid would create.

      And now look…Kylie was downstairs playing happy homemaker. If she was wearing his grandmother’s apron, he wasn’t quite sure how he’d respond.

      His dick twitched again.

      Dammit. He knew exactly how he’d respond. At the rate he was going, he’d probably bend her over the counter, apron be damned, and fuck her until he no longer cared about his past or his future.

      But he should’ve told her about what Jacob had told him. Told her about the case that couldn’t be her case any longer. He’d fallen asleep with his arms around her, knowing he’d have to tell her the next day and risk unleashing Godzilla. He’d have to do it with tact. Tell her he was worried, it was dangerous, and if she didn’t want to heed his warnings, then so be it. But he’d have warned her. That was the most he could do. She was a big girl, and whatever she decided after he told her was up to her.

      But right now, there was coffee and bacon to think about. He was a light sleeper, so it was a surprise that she’d managed to get up and start breakfast without him.

      When he went downstairs, she was standing at the stove, plating the bacon. She was dressed in her clothes from the previous day. “Couldn’t sleep?” he asked her.

      “I have to get to work.” She blushed a pretty pink. “I’ve missed so much time already, and Greg was getting close to baring his fangs. But I had time to make breakfast. You actually have a stocked fridge. I’m impressed. From the way it looks in there, I’d almost believe you actually like vegetables.”

      “You don’t?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Sometimes you impress me by how much of a grown-up you are.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. She motioned him to the table. He sat down, and she handed him a plate with eggs and bacon. “This is great.”

      “I already fed the dogs. I hope you don’t mind. Vader was starved.”

      He took a sip of the coffee she poured for him and said over the rim, “You’re in a hurry, huh?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. There’re some things I want to look into. With the Jessica Hilyard case. It turns out that she never mentioned quitting to anyone or vacationing to Disney World. So it’s really out of character, but maybe that was just a crazy whim her boyfriend sent her on. I think that I might be able to get in touch with some of her friends or his friends on Facebook and—”

      “About that…” he started, scratching at the back of his neck.

      She set her plate down next to him and put her hands on her hips, studying him intently. “Oh no. I know what that look means. You talked to Jacob, didn’t you?”

      He nodded.

      She held out her hand. He gave her a questioning look. “Go ahead. Slap me on the wrist and tell me I shouldn’t have done it.”

      “Why should I? Looks like you already know,” he said to her, looking out the window. It was already looking like a hot one. The dogs were in the yard, playing together, getting their morning exercise.

      She shook her head and sat. “I don’t know. All I know is I’m doing my damnedest to try to bring a woman home. They don’t seem to care about her. All your friend Jacob seems concerned with is stopping me.”

      “That’s not true. But you have to admit he knows the law better than you do. They have procedures. And maybe he doesn’t want you to get hurt,” he said. He placed his mug on the table and took a breath. “And I don’t, either.”

      She put her fork down and started to crack her knuckles. “She needs to be found, Linc.”

      “You don’t know what you’re messing with,” he said, pushing away from the table and pacing to the window. “You have no idea what she got herself entangled in, but I promise you, you’re not equipped to handle it. What good will it do if you go after her alone? You could end up missing too.”

      She frowned at him. “I’m not useless. And I’m not stupid, either. I can handle myself fine. I think Sara Dumfries is the key, and I’m the only one who’s met her. If I can just find her, and—”

      “No.” He said it so firmly, he surprised himself. “Kylie. NO.”

      “No?” She scowled at him. “Pardon me? You think you can just waltz into my life and tell me that? Just because we’re fucking? It’s my life. And I don’t get it with you macho guys. What? You don’t want a woman to prove to you that she can do better? First Jacob, then Greg, and now—”

      “Brandon Dunstan is dead,” he said, his voice hard.

      She stopped. Her eyes widened. “What?”

      “You heard me. That body I found in the woods. It was him. Jacob isn’t sure because they still have to get the autopsy results back, but he thinks he was murdered,” he said, working his jaw. “It’s a criminal investigation now. I don’t want you involving yourself with this. There’s no telling what happened to Jessica, but it isn’t looking good. You understand?”

      She stared at him, unblinking, her eyes filling with horror. “Bethany told me she thought she saw her. Yesterday. Alive.”

      He shook his head. “Mistaken identity. I’m afraid this one won’t have a happy ending, Kylie. If you get too involved, you won’t come out of this one the way you came out of the snakebite case. That was dumb luck. And this one’s serious. There’s a murder involved. You need to stay away. Now.”

      She pressed her lips together, and at first, he thought he’d gotten through to her.

      But then she stood up and shook her head. “No. Sorry. But my answer is no, and there’s nothing you can do to make me change my mind. You might think I’m an idiot, and I probably am, but I still think she might be alive. And I’m going to hold on to that hope, even if nobody else does.”

      Fucking hell.
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      Linc stared at Kylie, his eyes cold. He was staring at her like he owned her. Like she was his property, like one of his animals.

      Oh, hell no. She wouldn’t put up with that.

      When she’d arrived at Linc’s house last night, pretty sure Sara Dumfries had broken into her apartment, she’d been ready to spill everything and let Linc protect her. The kiss, and all the subsequent fun they’d had afterwards had pretty much driven those worries right out of her mind.

      But when she woke up, just as the sun was breaking through the trees, she started worrying again. She couldn’t stay out of her apartment forever. She had to get back there.

      If the woman who had broken into her apartment was Sara Dumfries, and it had sure smelled like her, what had made Baron think she was her? Sara Dumfries didn’t look anything like her. Had Sara worn a disguise in order to get in? And why? What was she after?

      Then Kylie started thinking some wild things. What if that letter from her “landlord” hadn’t been from her landlord at all? What if Sara had put it under her door so that she would have to remove Vader and wouldn’t have him around to protect her?

      So, yeah, by the time she got out of bed, she was wound like an eight-day clock. She’d taken a shower, careful not to disturb Linc. He was a work of art, lying there. She found herself just staring at him when she finished getting changed. His messy dark hair made him look boyish, but everything else—the ripped, tanned muscles of his arms, the small bit of hair on his pecs, the boxy rigidness and stubble on his jaw—was all man.

      Yeah, he’d have no problem protecting her from the likes of Sara Dumfries.

      He’d probably love it too.

      And she wanted him to. She wanted to lie in his arms and let him tell her it’d be all right.

      What she didn’t want? Him, standing there, shutting her down the way Jacob and Greg had. She was sick of the Nos and the You Can’ts. They didn’t know that nothing spurred her on more than being told she couldn’t.

      And he didn’t own her. Just because they’d had sex a few times, he thought he could tell her what she could and couldn’t do? And when he told her to back away from the case, like she was one of his dogs, something inside her just snapped.

      It had been on the tip of her tongue to tell him about the break-in. Looking at him now, though?

      She swallowed it all back in her throat. No way in hell. He was already damned sure she couldn’t hold her own in this investigation. It scared her, how worried he was. Because…Brandon Dunstan was dead. Murdered.

      The man Jessica was last seen with had been killed. And there was a good chance the sweet, unsuspecting schoolteacher she’d been conversing with, just as nicely as anything, had something to do with it.

      But that only made her want to investigate it more. She was invested now. And she felt like she was close to finding the answers.

      And now, she had something to prove to all the naysayers.

      “Look,” she said, backing away from him. “You’re not going to tell me what to do. For the last time, I don’t want to be one of your SAR assholes. I can take care of myself.”

      “And what if you can’t?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. What if you get yourself in a situation where you can’t? You’re not all-powerful, Kylie. You don’t know what’s out there.”

      “And you do?”

      “Yeah. I sure as hell know better than you do. I know evil. I’ve seen it. You’re dealing with the kind of ruthless piece of shit that won’t listen to reason. This person killed once, and they can do it again. So what if you can’t take care of yourself?”

      “I won’t be stupid. I won’t—”

      “That woman. The roommate? The one who doesn’t exist? You introduced yourself to her? Told her where you work, right?” Before she could answer, he bulldozed on, “She knows who you are now. She knows where you work, and probably where you live. And she knows you’re out, looking for answers. Who knows what else she might know. If you get too close…”

      Mercifully, he didn’t fill in what could happen, but she had some ideas.

      “You need eyes in the back of your head.”

      She knows where you live. Yep, he was correct about that. Now she was definitely not telling him about the break-in. God, she hated when he was right. Still, he was not going to tell her what to do like she was one of his dogs to command. Hell, no.

      “I’m leaving.” She stuck her chin out and went to the back door, where the dogs were playing. “I’ll take Vader.”

      He let out a big breath and crossed his arms over his bare chest. “Yeah. Do that.”

      She stormed out back, slamming the screen door, and heard him cursing under his breath as she took the leash and led Vader back into the house. He ran his hands through his hair and pummeled the kitchen counter with a closed fist as she made her way inside, being careful not to make eye contact. “Enjoy your breakfast,” she snapped, beelining it to the front door.

      “Kylie,” he warned.

      She didn’t stop.

      “Kylie!”

      She walked faster. She went outside, jogged down the steps and loaded Vader into the car. When she ventured a look back at the house, his big frame was silhouetted in the front door. She could sense his eyes on her.

      “Don’t get in Jacob’s way,” he was saying. “He won’t hesitate to arrest your ass if you do, and that might be the best place for you. I’m not—”

      She rolled up the window, drowning out the sound of his voice. She didn’t need him to bail her out. She wasn’t asking for his help. She wanted to do her job, to prove that she could make a difference and wasn’t just a filing clerk. And he and his chauvinistic self wasn’t going to stop her.

      She slammed on the gas and drove away, as Vader looked at her from the passenger seat. He started whining even before she’d pulled out of Linc’s driveway.

      “Oh, not you too,” she muttered to him. “Give me a break.”

      From the way he was whining, she had to wonder if he liked being with Linc more than he liked her.

      “Yeah, I know. He’s your bud. But he’s also a total chauvinist pig who thinks I need him to save me. He wants me to cut back on looking for Jessica because he’s worried I might become his latest SAR case, just another asshole who puts herself in danger. Well, he can go fuck himself. That’s what I think.”

      He gave her his sad black eyes, the same sad black eyes that’d made her want to pick him up off the side of the road over a month ago.

      “Well, it’s his fault. He’s acting like a goober!” she told him. “I mean, concern for me is nice. And, I care about you, Kylie. I don’t want you to get hurt. That would be much appreciated. But forbidding me from doing my job? That’s crossing the line! I’m not helpless.”

      She reached over to pet his ears, and he flinched away.

      “What is it, boy?”

      He sniffed and squealed some more, scratching at the back of the seat before starting to chew on the headrest, almost out of defiance of her.

      “Hey, knock it off!”

      What the hell had gotten into him? Why the frig were all the boys in her life such crazy asses with inexplicable behavior?

      She inhaled, and that’s when she realized that she could still smell that perfume. She rarely ever locked her car because she never kept anything worth stealing inside it.

      Had Jessica’s “roommate” been going through her car?

      Great. Maybe Vader was worried she couldn’t handle things herself too. “I get it. I know things are getting dicey. But one thing you have to know about me is that I hate actual danger. I’m a total scaredy-cat. If things get too dicey, I’ll split. I have you and my spidey-sense. I’ve got it covered. I don’t need the Three Stooges, Linc, Jacob, and Greg, telling me I can’t all the time.”

      He stopped gnawing on the headrest, a bit of fabric caught between his jaws, and gave her a look she could’ve sworn was doubtful.

      She didn’t stop at her apartment. She was still afraid to go back there, considering she had no clue who’d been snooping through her things. If someone had, though, what would they be able to find about her that they could use against her?

      The whole thing was creepy, yes, but it didn’t make much sense.

      Unless this person, whoever she was, was insane. Maybe she liked the thrill of being places she wasn’t supposed to be. Maybe she’d pretended to be Sara Dumfries just so she could get close to her. Maybe this was fun for her. Some deadly act. Maybe she’d murdered Brandon. Maybe killing was fun for her. Maybe she got off on it. Maybe it gave her some sense of power.

      Kylie shuddered at the thought, then parallel-parked outside Starr Investigations and went in.

      Greg was just putting his jacket on. “Hey. I’ve got a meeting with Impact Insurance in twenty.” His eyes swept over her. “You wearing the same thing you had on yesterday?”

      She looked down at herself. Why, yes. Yes, she was wearing the same dress and flip-flops. The dress had noticeable wrinkles. Plus, she didn’t have any makeup with her, so she’d had to settle for cherry ChapStick. Total walk of shame. She shrugged.

      “You look like shit.”

      “Thanks.” She slumped into her chair. “Thanks a lot.”

      A minute later, when she looked up, he was still staring at her.

      “Still sore about me taking you off the Jessica Hilyard case?”

      “Nah.” She looked up at the ceiling and let out a sigh. “It’s guy trouble. Vader’s trainer. I don’t think you met Linc. But he’s an asshole.”

      “Hmm.” He seemed surprised she was telling him this, but really, her life was an open book. She told everyone everything. He just hadn’t seemed like the type to listen to a twenty-four-year-old’s rantings about her love life. “Why’s that?”

      She didn’t feel like explaining it. “Forget it. You’re not married, right? Are you single? My mother’s been begging me to ask you every day since I started this job.”

      He crossed his arms. “I’ve heard love exists, but I deal in the other side of things, which is not as nice. That’s why I said hmm. You don’t want my advice when it comes to love.”

      “I do, actually. What kind of advice do you have for me?”

      “For a boyfriend who’s being an asshole?”

      She nodded. “Well, he’s not technically my boyfriend. Just an asshole.”

      “Okay. Fine. For a guy you obviously have it bad for, who’s being an asshole. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be asking.” He pretended to think for a bit. “I have the same advice for every love situation, actually. Tell ‘em to go fuck themselves.”

      She nodded. “Stellar advice.”

      He smirked. “That’s why I’m single.”

      “Ah.” It was official. She didn’t sense a love connection between Greg and her mother. Or between Linc and herself. After all, she’d already, essentially, told Linc to go fuck himself. It hadn’t helped her at all because she still had that maddening desire to fuck him and throat-punch him at the same time.

      “But come on,” he said, “you’re still sore about me taking you off the case. Admit it.”

      She nodded at him and pouted. Just because she wanted him to feel like he owed her something. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him about Brandon, but she decided not to. She didn’t need to give him any more reasons to keep her away from the investigation. “Okay. A little.”

      “Well. Here.” He reached into his briefcase and pulled out a Little Debbie honeybun. “Breakfast is on me. Hold the fort. Got about twenty bills for you to finish up and mail. They’re in your inbox.”

      “Thanks. See you,” she called after him as he breezed out.

      She leafed through the piles of paper in her inbox with great disinterest, wanting to scream bloody murder at the wall. She hated using his typewriter to do billing. She’d probably rather rip her own fingernails off at the cuticle. So instead of jumping right into it, she leaned back in her chair, took her shoes off, and rested her feet on the table.

      She checked her phone, wondering if she had a new text from Linc. An I’m sorry text.

      Fat chance. She’d known Linc a month, and she already knew he wasn’t big on texting. But Kylie? She often had whole long, drawn-out debates, solely via text. Him? The extent of what he’d said to her was: Ok. Oh, once there was a See you. He hadn’t ever said more than a few words.

      Frowning, she opened Facebook and realized she had a new friend request.

      She sat up straight, and her feet hit the floor with a thud when she realized who it was from.

      Sam Donovan.

      The creepy stalker who’d liked all of Jessica’s posts and constantly fawned over how beautiful she was.

      She stared at his Snoopy avatar, thinking. She wondered, was it a coincidence that Sam Donovan and Sara Dumfries both had the same initials?

      Then she quickly hit Accept.

      She opened Sam Donovan’s profile and realized that it was only a few months old. He only had a few other friends, and all those profiles were empty shells too. There were no pictures of him on the page, no posts, no likes, no check-ins…it really wasn’t much of a profile at all.

      Okay, Linc was probably right.

      He’d been overseas, in Syria. She’d taken note of his scars. He’d seen action. Seen evil, like he said. Knew a whole lot more about it than she ever would. She was being reckless, biting off more than she could chew. She knew nothing about what a killer could be thinking, or how to act like bait to catch a murderer.

      But if it would bring Jessica home, she told herself that it was worth it.
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      After Kylie left, he couldn’t finish the breakfast she’d made him.

      He gave it all to the dogs. You would have thought they’d be happy. He never let them have human food. But Storm, who usually followed him around everywhere, just gave him a sad look and retired to a corner. She was missing her spastic little friend.

      “Don’t give me that shit,” he said to her when she let out a whine. “You have plenty of other friends to play with.”

      She looked up and tilted her head at him.

      “Please. Stop it. He’s not your boyfriend. You really find that jumpy idiot attractive? I thought I taught you better than that, girl. Besides, he’s way younger than you. Never figured you for a cougar.”

      She faced away from him and lowered her head on her paws.

      “Fine. Have it your way. I’ve got to go feed the other animals.” He threw on his t-shirt and stalked out of the house to get the rest of the daily chores done. It wasn’t even ten yet, and it was already hot as hell. Plus, he still had to plant his fall flowers and vegetables. They’d all probably be miserable today.

      He’d said it before, and he repeated it again and again as he trudged out to the barn. Didn’t matter what his brothers said, or how Kylie felt under him. He was better off single. Alone. People were only good for one thing: bugging the hell out of him.

      About a half hour into working, he heard a car engine coming closer. He stepped to the door of the barn, thinking it had to be Kylie. He wasn’t expecting anyone else. He figured she’d have more to say. She’d probably spent the last hour thinking of the millions of things she wanted to get off her chest.

      Yeah, he’d get a headache. This time, though, he almost looked forward to it.

      But when he wiped the sweat out of his eyes with his forearm and saw the black Mercedes SUV pulling up, he cursed under his breath. He tossed the pitchfork onto a pile of hay and walked outside, ripping off his gloves. The SUV pulled to a stop, and a small, gray-haired woman stepped out, waving at him as if he couldn’t see her.

      He didn’t know how he managed the half-smile. He was not in the mood for her shit at all. “Hi, Mom.”

      She was grinning from ear to ear. “And how is my favorite son!”

      He wasn’t her favorite son. That was just the way Erin Coulter operated. His mom’s favorite was all of them. Whichever one she was talking to at the moment. He knew his brothers had the edge because they’d gone into the family business, given her grandchildren, and showed up for Sunday dinners. He didn’t do any of that shit, but she never seemed to mind.

      His father? He was another story.

      “Great.” He wiped his hands on his jeans. “What brings you up here?”

      His mother always dressed like an Easter bonnet, as brightly, flamboyantly, and as sweet-smelling as possible. She started to wobble toward him, her heels catching in the rutted dirt drive, but when she saw how dirty he was from shoveling llama shit, she froze. “Haven’t seen you in forever.”

      “Yeah. Been busy.”

      She removed her cat’s-eye sunglasses and looked around. “You’re keeping this place better than your grandma and grandpa ever did. That’s good. You paint the house?”

      He nodded. “Last year.”

      “Oh. Gee. Pretty color. Has it been that long since I’ve been up here?”

      Probably longer than that. His mother was far from outdoorsy. She’d grown up here but moved off this rock to marry his father and never looked back. Socialite was definitely more her gig.

      “Well, I just wanted to personally invite you to our next family dinner. Since you missed the last one,” she said in her typically chipper voice. “And the one before that. I’m starting to get a complex.”

      And there it was.

      For her to have made this trip instead of calling was momentous. It told Linc that she thought she was in a Code Red situation with him. Erik had probably told her that he was turning into a mountain man, and she’d wanted to check on him for herself. Didn’t matter that he’d gone halfway across the world fighting the jihad. He was still her baby, and he hadn’t heard the end of it from the day he decided to drop out of law school and enlist. She didn’t understand why he’d wanted to put himself in harm’s way like that when he had such great opportunities at home. She worried.

      And he might have been inclined to accept her invitation, if it weren’t for one small thing.

      His father.

      Unless he miraculously decided to go ahead and finish his JD at Duke, then join his brothers at his law firm, he’d always get that grim-faced lecture about how he was ruining his life.

      Family dinners, these days, were about as much fun as root canal work. If he missed this one, it’d be his third in a row. And he’d promised.

      “Yeah. I’ll be there. When is it?” he asked, already trying to think of a viable excuse.

      “This Sunday. Your nieces and nephews are dying to see you. I think they’ve forgotten what you look like.”

      Turned out, he really couldn’t make this one. He’d been put on the schedule of Search and Rescue Dog United’s annual conference, where he was supposed to give a lunch talk on some of his most interesting cases. Public speaking, which he ranked right up there with death, still seemed more pleasant than spending time with his father. “Shi…I mean, shoot,” he said. “I’ve got a SAR seminar this weekend in Raleigh. I’ll be gone for a few days. Sorry. Next time.”

      She pouted. “Oh, no. Really?”

      “Yeah. I promise. Sorry. Tell them I’ll miss them, but I can’t get out of it.” Not like he’d ever attempt to. Hell, compared to a night with his father, public speaking actually sounded pretty fun. “I’m a featured speaker. It’s a pretty important thing.”

      She let out a tsk. “I was so looking forward to getting us all together. Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I am,” he snapped, getting annoyed. She’d never have asked if it was his father or brothers. He could be out on a SAR involving the President of the United States, and it would never be considered as important as what they did.

      “All right, all right,” she said, holding up her delicate looking hands.

      She was still wobbling in her heels, so he took her arm and led her up to the porch. She sat down on the old swing there, and he brought her lemonade. He kept the dogs inside because she wasn’t an animal person. Sometimes it was hard to believe he was related to his family. He was definitely the black sheep of them all.

      They talked a little more, mostly about how the rest of the Coulter clan was doing, big cases the firm was handling, how the kids were doing in their fancy private schools, the new Coulter Castle that Erik was building that “could have its own zip code.” It was all mind-numbing shit.

      “So Erik said he was out here, and he called you? He said you were giving him a hard time about going back to law school?”

      Linc frowned. “The only reason I was giving him a hard time is because he keeps asking me,” he muttered. “I’m thirty, Mom. He’s been asking me since I got back from overseas two years ago. I’m not going. I’m happy with what I’ve got.”

      “Oh, but you were so close to graduating.”

      “Not that close.” But close enough that he’d probably have loans to pay off for the rest of his life.

      “He said he thought you might have a girlfriend.”

      Where the fuck had Erik gotten that idea? He thought of Kylie. That was just sex. After the way they’d left things, she sure as hell wasn’t his girl or his friend. “No. Sorry. Not me.”

      She studied him closely, like she was trying to spot the lie. “Must be lonely up here. You could use one, probably.”

      He thought of Kylie again. Missed her for a second. I could use one like I could use a hole in the head, probably. He didn’t answer.

      By the time she took his cheeks in her hands, lowering him to her level, and laid a big kiss on his forehead, he was ready to say goodbye.

      “I love you, Linky Dink,” she said, wrapping her twig-like arms around him.

      He winced. He’d told her to stop it with the nickname about a million times over the years, starting from the time he was ten. One more wasn’t going to do shit. “Love you too, Mom,” he said instead.

      He meant it. He always would love his parents, since they’d done everything for him, even if he’d gone his own way in the end. He didn’t regret it, but what did get old was being the son who disappointed them all the damn time.

      And yeah. She was right about one thing.

      It was lonely up here, something he’d only started to realize since that crazy girl he didn’t want had come into his life.
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      Kylie thought that Greg might have stayed out of the office on purpose, just because he knew she’d be there. Maybe she’d gotten a little too personal when she’d tried to set him up with her mom.

      Or, more to the point, maybe he was just staying away because he knew she’d bitch to him about not being on the Jessica Hilyard case, and do everything she could to get him to put her back on it.

      Smart man.

      As it was, unsupervised, she decided she didn’t have to ask him in order to proceed. Especially when Miranda Hilyard called and asked for the latest details of the case. She couldn’t very well tell her that every male she knew in this city was telling her she needed to step away. That wasn’t what Miranda wanted to hear. So, Kylie said, “We’re making some progress. Unfortunately, I don’t think it’s good.”

      “No?” Kylie heard the other woman suck in a big breath, bracing herself.

      “It appears that a man that she was dating, Brandon Dunstan, was found murdered in the woods. So now the police are really suspecting foul play and are much more invested in your case.”

      There was a long pause. “Murdered? Oh my god! I don’t know him, though. As I told you before, the name doesn’t even sound familiar.”

      “Yes. He was a fairly new relationship, I’m afraid. And the woman I mentioned to you was not her roommate. It was a woman who was posing as her roommate, and we think she may be involved. It seems as though she’s disappeared, but the police and I are very concerned that something has happened to Jessica.”

      Miranda started to cry. “They haven’t been in touch with me at all. I tried to call them, but they’re always too busy and never call me back.”

      Kylie’s heart broke a little. Miranda sounded so desperate, so lost. All the more reason why she needed to keep herself involved in her case. “All right. Well, from now on, you call me. I’ll tell you what I know,” she said. It wasn’t right to keep family out of the loop on this. She had to be hysterical. She’d probably get her hand slapped again, but she didn’t care.

      “Thanks, Kylie.”

      “I promise you. We will get to the bottom of this. The case is being elevated to major importance, and the police are taking it very seriously now. I believe things will start to happen and we’ll be able to find out what happened to Jessica, very soon. Okay?”

      She sniffled again. “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you. This has been so hard, not being there. Every day I feel like I’m falling apart.”

      Kylie wanted to cry for the woman. Tears flooded her eyes, but she wiped them away. “All right. Try to relax, and I’ll be in touch very soon, okay?”

      Miranda said a small yes, and they exchanged their goodbyes.

      When Kylie hung up, she went back online. She looked at Brandon’s picture for a long time, hardly able to believe that such a strong, virile-looking man with a lust for life was dead. A couple of people had written, checking in on him. She wondered if Jacob had even notified the next of kin. It all just seemed so cold and clinical, like everyone was concentrating on the crime without thinking of the people affected by it.

      She opened a chat message to Sam Donovan, thinking, Am I really going to play games with a potential murderer?

      The answer: Yes. If it would get her closer to an answer for these people, then yes.

      This wasn’t dangerous. It wasn’t like she was going into a house alone with this person. It was just Facebook.

      She typed in: Hi, Sam. Thanks for the friendship. I love Snoopy too! How do I know you?

      Kylie stared at the unread message. A minute later, the Snoopy avatar dropped to the message, indicating it’d been read. She waited for the three dots, indicating he was replying, to appear.

      She waited for at least five minutes.

      But there was no reply.

      So the mysterious Sam Donovan was staying silent, for now. But Kylie knew this person was the killer. She knew somewhere, a murderer was looking at her profile, reading her words.

      Setting her phone down, she decided she’d finish the billing from hell. She managed to fight her way through that, stamped all the bills, and set them in the bin for outgoing mail. Then, she went and cleaned the entire office from top to bottom, to distract herself.

      Didn’t really work. She kept running back to her phone every two seconds, to see if Sam had replied.

      As the day came to an end, she had one last chore to do: cleaning the toilet. She got the scrubber and bucket out of the back closet, went into the small old bathroom, lifted the lid, and started to scrub on her hands and knees.

      A second later, Vader barked.

      She jumped up, her hair flying in her face, and whirled, wielding the scrubber like a weapon.

      “Fuck!” she shouted, as she came head to chest with a massive wall of army green. A hand wrapped around her wrist, immobilizing her before she could give the man a face full of Toilet Duck.

      It took her a second to realize it was Jacob.

      She wrenched her arm free, glowering at him as she clutched her chest. “Jesus, you scared me.”

      He eyed the scrubber, then gave her a condescending look. “Glad to see you’re concentrating on your real job.”

      “Funny.” She scowled at him, dropping the cleaning supplies in the bucket and pushing past him. She tossed them into the closet and turned to face him. “Why are you here?”

      He scanned the place. “Making sure you’re not getting into trouble.”

      “Well, you saw me. I was doing a shakedown on that toilet. It was really getting close to confessing.”

      He laughed and held up his hands in surrender. “Look. I’m sorry if I’m coming off as a jerk to you, but Linc must have told you how serious things are getting with the Hilyard case. Brandon’s dead, and we’re in the midst of a murder investigation. There’s a million ways things could go wrong. We have to be smart about it. Which is why I’m here. Linc had said you did a lot of digging. I want to know what you know.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “You’ve kept me in the dark. Why should I tell you anything I know?”

      “Because I know you want to catch this person as much as I do.”

      She thought about it, her eyes trailing to the floor. She could be an asshole and tell him no. But what would that get her? Probably a one-way ticket to the county jail, knowing him. And Jacob was right. She wanted to be helpful. She wanted to see Jessica home. Maybe, if she played nice, he’d let her help.

      “Fine,” she muttered. She offered him a cup of coffee, and they sat down together at her desk. “What do you want to know?”

      He went through his notebook. “I have your description of Sara Dumfries, but we haven’t been able to track her down. It’s obvious that she’s not a real person, and that her name is an alias for someone else. We have a good idea of whom, but not where to find her or what she might look like now. She, whoever she is, is definitely our main person of interest. Can you tell me anything more about her?”

      Kylie shook her head slowly. “Nothing more than I told you before,” she said. Except that I’m pretty sure she’s been trolling my apartment, and maybe even my car.

      “Are you sure? Nothing else she might have said, or done? Even something small? Did you see what kind of car she drove? Did she mention anything about her life at all?”

      “No. I told you everything. She was kind of frumpily dressed, wearing really thick glasses, and kind of looked like an old lady. She did have a LinkedIn profile, but it’s been disabled.” She shrugged. This was all stuff she’d told him before.

      “Yeah. We’re looking into all that. The disguise is what’s got us most concerned.”

      She sipped her coffee. “Why?”

      He leaned forward. “I’ll tell you this, as long as I have your word that you’ll keep it to yourself. I don’t want this getting out to the press because they’ll have a field day with it.”

      Her eyes widened. This sounded serious. She nodded and braced herself.

      “We haven’t gotten the autopsy report back on Brandon yet, but the condition the body was in made it pretty evident he was murdered. We’ve tied this case to a couple of other ones in surrounding states. In each case, the killer took over the woman’s life. She preyed on women without much of a support network, often impersonating them and living in their homes.”

      “She…” Kylie murmured. “You’re talking about a female serial killer, aren’t you? Aren’t those rare?”

      “Very rare…if this profile is correct. It could be a man in disguise, but I’d bet my right nut it’s a woman. Again, between you and me. This one likes to taunt the authorities, play games, press them to see how far she can go. We haven’t positively identified her but based on past cases, she may be a woman out of Texas who disappeared shortly after the first murders began. Either she was a victim, or she was the perpetrator. If she was the perpetrator, we have a good reason to believe she’s criminally insane.”

      Kylie stared at him for a long time, swallowing a lump in her throat. Her neck prickled. Living in their homes. Had a serial killer been in her home? “Oh, my god. You know who this woman from Texas is?”

      He lifted a shoulder, reached into his shirt pocket, and pulled out a picture of a pretty girl with long dark hair. It looked like a college photo. She was wearing a simple black drape over her shoulders, tasteful makeup, and a fashionable hairstyle. She looked so…normal. Not wild-eyed or crazy at all. “Is this the woman you met? Sara?”

      Kylie leaned forward, studying the picture. “She was wearing a disguise,” she murmured, squinting at it, trying to picture what Sara would’ve looked like without the thick glasses or bowl haircut. “Possibly. It’s hard to say. Who is she?”

      He scanned the photo himself. “Her name is Sophia DuBois. Like I said, she was listed as missing in Texas, after two victims were found…a young woman in her classes at Sam Houston, and a drama teacher.”

      Sophia DuBois. Sara Dumfries. Sam Donovan. S.D. “So you’re looking for this woman, right?”

      “We are. We’re doing everything we can to piece together where she’s living now and what her next move might be, but so far, we haven’t turned anything up,” he said, leaning back and stretching. She opened her mouth to say she would be happy to help him, but he cut her off. “Before you say anything, we don’t need you to go looking for her.”

      She frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not homicidal. It’s out of your league, Kylie. Hell, it’s out of my league. Whatever she’s been doing, she’s successfully evaded much bigger law enforcement operations than mine. And she’s smart. She’s not someone you need to mess with.”

      “Okay,” Kylie said, her eyes drifting to her phone. Was Sam Donovan the profile of this serial killer? Of course it was. And if so, she was so close. The killer knew her and had started to play her little game with her. “I won’t go looking for her. But what if we used me as bait?”

      His eyes narrowed, and he almost spit his coffee out. “What? No. Hell no,” he choked out. He put his mug down on her desk and black coffee sloshed over the side. The more he contemplated, the more solid and resolved he seemed. “Fuck no. No way, Kylie.”

      “Why not? I mean, she knows who I am. I’ve met her before. She might’ve even asked me to come to Jessica’s apartment because she wanted to size me up as her next victim. I’m just the kind of person she’d probably love to—”

      “No. It’s out of the question.”

      She lifted her phone to tell him she was pretty sure she’d been in contact with the killer. That whoever she was, she had her eye on her, since she was friending her online and breaking into her apartment and possibly her car. But he didn’t give her the chance.

      “Kylie. Don’t. It’s not going to happen. For a thousand other reasons, the least of which being that Linc would ream my ass if he knew. He has feelings for you, you know. And he doesn’t often get that way. Trust me.”

      She exhaled. She knew Linc was at the bottom of this, and this just confirmed it, but she couldn’t help getting a little moony over Jacob’s words. “He…doesn’t?”

      He shook his head. “Seriously, and I say this to you as his best friend: Don’t fuck with him.”

      She shook her head, trying to get those goofy lovesick thoughts out of the way. She didn’t want to hurt Linc. And she had feelings for him, too, as much as she tried to tell herself it was just sex, even though they couldn’t stay together in one room without fighting. She thought about telling Jacob that Linc didn’t have to know, but she couldn’t lie like that. Besides, from the look Jacob was giving her, it’d be wasted breath. It was obvious Jacob wouldn’t be swayed on this matter.

      Fine. Then she’d just keep Sam Donovan and the little visit to her apartment to herself too.

      “So, you’ll back off, right?” he said as he stood up and walked to the door. Vader followed him, and he scratched him behind the ears. “I don’t want you being involved at all.”

      “I know better than to get involved with a known serial killer,” she said, which wasn’t exactly a lie. She did know, but she couldn’t help it if a serial killer got involved with her.

      “Good. Thanks, Kylie. Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      And she was careful. For the rest of the day, she kept looking out the office storefront window, expecting to see Sara Dumfries across the street, staring menacingly at her with her frumpy haircut and coke-bottle glasses. When she walked to her car, she kept looking over her shoulder, even though Vader was with her. When she climbed the stairs to her apartment, she worried she’d find a stranger inside. But Vader didn’t seem to notice anything different, and that lavender perfume smell seemed to have disappeared.

      Still, even with Vader around, she didn’t think she’d be able to sleep. Not one bit.

      A serial killer.

      She ordered some lo mein from the Chinese place on the corner and sat down to watch some mind-numbing reality TV, hoping it’d get her mind off things. It didn’t work. She wasn’t OCD, but she kept twisting the locks on her doors, which she’d double-locked with the deadbolt. She checked under her bed and behind the shower curtain a few times, even though there was no possible way Vader would let any intruder simply waltz into her apartment without barking. Then, she changed into a camisole and underwear and climbed into bed, grateful to have Vader’s warm body to snuggle next to.

      A moment later, she turned on a light and looked at him. “This is hopeless, isn’t it?”

      Vader gave her a look like he wanted her to turn the light off and get to bed. She grabbed her phone and opened Facebook. Sam Donovan still hadn’t replied.

      She started to throw off the covers when the doorbell buzzed. Vader barked madly. She was so wound up, she jumped and let out a scream.

      She grabbed the nearest weapon, her lamp, but then put it down when she realized it was still plugged in. Plus, serial killers didn’t ring doorbells, did they? She walked through her apartment, cursing herself for being a dumbass. Still, it was late. She never usually got visitors this late.

      She peeked through the peephole and saw Linc.

      She sucked in a deep breath. Linc. Was he here to apologize? Ream her out for leaving him like she did? Tell her she needed to be careful some more?

      She didn’t care.

      She opened the door, and before he could say a word, she yanked him inside, closed the door, and kissed him.

      He didn’t object. “You’re not mad at me anymore?”

      Vader barked excitedly for about three seconds, but when he saw what they were up to, lost interest and went back to her bed. “Oh, no. I am. But you are right that maybe I’m in a little over my head. So I’ll give you that. You?”

      “Same. But you are right because I shouldn’t be telling you what to do. I came…” he said between kisses, reaching for his shirt and lifting it over his head. “To tell you…” his hands molded her breast, “I’m leaving. For the weekend.”

      She pulled away. That felt like the worst news on earth. “Why?”

      He stopped with his hands cupping her breasts through the thin material. “I’ve got some big SAR conference in Raleigh. I totally forgot about it. I’m their featured speaker.”

      “Oh.” She reached for his pants, undoing them. They hadn’t even gotten past the foyer, and she doubted they would. “How long will you be gone?”

      He groaned, lifting the fabric of her camisole, cupping her ass and shoving her up against the door. “Until Monday night. Just wanted you to know. I won’t call. Or text. I’m not good with that shit.”

      “I know. You really suck at both of those things.” She pouted, sticking her lip out. He took it into his mouth and sucked on it. She ripped her mouth away to say, “You leave tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.” He lifted her legs up, and she wrapped them around his waist as he propped her up against the door. He maneuvered the fabric of her panties away and drove into her, pushing her up on the hard door.

      She gasped in delight. “Then stay here tonight.”

      He kissed her again. “If you insist.”

      “I do.” At least for one night, she wouldn’t have to worry about serial killers. She wouldn’t have to worry about anything.

      Maybe this wasn’t just sex. But it could be sex, with a little bit of protection mixed in. There was nothing wrong with that, was there?

      She wasn’t used to relying on other people to take care of her. But this situation kind of called for it. And as he fucked her, hard and deep, she realized she kind of liked that he was here to care for her now.
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      He ran through the bombed-out building, trying to get away from some nameless assassin on his tail. The sun scorched his skin, sweat soaked his fatigues, and it felt like there wasn’t any air left to breathe. Bullets flew by him, and the smoke and dust billowed around him, leaving zero visibility. He started to choke, his eyes watering.

      Up ahead, Storm ran, pulling him on, the only force that kept him on his feet. He could hear her footsteps and panting, feel her pulling on the leash, frantic for him to keep up with her. But he felt like the closer he got, the farther she drifted away.

      Just as he almost caught up, an explosion rocked him to his core. It was like someone had pulled a rug out from his feet, and he found himself flying toward the wall, with no way of stopping and no time to brace himself. He slammed against it, his bones cracking as he slid down, pain screaming up his spine. He became a part of that wall, just another dent in its crumbling surface.

      A moment or a day later, he found himself crouched against a pile of rubble, his skin covered in white dust, rivulets of blood running down his hands from injuries he couldn’t name because everything hurt. His eyes were crusted over. He blinked the dust away, and when he could see again, he pulled on Storm’s leash. It gave. He pulled some more.

      Slowly, he dragged to her feet a misshapen ball of bloody fur…

      And woke with a start, his heart pounding out of his chest, a scream strangled within his throat.

      Linc was in a soft bed. There was no dust in his lungs. His body ached, but not in the way it had all those years ago. Air-conditioning hummed gently, too cold against his sweaty skin.

      Dream. Just a dream. He calmed his breathing and put his hand out, waiting for Storm to nuzzle it, like she usually did.

      It didn’t happen. Storm knew never to sleep far away from him. His muscles tensed. Where the fuck was she?

      He let out a whistle and murmured, “Hey, girl,” as he sat up in bed.

      He blinked as he found himself in an unfamiliar room.

      His eyes searched the dark, strange surroundings for Storm. She wasn’t here.

      Right. He was in the hotel in Raleigh. The conference was this morning. His stomach dropped, and dread slowly leaked in, replacing the gripping fear in his chest.

      Fucking public speaking.

      He checked his phone. It was after five, which was when he’d usually get up to take care of his chores around the farm. He’d had to leave Storm and the rest of the animals at home for the weekend. She was in good hands, as Dr. Evans, her vet, would be housesitting on Saturday and Sunday, and Jacob said he’d go up there on Monday morning to give the animals their food.

      He’d only been here one night, and already he couldn’t wait to get the fuck out of Raleigh.

      Punching his pillow, he sat up on the too soft mattress, turned on the bedside light, and looked at the schedule for the conference. He was on at noon, their featured lunch speaker. He reached into his briefcase and found the index cards he’d planned to use. The information, he knew like the back of his hand, but he had a tendency to forget shit when faced with a large crowd. Last night at the welcome dinner, the coordinator of the conference told him that they’d have a thousand people in the ballroom for his talk.

      A thousand people. He’d talked to crowds before, but never one that big.

      Wonderful.

      Trying not to think about that, he rolled out of bed and took a shower, thinking of the send-off Kylie had given him. Turned out, angry sex had been their hottest sex yet. As he washed, he thought of her hands on his body. He leaned against the wall of the shower and wondered if she was behaving herself.

      Probably not.

      He smiled at the thought. Yes, she’d been angry, but he thought of their last night together as them coming to an understanding. It was her quietly admitting he was right and that getting involved in Jessica’s case was as ludicrous as he’d been trying to tell her. Him admitting that yeah, he couldn’t control her every move, and shouldn’t even try. She’d probably find other ways to get in trouble—that was Kylie. But at least they wouldn’t involve playing games with a murderer.

      He got into his suit—another thing he hated about these damn things—tied his tie and looked at himself in the mirror. Satisfied, he went downstairs to get breakfast and take in the rest of the conference.

      His session went as well as could be expected. He didn’t keep the audience in stitches or bring about world peace, but people seemed to laugh at all the right moments, and he received a standing ovation when he was through, though that might have been more for his service in Syria than his speech. Afterward, the coordinator seemed happy, and a few people in the audience spoke with him and asked him if he’d be willing to do additional seminars for their clubs. He left with quite a few contacts, but most of all, a feeling of complete and utter relief.

      He couldn’t wait to get home. Just one more day of this bullshit, and he’d be home free.

      He would’ve gone back to the hotel, but then the coordinator grabbed him as he was trying to escape up to his room. She told him that he had to stay for dinner because he was the guest of honor.

      So he did. He met a couple of colleagues he hadn’t seen in a long time, and after dinner, they went to the bar to have a few drinks. Max was from Texas while Joe was from Tennessee, and both of them worked for SAR in their states. They spent most of the time doing shots and talking shop, and after a while, he was feeling no pain.

      “You’ve got quite an operation over there in Asheville,” Joe said as he did his fourth shot of Jack. “How many dogs you training right now?”

      “Right now I have a full house. Twelve. All German Shepherds. That’s pretty much the max I can handle by myself,” he said. “You’ve got at least half that, too, right?”

      “Yeah. Three German Shepherds, three Malinois. I don’t know how you do it, man. That’s a challenge.”

      Linc was proud of his operation and glad for once to be around people who “got” what he did, unlike his family, who thought he was hanging out on the mountain, drinking beer and doing nothing. It was great to just sit around and chew the fat with these guys, since few people understood what it took to train a dog.

      “Would you look at that piece of ass,” Max said, nudging his attention toward the other end of the bar. “She won’t stop looking at us. Jesus, those tits shouldn’t be legal.”

      Over the hours, the place had gotten crowded. He craned his neck to see a very made-up woman with a lot of dark hair and a tight black dress, licking at a straw of some fruity cocktail. He hated to disappoint Max, but her eyes weren’t focused on them.

      They were only on him.

      Not that he cared. Sure, he was flattered, for about a minute. Smiled at her and nodded a hello. In response, she licked her lips, then ripped the cherry from her drink and suggestively plucked it off the stem with her mouth.

      “Yeah, so as I was saying about Storm…” He spun back on the barstool and realized that the dog talk was over. Both of his companions had their tongues out and had suddenly become dogs.

      Slightly annoyed, he ordered another round. By the way Joe was wavering on his feet, he figured they should probably switch to beer, so he ordered three Coors. “She’s hot, Max. Go for it. You have my blessing.”

      In the little time he’d known them, Linc had learned that Max was a perpetual bachelor who liked to chase ass almost as much as Jacob did. Joe was happily married, but he was a good wingman. He said, “Whoa. She’s smokin’. Look at those legs. Those tits. Yeah, Max. Go for it.”

      Linc didn’t look. He’d seen them the first time, and he’d had enough. She didn’t seem to have a problem showing them off. And he was afraid if he looked again, he’d only be encouraging her.

      “You know,” Max said to Linc, clapping him on the back, “I would go for it, man. I could really use some company tonight, after the day I’ve had. But I think she’s looking at you. Yeah. She’s definitely looking at you, dude.”

      No kidding. Linc shrugged and shook his head, as much for the boys as he did for her. “Not my type.”

      Max laughed. “You’re not looking for a commitment, and I don’t think she is. Tits. Ass. That’s basically all you need for a one-night-fuck. Go for it, man.”

      “Yeah. Not into that,” he muttered, grabbing a handful of peanuts off the bar and shoving them in his mouth, then pretending to be really interested in the baseball game on the television.

      “Are you serious?” Joe asked, nudging him.

      “Yeah, I…have a girl back home,” he said to put an end to it.

      “Hell, that never stopped me before,” Max said. “This girl is like a free pass. You’ll never have to see her again, and that girl you’ve got won’t be the wiser.”

      “But unfortunately, it stops me. You go after her. Have fun.”

      Wanting this conversation changed, he remembered a question he’d wanted to ask Joe, putting the focus back on the SAR courses he’d mentioned. He leaned in to pose the question when someone tapped him lightly on the shoulder.

      He turned and came face to face with the woman who’d been on the other side of the bar.

      She had dark hair. Big tits, yeah, that were in danger of spilling out of her lacy dress. Her lips were bright red. She looked like Kylie, but a dirty version of Kylie—more skin, more makeup, more sex. All the sweetness and goofiness that made Kylie Kylie wasn’t there.

      “Hi,” she purred, her eyes roving wolfishly over him. “It looked like you wanted to buy me a drink.”

      He wanted to take his eyes off her tits, but he couldn’t. They were right in the way, and perfect. And she was undoubtedly hot. Max had been practically drooling on her. “My friend did, yeah.”

      He looked around and realized Max was nowhere to be found. Joe was gone too. Where had they vanished to? What part of him saying Not into that had made them think he wanted to be alone with this woman?

      All right. She slipped onto the seat that had previously been occupied by his fickle friend and dropped her purse on the bar. He motioned to the bartender. “What’ll you have?”

      “Fuzzy navel,” she said, never taking her eyes off of him. It was like she was mentally screwing him to a wall with that look. He had to look away.

      She offered Linc her hand. “Simone Deveraux.”

      He shook it. It was cold. She smelled overwhelmingly of vanilla and lavender. Not bad, but not enticing, either. There was something about her that just rang…off. “Linc Coulter.”

      He turned to the bar, but he felt her eyes heavy on his profile. It was like she was scrutinizing his every pore, trying to dissect it, or else commit every part of him to memory. Unnerving, to say the least.

      “You here for the conference?” he asked her, trying to make innocent conversation. He met her eye, which was a big mistake. The way she was looking at him, like he was her prey, was anything but innocent.

      She shook her head. “No. I’m here for you.”

      He laughed. Right. Whatever.

      But from the way she was looking at him, she was serious. He shifted on his seat. Her drink came, but she ignored it.

      “I’m serious,” she said, putting her hand on his thigh, moving it up toward his cock. Her long, blood-red claws scraped on the front of his slacks, and his damn dick, betraying the head on top of his shoulders, jumped to attention. “I saw you across the bar and knew I just had to have you.”

      “You might want to turn that down a notch.” He spun away from her. “What the…hey.”

      She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his neck. He tried to disentangle himself as she whispered almost violently, “Take me to your room and fuck me.”

      He stiffened. “Whoa. No. You’ve got the wrong man. I’m not inter—”

      She pressed her mouth against his ear, nibbling on the lobe. “You are a man, aren’t you? I feel your cock. It wants me, doesn’t it?” Her breath was hot on his ear. “One night. Anything you’ve dreamed of. I’ll make it come true.”

      Then she slowly licked all the way up the side of his face. Her tongue was hot, like she would’ve taken in more of him, if given the chance. Like she wanted to devour him whole.

      He pulled back and looked at her. Her teeth were clenched, hungry. Now, he wasn’t turned on. He was the opposite. Repulsed, tired, sick, and ready for bed. Alone. This woman didn’t even fucking know him. Yes, he’d had one-night-stands before, a long time ago. But he knew how they worked. He’d usually have to spend a little time talking, flirting, getting to know the woman he was going to fuck. This woman was…insane.

      She was persistent and sticky, like a jellyfish, but he managed to pry her off, using more force this time. He nudged her back and jumped off the barstool. He threw some cash on the bar and shook his head. “I’ve got to go. Thanks for the offer, but…no.”

      She stared at him, the desire in her eyes morphing into disbelief. “But—”

      He walked away before he could hear more, wondering where the hell his friends had gone off to. He went to the restroom, splashing cold water on his face. If he’d had been just out of college, he would’ve been high-fiving Jacob and celebrating his amazing luck. But that was just damned…fucked up. Yeah, he’d had women throw themselves at him before, but never so desperately.

      When he went outside to the parking garage, he tried to take deep gulps of air into his lungs, but the night was humid and suffocating. He pulled off his tie and jacket and headed straight to his car.

      As he did, he noticed a small black sedan slowly turning around the bend, heading for the exit. He paid no mind to it, thinking about the clingy woman, Simone Deveraux. She had looked like Kylie, a little. But that didn’t make him want Simone. It only made him miss Kylie more.

      He shook his head. God. He had it bad. So bad, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to kick himself or sink into the feeling and let it consume him.

      He reached into his pocket for his phone. It was after eleven. Probably too late to call her. He wasn’t good on the phone. Worse with texting. Words always failed him. He liked action better. Probably the reason he’d never carried on a long-distance relationship in his life.

      Maybe I should get better at it, he thought, opening up a text message to her.

      He stared at the empty bubble, trying to think of something to write.

      Nothing came.

      Fuck it, he thought, pocketing the phone again.

      His hand was still in his pocket when the sound of screeching tires filled his ears, and he looked up to see two headlights bearing down on him.

      It took him one beat to recognize that they were aiming for him. Another beat to act.

      He dove out of the way, landing on the hood of a nearby car just in time to avoid impact. His shoulder crashed into the windshield so hard, he was surprised it didn’t shatter to pieces. If he’d waited another beat, he’d have been flattened there, on the glass of the car.

      “Hey!” he shouted as the alarm of the car he’d landed on started to go off, blaring in his ears.

      The car swerved away, tires squealing as it tore out of the garage. Breathing hard, he rolled off the hood and tore after it, running halfway down the ramp before he gave up. Slowing to a stop, he strained to see the license plate.

      He couldn’t.

      Public speaking. The female leech. And a near-death experience.

      What a great day.

      He’d had enough. Now, more than ever, he wanted to get the fuck out of Raleigh.
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      Angry.

      Sad.

      Disappointed.

      So many emotions churned in my belly as I drove through the traffic of Raleigh, forcing myself to slow down. Blend in.

      I screamed, beating my fists on the steering wheel, feeling myself lose the control I was so desperately clinging to. Flipping up the turn signal, I turned right and parked in the corner lot of a grocery store. Only when I had the car safely engaged in park did I let all those emotions tear through me.

      It hurt so bad.

      Rejection.

      Never being good enough.

      It was like a knife piercing my very soul.

      My eyes stung, and I dug the colored contacts from my eyes, then pulled on the extensions in my hair, frustrated when they wouldn’t let go. I pulled anyway, not caring when a section of my hair came out from the roots.

      What was wrong with me?

      Suddenly exhausted, I rested my forehead on the steering wheel as great, wracking sobs threatened to dismember me. Implode me. Explode me.

      Tears and snot ran down my face in equal measure.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Jerking at the sound, I sat up straight, my heart thumping harder in my chest. The police officer tapped on my window again, and after grabbing a couple napkins and pressing them to my face, I pushed the button to roll the glass down.

      “Yes.” My voice was shaky and weak. I hated how weak I sounded. Because of him. Linc Coulter.

      “Everything okay, ma’am?”

      The memory of how Linc so coldly rejected me brought up a fresh wave of tears. I blinked up at the officer. “Yes. No.” I blew my nose, realizing I didn’t have to act distressed. I was distressed. And I didn’t like it. “I just had a fight with my boyfriend, and I thought I should pull over until I wasn’t so upset.”

      The cop was actually pretty cute. Blond. Blue eyes. But he was still looking at me coldly. Looking at me like I was crazy. That wouldn’t do. No, that wouldn’t do at all.

      “Have you been drinking, ma’am?”

      That question stopped me cold. I shot the officer a look of pure hatred before remembering my role. “Of course not. I’m just upset. Heartbroken, actually.”

      His face didn’t change. No compassion. No humanity.

      I hated this man more than I’d ever hated anyone.

      My mind whirled, wondering if I could reach the taser under my seat before this man pulled his gun and put a bullet through my head.

      Should I let him put a bullet through my head?

      You’d be better off.

      I closed my eyes as the voice laughed in my head. But a part of me knew it was right.

      Besides, I would make the world news. I would make headlines. Finally.

      Leaning forward, I reached down between my legs just as the radio blared on the officer’s shoulder and some crackling dispatcher said something that got his attention. Attention off me, he reached up and touched a button, saying something the buzzing in my ears refused to hear.

      My hand closed around the handle of the taser and I drew in a deep breath.

      “Have a good evening, ma’am,” the officer said before running to his vehicle.

      No!

      The single word was still ringing through my head, even as the police car’s lights began to flash and the man who could have made me a star drove away.

      That was okay.

      That was a sign. A sign that I wasn’t supposed to take that path. And if I wasn’t supposed to take that path, it meant that the path I was on was the right one.

      I felt so much better.

      Letting go of the taser, I straightened in the seat again before flipping down the visor and opening the mirror. I was a mess. No wonder Linc rejected me. I looked totally wrong. I could forgive him for his error.

      “I can fix this,” I told my reflection before putting the car in drive and pulling away.

      Yes, I could fix this.

      I had a new life to lead.

      And I would.
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      Sunday was for pacing.

      A lot of pacing.

      After Kylie got done with her five-thousandth lap around the living room area, with her fifth cup of coffee of the morning, she rushed back to look at her phone display, since her phone was on the charger. The display was full of texts from a bunch of friends, and one from her mom.

      She punched the air. There was nothing at all from the one person she’d wanted to hear from.

      She should’ve known. He’d told her he wouldn’t call. Wouldn’t text.

      And then, the damn bastard didn’t call or text her. At all.

      Okay, yes, she’d been expecting him to do the unexpected. Just to keep her guessing and infuriate her more. It was a whole weekend. She’d thought that maybe, just maybe…he’d miss her.

      But clearly, no.

      Clearly, she didn’t make him as psychotic as he made her.

      And by Sunday morning, she was completely batshit. She was going so crazy, wanting to get back in his arms, she thought she might die. She kept looking at the door, thinking of the way he’d fucked her there, so raw and hard. The way he’d curled around her afterward in her bed, and they’d fucked again and again, their bodies in tune. It had been so good.

      It was almost like the bastard had wanted to make her miss him.

      She had wild visions of her driving the four hours to Raleigh, showing up at his hotel room in a raincoat, with nothing underneath. She had a nightmare, last night, of doing just that to surprise him, then finding him in bed with another woman he’d picked up at the conference. A woman who was just as wild about dogs as he was, his perfect soul mate.

      Just sex just sex just sex! she muttered as she paced.

      Vader had gotten tired of following her during her pacing marathon and retired to the couch, but she went to the kitchen, poured another cup of strong black coffee, and paced some more. She was just spinning for another lap when the phone started to ring.

      She raced to it, lifting it up, and sighed when she saw the 503 area code.

      “Hi, Miranda,” Kylie said, trying to sound sympathetic. She’d come across to her as a shoulder she could cry on, someone readily available to help her. Not just an investigator, but a therapist too. She wanted to stay that way. Especially since things were not looking great for Jessica anymore. “I’ve been thinking about you, sweetheart. How are you holding up?”

      Miranda didn’t answer right away. Instead of words, Kylie could only hear a muffled sob.

      Her heart twisted. It was a great reminder that couldn’t have come at a better time. Here she was, going nuts over a guy not calling her when people out there were suffering from real, horrible tragedies. She needed to get a grip.

      “Miranda,” she said gently. “It’s all right. I promise you—”

      “I just know Jessica’s dead,” Miranda wailed.

      Kylie swallowed. She finally stopped her pacing and sat down, burying her head in her hands. She hated to say it, but it certainly did look that way.

      “You have to have faith, Miranda. I’m not giving up. I will not give up until I find out what happened to her. And if someone did hurt Jessica, I won’t stop until that person is brought to justice.”

      From hundreds of miles away, Kylie heard the other woman take a big gulp of air. Her voice was a bit steadier after that. “It’s crazy, Kylie. But even though you’re all the way over there, and I’m here, I feel like you’re the only person I can talk to.”

      “I’m here for you, Miranda. Anything you need. Any hour of the day or night. You just call me, all right?”

      Miranda gave her nose an angry blow. “I really don’t know how to thank you. Did you get in touch with the police? Did they hear anything new?”

      It had been two days since her talk with Jacob, when she’d told him she wouldn’t tell anyone about the serial killer possibility. She didn’t see how Miranda knowing about that would help her, so she hadn’t said a word. Other than that, things had been quiet. She’d done a little digging online on Saturday but hadn’t come up with much. “No. I’m sorry. I haven’t spoken to my contact at the police. But the second I hear something, I will let you know. Just keep praying.”

      Miranda thanked her again, and when Kylie hung up, she poured the rest of her coffee down the drain.

      She had to get up. Move. Do something that didn’t involve consuming enough caffeine to power an entire city for a week.

      She decided that she would take Vader for a walk downtown. He was obviously itching for some exercise since she’d kept him cooped in the apartment all weekend. She got changed into sweats, grabbed Vader’s leash, and ushered him into her car so that they could take their little walk.

      Vader jumped happily out of the car, and they walked for a good half hour in the normal way—which was him pulling her arm so that it was nearly dislocated as he ran like a bullet down the street. By the time they passed Starr Investigations, she was practically dead from the exertion. She’d seen her life flash across her eyes about a hundred times.

      “Hold it, boy,” she gasped, yanking on his leash as she slowed to a stop. She trudged about, trying to catch her breath as she looked across the street at the Starr Investigations building.

      She stopped and looked closer at the entrance. It appeared as though the front door of the building was open.

      “Didn’t I close that when I left on Friday?” she wondered aloud to Vader.

      He did nothing but pull on the leash, wanting to continue his frolic. Sadist. She pulled back with equal ferocity.

      “Come on. We should check it out.”

      He whimpered and yanked again.

      “Hey. No, I can’t keep going. You don’t want your owner dropping dead, do you?”

      He gave her a blank look. Hmm…maybe he did.

      She jogged across the street, Vader once again leading the way. As she got closer, it became more and more clear. The front door was open a little. She pushed it open the rest of the way and stepped inside. “Greg?” She cleared her throat and spoke louder. “Mr. Starr?”

      Yeah, probably not. One thing Greg had told her was that he never worked weekends. He was, “too old for that shit,” supposedly. But he could have forgotten something inside. She crept in closer as Vader sniffed around, not seeming to notice anything off.

      She scanned the room. Everything looked normal. She gave Vader the lead, but he simply sniffed around and laid down in his favorite spot in the sunny front window, not disturbed in the least.

      But her? She was disturbed.

      She was sometimes a bit of a spaz and had forgotten to do things more than once in her life, but she’d never believe that she was so dumb as to forget to lock the door at her apartment and her place of work. After the thing with her apartment, she’d been extra careful. She clearly remembered locking this front door.

      She went to the desk and sat down, still trying to catch her breath after the little death march Vader had put her through. When she was about ready to leave, she heard someone at the door.

      Vader’s ears perked up, and he started to bark sharply as a woman appeared in the entry. “Hi,” she said.

      Kylie grabbed for Vader’s collar. “Hi. I’m sorry. We’re closed.”

      Vader started to run at the woman, but Kylie yanked his leash at the last second, drawing him closer. Once again, she nearly lost an arm in the struggle.

      “Oh. I figured that. Saw the sign on the door.”

      The woman smiled at Kylie. She looked kind of familiar, with her long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, her light eyes a color Kylie couldn’t name since the woman’s back was to the door, her face mostly in shadows.

      It was strange. She looks like me. She could be my sister.

      In fact, as Kylie scanned the woman’s clothes—jeans and a pale blue blouse that Kylie was pretty sure were from Old Navy since she had almost the exact same outfit in her closet—Kylie realized that the woman could be her.

      A thought flickered through her mind, something Jacob had said about the killer, assuming the identity of other women before killing them. A shiver ran down her spine, but she did her best to keep it under wraps and stay calm.

      She straightened. Vader growled, low in his throat. “Can I help you?”

      “Yeah. Well, I saw you in here, through the window, and I thought you might know where the farmer’s market is? I’ve been walking all over the place, looking for it. I need to get cucumbers.”

      Kylie swallowed, still yanking on Vader’s leash. The woman even sounds like her.

      “Yeah. It’s the next block over. On Fourth. If you just go around the block, you should see signs for it there.”

      The woman nodded. “Oh. Gosh. I thought I had been over there.” She took a step back, still smiling at her. She seemed like she wanted to say something else.

      Kylie held her breath, not sure what might happen. What she should do. What she could do.

      The decision was made for her when her twin stepped out. Still stunned, Kylie watched her walk away through the storefront window, on her way to the farmer’s market, presumably.

      She looked at Vader. “That was weird, wasn’t it?”

      Forcing herself to move, Kylie stood up and walked to the door, straining to see out the window. And then she smelled it, clear as could be.

      That vanilla lavender perfume.

      By the time she exhaled, her heart was pounding in her chest. And she had no doubt.

      She had been face to face with a killer.

      “Come on, Vader,” Kylie said, grabbing his leash. This time, when she left the building, she made sure that she locked it, pulling on the door handle to make certain it was secure.

      This time, she kept up with Vader as they ran around the block, toward the farmer’s market. She stopped across the street, hid behind a tree, and searched up and down the street for the woman with the dark hair and the light blue blouse, with the jeans and flip-flops. She found the guy selling cucumbers. The place was packed.

      But the girl who looked like her?

      She was nowhere to be found.

      “Dammit,” she said to Vader, who was busy sniffing at a fire hydrant as she leaned against the tree. “That was her! Why didn’t you warn me?”

      He looked up at her like, Um, dumbass? I did. That was what all the growling and barking and generally acting like a doofus was for.

      And it wasn’t like her spidey-sense hadn’t been giving her all sorts of warnings too. Shit. The woman had been following her. Following her, looking just like her…and there was only one reason Kylie could think of for her to do that.

      Kylie was her next target.

      This was so not good. Scary. But also in a really small but frightening way…awesome.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Jacob Dean had a headache and staring at his computer screen for the past five hours hadn’t helped.

      “Come on, come on,” he muttered at the page that was taking way too damn long to load. He was tempted to put his fist through the monitor when his cell began to dance on his desk.

      He cursed, then cursed again when he saw who was calling.

      “Kylie, I don’t have time—”

      “You need to make me the bait. Seriously. That’s final.”

      It took more than a moment for the rush of words to make sense. “Wait. What?”

      “I. Need. You. To. Make. Me. Bait.”

      His teeth were grinding together before she’d finished the last word. “Sorry, I don’t like to fish. Goodbye.”

      Ending the call, he dropped the phone back on the desk, shaking his head at the crazy woman who was leading his best friend around by the dick. The page on his computer finally loaded just as his phone began buzzing again. He ignored it.

      He ignored it again.

      And again.

      But when it began ringing again, he snatched it up. “No!”

      “Listen for one minute,” Kylie said in a rush. “Please. Just one minute.”

      He looked at his monitor, scanned the search result his last query had given him. A great big nothing.

      Jacob sighed and leaned back in his seat. “Sixty seconds. Go.”

      “I’m her next target, Jacob. I really am. I’m sure of it. She’s following me.”

      “Wait,” he said, his voice growing louder in exasperation. “Back up. Start over. The killer is following you?”

      “Yep. I’m like, ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure. She showed up, looking like a clone of me practically. She was wearing a shirt I own, which would make sense since I’m pretty sure she broke into my apartment. She broke into the office too. She’s already trying to take over my identity. Don’t you see?”

      Kylie had his attention, but he couldn’t just put all his trust in this PI hopeful’s perception of reality. “Okay. Take a breath. Is anyone following you now?”

      He listened to her slurp in a breath, and the sound almost made him smile. No wonder his friend had it so bad. The girl was goofy but adorable. And if his gut was telling him right, she was in trouble.

      “I don’t know. She just came into the office and pretended to ask for directions to the farmer’s market. And then she left.”

      “All right. How do you know it was her?”

      “Because I know!” she practically shouted. “This isn’t the first time she’s followed me. She broke into my apartment, and my car, and I’m pretty sure she’s Facebook stalking me—”

      Jacob jammed a palm over one eye, attempting to keep his head from exploding. “What? When did all this happen?”

      “Over the past week. I didn’t tell you because I wasn’t sure if it was really her. I know it’s her now. She wears this perfume, and I can smell it, and—”

      “All right. Just stop. By no means are you going to be bait,” Jacob warned her. “But tell me where you are. If you’re correct that she’s been following you, you’re not safe, do you hear me? I’m sending an officer over there to be your protection.”

      “Fine, but seriously, Jacob. I can help. Don’t you want to catch her? I want to help catch this bi—”

      “No. I want you to be safe, first. Remember Linc? My best friend? The guy who cares about you? Do it for him.”

      Little Kylie Hatfield actually growled into the phone, and he imagined that she was giving him the finger.

      “You do what the officer says, got it?” When she didn’t answer, he added, “Hello? Kylie? Answer me.”

      She sighed, loud and long. “Whatever. I’m here at the farmer’s market downtown with Vader, but I was going to go back to my apartment in a little while. She was just here a minute ago, but now she’s gone.”

      Pulling out his notepad, Jacob tucked his phone between shoulder and ear. “Kylie, I need you to start at the beginning, and this time, tell me every damn detail.” He gritted his teeth. “Every single one.”

      He could practically hear her roll her eyes, but she did as he asked, walking him back to the beginning and her first call from Jessica’s sister. He took notes, had her repeat herself, wishing he had her in an interrogation room so he could throttle her for not disclosing some of this information sooner.

      “Stay there,” he said when she’d repeated the timeline twice. She then gave him her precise location. “Stay in a place where there are a lot of people, and don’t wander off under any circumstances. I’m sending someone now.”

      “Fine.”

      He sighed. That word never boded well when coming from a female’s mouth.

      “I mean it. Stay put, or I’m calling your boyfriend.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kylie found her teeth clenching at Jacob’s tone. He sounded like his best friend. What was it about him and Linc, ordering people around like they’re dogs? Maybe he was in the military too. Maybe that was it. “Aye-aye, captain!” she practically shouted.

      “Bye, Kylie,” he muttered. From the tone, she thought he may have been rolling his eyes. “Stay safe. And call me if you need me.”

      He ended the call, and she glared at her phone. “Stay put?” Just to piss him off, she walked across into the crowd of people browsing the farmer’s market.

      She looked around, at all the pretty fruits and vegetables, trying to take her mind off her current troubles. She could have used…pretty much all of it, since her fridge hadn’t been stocked in, well, ever. Her way of cooking was usually running out, last minute, to get the ingredients she didn’t have. But she wasn’t much of a healthy veggies person.

      Not like Linc. His fridge was chock-full of vegetables, like a real adult’s. He had stuff in there she’d seen in supermarkets but never imagined real, sane people actually purchased. Kale. Eggplant. Zucchini squash. She’d thought that stuff was all decorations to make the produce aisle look more colorful.

      He obviously ate right. Took care of his body. Their bodies together was a study in contradictions: he was all hard, rigid lines, and she was soft curves. It’d been embarrassing, that one time he’d stayed over at her place when she had nothing but stale Frosted Mini-Wheats to offer him for breakfast. He’d declined.

      She approached the table of a woman selling peppers and tomatoes, hardly knowing where to start. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she had this idea of her asking Linc to dinner and concocting this amazing, healthy stir-fry that would make him smack his lips and declare his undying love. Nice, in theory, but in practice? No. Bacon and scrambled eggs were the extent of her cooking knowledge.

      Even so, she ended up buying an entire bag of vegetables, spending over forty dollars on the entire haul. Maybe she’d get a bottle of wine, and she could give Linc a real welcome back with some five-star healthy dish she found on allrecipes.com. They could have a real date, not just an unplanned sleepover.

      She smiled at the thought as her phone buzzed with a message.

      She lifted it up and saw a notification that Sam Donovan had replied. He hadn’t written anything. He’d just attached a photo.

      Kylie opened it eagerly, and her stomach dropped.

      It was Linc, sitting at a dark bar beside a dark-haired woman.

      Me?

      But when had Kylie ever…?

      No. She didn’t wear dresses that bared that much skin. She didn’t have that much cleavage, either. And due to a nervous habit of chewing on her nails, she’d never had a manicure like that.

      The woman who was not her had her arms all over Linc. And from the expression on his face, he appeared to be into it.

      She stared at the picture, wondering who the woman was. She’d never seen her before. She was older and sophisticated, and beautiful, and…she probably knew how to cook kale. His dog-loving soul mate. Damn her.

      A strange feeling settled over her, like she was being watched. Pocketing her phone, she looked around. The place was crowded with people, but no one appeared to notice her, red-faced, shaking, in the middle of her minor mental breakdown.

      Linc, the motherfucker. She’d never been someone who easily trusted men. Maybe because of her father. She’d always had pretty low expectations for the men she ran across. Until now, Linc had pleasantly surprised her.

      She should’ve known it was all an act.

      Linc must’ve thought he was some heartbreaker, some big deal, the way that woman was hanging all over him.

      But she didn’t get heartbroken anymore.

      She got pissed.
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      By Monday Linc was done with hotels. Done with not being at his house on the mountain. Done with talking about everything canine, yet not having a single dog within the vicinity. Done with all of it.

      When he’d woken early that morning, he felt like he’d been run over by a car. Every part of his body was sore.

      Then he remembered that he almost had been run over by a car.

      He’d landed wrong on his shoulder when he dove onto the hood of that other car. The alcohol in his stomach had prevented him from having any nightmares, as it usually did, but by that morning, he had a raging hangover in addition to the overall soreness. He missed home. His dogs. Kylie.

      Luckily, today was ending early, and he’d be able to get back on the road after dinner and be home by late in the evening. To prepare for that happy event, after he’d finished showering and changing into his suit that morning, he’d packed everything into his travel roll, eager to leave. He’d left everything at the door, ready to pick up as soon as the final dinner ended.

      But even that didn’t seem quick enough.

      By lunch, he had been itchy as hell, wanting to leave. His eyes kept drifting to his phone.

      He’d told Kylie that he wasn’t big on texting or calling. But just this once wouldn’t hurt. He could make the excuse that he was checking in on the case.

      He lifted the phone and dialed.

      She answered just when he thought it would go to voicemail. “Linc,” she said. Her voice sounded strangely distant.

      “Kylie. How are you?”

      “Fine.”

      Wow, they sounded like strangers. This wasn’t the Kylie he knew. She never gave one-word answers, even when she was pissed. The woman on the other side of the phone had no life, no…spunk. “Are you sure? You sound strange.”

      “I’m just wondering why you called. I thought you didn’t do that. Isn’t it against your code?”

      All right. Maybe that was it. He took a deep breath. “Yeah, well. Thought I’d check in and see what was going on with the case. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      Okay. Another one-word answer. Now he was getting worried. He wracked his brain trying to think of something else to ask her, but she spoke first. “How’s the conference?”

      “Good. Ending today. I’ll be home tonight. It’s boring as hell. Can’t wait to get home.”

      She let out a loud snort. “Boring? Didn’t seem that way to me.”

      He wasn’t sure what she meant by that, since he hadn’t told her much about the conference at all, but he let it slide. “Yeah. Well, it’s a good way to get in touch with people I haven’t seen in a while and keep up on the industry, but I’ve had my fill. I’m ready to get out of here.”

      “Hmm. I’ll bet.”

      That didn’t sound like a good “hmm.” That sounded like she was silently judging him. And since when did Kylie ever do anything silently? “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yep. Never better.”

      He waited for more, but there was no more.

      Was she still holding a grudge that he’d had Jacob nudge her off the case? In fact, he was surprised she’d let the case go. Maybe that was it. Maybe she hadn’t let the case go and didn’t want to let him know. Whatever it was, something was not right. “Then, I’ll see you? Maybe tonight?”

      “Not tonight. I’m having a really busy day filing and typing, so I need to get a good night sleep so I can file and type some more tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” He sucked in a breath. “Hey, Kylie—”

      “I’ve got to go. File and type, you know.”

      He frowned. “All right. Bye.”

      “Bye.” And she ended the call.

      What the fuck? Was Kylie Hatfield actually giving him the silent treatment? For what? He had to admit, coming from her, the silent treatment was damn effective. He ended up staring at his phone, feeling like he’d just been shit on.

      The rest of the conference went by without any excitement. He kept an eye out, and a couple of times saw women that looked like Simone, but each time, it wasn’t her. After the closing reception, he made it out to his car in the parking garage in one piece, then got on the road. His GPS said he’d arrive home by ten that night.

      When he was on the interstate, he called Jacob to get the latest on the case. “Hey,” he said to him when he answered, the call going through the truck’s speakers. “How goes it?”

      “Your dogs are doing fine. Spent a couple hours with them this morning,” he said. “You still coming back to town tonight?”

      “Yeah, I’m on I-40 right now. Should be home in another few hours.”

      “Bet you can’t wait to get home. Huh?”

      “Yeah. Tell me about it. Fucking conferences.”

      “They suck for sure, but I wasn’t talking about that. That girl of yours sure is a handful. After the stunt she pulled, I’m surprised you didn’t ask me to keep an eye on the dogs and her.”

      The back of Linc’s neck prickled. “What’s that supposed to mean, buddy?”

      “I just mean that the powder keg’s about to blow,” he said, his voice low. “And she’s the one with the spark.”

      Now, he was confused. “What are you talking about? What is she doing now? She took herself off the Jessica Hilyard case…didn’t she?”

      Jacob laughed. “You really think she’d do that? That girl sticks herself to trouble like a fly sticks to shit.”

      “I don’t know if I want to know what that means.”

      “All I’m saying is, she’s going to be in my Great American Novel. I may even make her the main character, after this last stunt she pulled. The woman is either crazy or suicidal. Or both.”

      Linc’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “Wait, what? Back up. Start from the beginning. Did you find the person who killed Brandon Dunstan?”

      “No. But we’re getting close. Seems that our killer is a serial killer. A bit of DNA evidence showed up on the body that links to unsolved murders in other states. From what we’re seeing, it’s a woman who kills young women and assumes their lives for a time, before moving on.”

      Linc gripped the steering wheel tighter. “And don’t tell me. It’s Sara Dumfries, right? The roommate Kylie met?”

      “Yeah. Looks like it. We’re pretty sure her real name is Sophia DuBois, and she’s killed at least three people that we know of.”

      “Fuck. And Kylie’s still messing around with it?”

      “I’ll say. She called me yesterday to tell me she thinks the woman has been following her around.”

      He didn’t speak. One hand on the wheel, he used the other to vise his temples with his fingertips. “What?”

      “Yeah. You heard me. She actually wants me to use her as bait to catch this woman. I told her by no means.”

      Bait? What was she, out of her mind? At least his best friend was making sense by telling her no. If the serial killer didn’t get to her first, he was going to kill her. “What the fuck,” he breathed.

      “So…you didn’t know any of this?”

      Linc gritted his teeth. “Unfortunately, it seems Kylie’s been keeping me in the dark. Because she knows I’d be fucking pissed. The last I heard was when you told me that Jessica’s boyfriend had been murdered.” He jammed the heels of his hands on the steering wheel, wishing he could go faster than the eighty-five miles per hour the traffic allowed. “Does she even fathom how much danger she’s in?”

      “Relax. I’ve got a police officer on her. I don’t want to be taking any chances with her life.”

      Linc let out a breath, trying to calm himself. “Well, thank god for that.”

      “Yeah. This killer is really a piece of work. The chances she’s been taking? She’s been playing games, almost like she wants to be caught. She showed up at Kylie’s work yesterday, asking for directions.”

      Linc frowned. “But yesterday was Sunday.”

      “I know. Kylie had been walking Vader and passed by Starr Investigations and noticed the door was open. Went inside to see if Greg Starr was there and the woman appeared at the door.”

      Linc shook his head, trying to make everything make sense. “What the—?”

      “And Kylie seems to think that she might have broken into her apartment too. She seems convinced that she’s the killer’s next victim.”

      His heart about stopped. “You’re not serious.”

      “Yeah, and Linc?” Jacob paused. “I’m not entirely convinced she’s wrong about that.”

      Fuck. Holy fuck.

      And Kylie hadn’t said a word of that to him. She probably loved that. She probably got off on having the attention of a serial killer. It was like she had absolutely no clue about what could happen to her. This woman, whoever she was, was mentally ill. If Kylie took a chance like that, there was no telling…

      It suddenly hit him.

      The woman at the bar. The car that had nearly smashed into him.

      “Uh, Jacob? You have any idea what this woman looks like?”

      “Nah. She impersonates the woman she kills, though. She’s good with disguises. So probably around the same height, same build as both Jessica and Kylie? Pretty average. All of the victims we think she’s targeted are similar in that way.”

      The woman had been so stuck on him. So eager for him to fuck her. He’d blown it off because that kind of shit never happened to him. But a serial killer?

      What if he’d taken her up to his room? Would he have ended up like Brandon Dunstan? “She was in Raleigh, at the conference,” Linc told his friend. “I’m pretty positive. She tried to pick me up in a bar.”

      “You serious?”

      “Yeah. And then she nearly ran me down with her car in the parking garage after I turned her down.”

      “Holy shit, really? Can you describe her?”

      “No. She was in a disguise. She looked like a prostitute version of Kylie. But it makes sense. So you think she’s trying to target Kylie next? What are you doing with that? To keep her safe?”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’m coordinating with the Asheville city police to stay on her. There’s no way this chick’ll be able to get her hands on your girlfriend.”

      Somehow, that didn’t satisfy Linc. He pressed down on the gas. “Hey. I’m going to call Kylie now. Can you check with the officer who’s watching her? Just to make sure everything’s okay?”

      “Will do, brother.”

      He hung up and quickly punched in the call to Kylie, putting the phone up to his ear this time.

      It rang once and went straight to voicemail.

      Shit. Of course she wouldn’t answer him now.

      He ended the call and threw his phone down on the passenger seat and gunned the accelerator to ninety.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Kylie poked her head out the door and looked at the husky young officer standing on the front stoop of the Starr Investigations’ office. It was raining, and he was standing right under the awning, getting soaked. He stared straight ahead, like he was really intent on something across the street.

      “Hey,” Kylie said to him. “You don’t have to stand there motionless, Calvin. I’m not the Queen of England.”

      He turned to her. Despite the water droplets all over him, he was as dry as stale bread. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m just doing as I’m told.”

      Ma’am. God, that made her feel old. But she guessed to him, she was old. He probably wasn’t a day over twenty-one. He still had the acne scars to prove it. “Why don’t you come inside. Greg says you can. We have donuts. The dinner of champions.”

      He gave her a doubtful look. She could tell “no thank you, ma’am” was fighting its way out of his mouth, so she cut him off.

      “Actually. Please come inside,” she said, putting her hands together in a classic begging gesture. “Don’t make me drag you in here. Greg thinks you might be making a scene and frightening away potential customers.”

      With what looked like great reluctance, Calvin finally nodded and followed her into the office. She motioned to a folding chair and offered him a fresh box of Duck Donuts. He took a chocolate one that looked like a swan with sprinkles.

      “Coffee?” When he nodded, she filled a Styrofoam cup and handed it to him. “Much better, huh?”

      He nodded again, his mouth full. “Thanks, ma’am.”

      She rolled her eyes to the ceiling. Maybe being hunted by a serial killer was aging her.

      Greg leaned back in his chair and looked at the officer. “You really don’t have to be here while I’m here, Cal. She’s safe with me.”

      His mouth still full, Calvin let out a muffled response that sounded like, “My orders.”

      And she was safe. Beyond safe. So safe she wanted to scream. She’d had two officers assigned to her in the day since she’d discovered Miss Insane Stalker was on her tail, and both of them weren’t exactly friendly conversationalists. They were just there, all the time, like her shadow. The one who’d been with her last night stayed outside her door, in the hallway, all night, prompting Baron to text her at one in the morning: Is this guy ever leaving?

      She’d had to break the news: Sorry, dude. He’s here for the duration.

      He’d replied with: Bummer. Leave it to Baron to think only of lighting his bong and not give one rat’s ass of thought as to why she had police protection.

      And this morning, when she’d gone to work? Cal was just standing there, right at her door, like the Black Death. Nearly gave her a coronary. And he’d not left her side all day.

      Anyhow, at least Calvin had given up on his royal guard impersonation. He motioned to the donut box, and she nodded, so he took a vanilla one this time.

      “You know,” Greg said to her as he watched the officer eat his donut. “You ever hear how people have a nose for news?” She nodded. “You’re like that. Except you have a butt for trouble.”

      She gave him a sour look. “Thanks.”

      He drained his coffee mug and frowned. “I’ve worked in this business for forty years, and I’ve never so much as gotten a splinter. This is your second case. Hell, it isn’t even your case, and you’ve already gotten yourself tailed by a serial killer and put under police protection.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him.

      He continued on, “Sometimes, I think you should be paying me to work here.”

      “Sometimes, I think you should shut up,” she grouched, impersonating his voice. “Personally, I think I’m the best thing you’ve ever had. You’re just jealous because I got way further in this case than you ever could. Admit it. You’d kill to have this serial killer stalking you.”

      It was only when it came out that she realized how stupid that sounded.

      He laughed. “You’re so right. You’re living a charmed life, Miss 4.0.”

      She blew out a huffing breath. “Okay, fine. Well. The case is all yours. I gave you all my research on it. Are you going to do anything?”

      “Nah.” He leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “We’ve done as much as we can do. The police want us off it, and I bet my ass the FBI are on their way. They’ll want me off it too. And unlike you, I listen.”

      She glowered. “Until Jessica’s found, I’ll always believe we can do more.”

      He shook his head and looked up at the clock. “It’s past quitting time. Get your butt out of here.”

      She stood up and grabbed Vader’s leash.

      “Take your ball and chain with you,” Greg called after her as Calvin followed her out the door.

      She fought the urge to give him the finger with both hands and waved instead.

      “Take care of yourself, short stuff,” he called. “Watch your back!”

      “That’s what my entourage is for!” she called after him, shaking her head.

      They walked down to her car. Calvin had parked his police cruiser right across the street. He waited for her to get inside—she wasn’t sure if he thought someone would jump out of the bushes in the three seconds it took for him to run across the street—and then he went to his car.

      As she drove home, she tried not to think of Linc. He was probably due back in Asheville any moment now. Since she’d received that photograph from Sam Donovan, she’d been able to think of little else. Then he’d called her, sounding so innocent and sweet. Called her, something she knew Linc Coulter didn’t easily do. Normally, she’d have been thrilled to get a call from him. But all she could think was, Stupid, jerky, lowlife, scumbag…all not very nice things.

      All her life, she’d tried not to get attached, to remain aloof. She really had. She’d learned from a very early age that men didn’t stick around.

      Her father, namely. Just thinking of the man she couldn’t even remember made her heart ache.

      But this betrayal only drove home the fact that she hadn’t done a very good job. Because it stung. Hard. It’d all but knocked the wind out of her. She’d almost been convinced Linc was one of the few good ones.

      Now, she was right back to thinking that good ones didn’t exist.

      She peered in her rearview mirror as she turned onto the street where her apartment complex was located. Calvin followed behind her faithfully. She might have gotten on his case and made fun of him a little, but truthfully, she was glad to have him.

      No, he wasn’t a boyfriend, but his presence made it seem like she wasn’t so alone.

      “I know, boy,” she said as Vader nosed her thigh. “I’m pathetic. But I think you might be the only real friend I have.”

      He let out a whimper.

      “You don’t believe me? Check out that Facebook pic. Yeah, I know you thought Linc was a good guy. I did too. If humans are tangled together like that, it’s not like sniffing butts to say hi. It’s a lot more intimate. And I thought that maybe, just maybe, he was only doing that with me. I mean, tangling, not butt-sniffing, obviously. Is it too much to ask for a guy who only wants to tangle with one girl?”

      Vader simply wagged his tail as he spied the complex out the window. He probably just wanted dinner and a date with his favorite chew toy.

      If only human men could be that simple.

      She pulled into the lot and Calvin parked right beside her. He jumped out of his cruiser and followed her. “I’m going to get a complex with you as my entourage,” she told him as she reached the front door. “I should wear sunglasses at night and thigh-high boots. Maybe people will start calling me Beyoncé.”

      He didn’t laugh. She didn’t think he had a sense of humor. But at least he didn’t call her ma’am again. Small favors.

      When she closed the front door and started to head up the stairs, Baron stuck his head out and groaned. “Great. You’re back,” he muttered at Calvin, and then called to her, “I really don’t like these new friends you’re keeping, Kylie, sweetheart. They’re kind of…intimidating.”

      She shrugged and mouthed a “Sorry,” before continuing up the stairs.

      She knew the drill by now. She unlocked the door and let Cal inside to look around. He’d only been with her since this morning, so he’d never been into her apartment before. “It’s really just a studio, so you don’t have to go in. You can look in the closet, under the bed, and behind the shower curtain, though, if you’d like, to make sure there’s no psycho with a knife,” she joked to him, making violent stabbing motions and shrieking like the music in the movie.

      Again, no pulse. Sigh.

      He went inside, peering around as Vader flew past her and into the galley kitchen. She poured him his kibble and listened to him gobble up his food as the officer walked into her bedroom area. He opened the door to the bathroom and poked his head in, then came out and shrugged.

      “All clear, ma’am,” he said.

      Kill me now. “Thanks,” she said, checking her reflection in the glass of the window for gray hair.

      “I’ll be right outside, if you need anything, until eight. Then my replacement will come.”

      “Okay, great. I really appreciate everything you’ve done,” she said, feeling like she should offer him something. But she guessed a tip wasn’t appropriate in this instance. So she patted him on the shoulder and closed the door.

      She leaned against the solid wood when it was shut and heaved a big sigh. So, this was her life. Being a prisoner in her own home…for how long? That, and the fact that she wasn’t officially able to investigate this case even though she was a victim of it, and the whole thing with Linc…it all whirled together in her mind to make her feel…depressed. Very depressed.

      She sat down on the couch, kicked off her flip-flops, and tried to do what she always did…find the silver lining.

      She thought hard. But ten minutes later, she still hadn’t come up with anything.

      There was nothing good about being stuck in her house. Nothing good about a job where she couldn’t utilize all her talents. And nothing good about Linc two-timing her, even though he wasn’t even officially her boyfriend.

      She was driving herself crazy.

      She forced herself not to wallow and to think of normal things. Dinner. Maybe take-out.

      But screw that.

      She needed ice-cream.

      She went into the kitchen and realized she still hadn’t gone shopping. All she had were a whole lot of vegetables that had been gradually wilting away in the produce drawer of her fridge. Not exactly comfort food.

      She found a little Tupperware bowl filled with the cheesecake her mother had given her days ago. She opened it and looked at Vader. He’d just finished his food and was hanging his head, as if he felt her sadness too.

      “It’s okay, boy,” she said to him, ruffling his fur. “You and me. We’ll stick together. The rest of them can go screw.”

      She trudged over to the television and found an old episode of The Bachelor on demand. Just what she needed. To hang with a bunch of people whose love lives were as pathetic as hers. She scooped a huge spoonful of cheesecake up and shoved it in her mouth as Vader’s collar clinked behind her.

      “Come on, boy. Sit up here,” she urged him, patting the couch as she grabbed a blanket and curled up in a ball, cradling her food. She gazed at the television, watching some girl throw a fit because she didn’t get a rose.

      I feel ya, sister, she thought. Men blow.

      She suddenly noticed Vader was taking an awfully long time to join her. He was usually so full of boundless energy.

      She leaned forward and peered over the side of the couch just as he staggered and fell in a heap to the floor.

      Adrenaline flooded her system. “Vader?” she asked, dropping the spoon into her dish. She reached for him, her heart pounding.

      That’s when she smelled the perfume. The same lavender vanilla.

      She took a sharp breath, ready to scream just as something hard and cold pressed into the back of her neck. Terror filled her every cell as she froze, waiting for the end.

      This is it, she thought, just as a little clicking sound seemed to echo through her brain. The pain, breathtaking and exquisite, screamed down her spine while hornets seemed to sting beneath her skin.

      She waited for her life to flash in front of her eyes.

      She waited for darkness to overcome her.

      But there was only pain.

      Pain that went on and on and on.
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      When Linc tore free of the five-car pileup that had kept him sitting in his car, not moving, for an entire maddening hour, Linc dialed Kylie’s number for the hundredth time.

      For the hundredth time, it went to voicemail.

      Either she was ignoring him, or she was in the clutches of a lunatic serial killer, or she was so pissed off she wanted him to think she was in the clutches of a lunatic serial killer. His mind spiraled out to the worst scenarios.

      Whatever the reason, his pulse had skyrocketed. Jacob had called to tell him that the officer was with her and everything was fine, but that wasn’t enough. He’d tried playing country music to calm himself down, but as he sat there on the asphalt, cars packed around him, horns blaring, he couldn’t help thinking of all the ways things could be going wrong.

      He gunned the accelerator again to ninety, passing a sign for the Asheville city limit.

      About time. It was getting late. Knowing Kylie, she’d probably be asleep.

      But he didn’t care. He had to see her now, talk some sense into her. It was like a rabid need, pulsing through his veins.

      It was nearly eleven when he pulled up to her apartment complex. He opened the front door and immediately spotted the police officer sitting on a folding chair on the upper landing.

      The officer turned to Linc, wiping sleep out of his eyes. Linc recognized him from high school. He’d been a few years behind him. He thought Jacob had dated his sister once. The man slowly got to his feet when he saw him coming.

      Had he been sleeping?

      “Aaron? Hey,” Linc said, climbing the stairs.

      “Well, if it isn’t Linc Coulter. Haven’t seen you around in years,” he said, shaking his hand. “What’s new?”

      “Not much. We’ll have to catch up,” he said to him, motioning to the closed door. “What’s going on? All quiet?”

      “Yeah. I mean. I just got on at eight, but it’s been pretty quiet. No one’s gone in or out. Guy in the apartment downstairs is kind of a dick. Keeps giving me looks.” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you…and she…together?”

      Linc nodded. “You could say that.” Though not at the moment. “You know if she’s sleeping?”

      Aaron shook his head, though Linc got the feeling he didn’t know shit. From the glaze in his eyes, he’d been sound asleep before he arrived. “Like I said, door’s been closed the whole time. I heard the television set for a little while, but it’s been off for at least an hour. No one’s even come up to the second-floor landing.”

      “You sure?”

      Aaron gave Linc a shrug, and it all came back to him. In high school, Aaron had been the biggest bullshit artist. They’d played football together at Asheville High School and the wild shit Aaron’d spun about the girls he’d laid meant that he could only handle him in small doses.

      Linc rapped softly on the door, waiting for Vader’s frenetic bark, expecting to hear him scratching on the other side.

      Nothing.

      Linc rapped again, eyes narrowed. “The dog’s in there, right?”

      Aaron shrugged. “Far as I know. Yeah. Pretty sure Calvin told me the dog was in there when I relieved him.”

      That was all he had to hear. “Then why isn’t the dog making noise?” he said, banging on the door with both hands. “Kylie! Kylie, it’s Linc. Open up!”

      He paused at the door, listening for a moment, willing to hear some noise. Any noise.

      Nothing.

      Fuck. “Back up,” he told Aaron. His right shoulder still wasn’t feeling right from his dive over the hood of the car in the parking garage the night before, so he backed away, then hit the door with all the force of his left shoulder. It budged but didn’t open. As he backed away for a second go, someone came out of the apartment below them. “What the—”

      At that moment, he slammed up against the door, and it gave, the wooden frame cracking and splintering. He burst into the darkened room, and the first thing he saw was the furry body of Vader lying beside the sofa. The big dog didn’t move.

      “Holy shit,” Aaron said behind him as Linc knelt in front of Vader.

      “Hey, boy,” Linc said, touching the dog’s side. His chest rose, just barely. He was alive, thank god.

      Aaron pulled out his radio. “Hey, Dean. There’s been an incident at the Hatfield apartment. There’s a dog down here, and…” He paused, his eyes wide. “Where’s the girl? Hold on, we’re checking.”

      Aaron shrugged and faced the darkened apartment. Reached under the shade of the lamp by the sofa and switched it on.

      Everything looked normal.

      But no Kylie.

      “Yeah, you’d better get over here,” Aaron said into his radio, then called to Linc, “Jacob’s on his way.”

      Growling under his breath, Linc prowled around the apartment, more afraid than he’d ever been. Kylie was gone. The window near the couch was open, curtains blowing in the breeze. He stuck his head out and saw the landing of a fire escape, the ladder extending all the way to the street below. “That’s how they left,” he said.

      Aaron looked out the window and removed his hat, raking his hands through his hair. “Shit.”

      Linc searched through the darkness, but who knew how long it’d been? “When was the last time someone saw her?”

      “Calvin said they got home around seven. He checked the room, and everything was good. I took over at eight. So…”

      Any time after that. She could’ve been gone for hours. Great. He paced around the rest of the apartment, trying to see if anything was different from the last time he’d been there. He hadn’t been focused on his surroundings then, just on Kylie. He stalked through her bedroom area, finding the bed made, but several dresser drawers were open and empty, and hangers littered the floor. The closet door was open, a lot of empty hangers there too. Some of her clothes were definitely missing.

      He heard sirens outside as he checked out the rest of the apartment. Jacob was just coming in as he walked out of the bathroom.

      “That woman took her. Took her clothes,” Linc ground out, grabbing handfuls of his hair. “What the fuck do we do?”

      Jacob held up his hand. “Wait. First, we calm down. How do you know that?”

      “I can’t calm down,” Linc said, hating how weak his voice sounded. “I need to call the vet for Vader. And we need to find her.”

      “We’re going to do that,” Jacob said, his voice firm. “But first you have to tell me what you know.”

      Linc went through the apartment and quickly detailed everything he’d found. He showed him the fire escape and explained that she must’ve been taken out that way. “Are you kidding me?” Jacob said, scratching the side of his face. “A girl of average build couldn’t have carried a suitcase and Kylie down this ladder. She must have had a weapon, used some threat.”

      Linc threw up his hands. “Who knows at this point.” He went to the couch and stooped over the dog, then motioned to Aaron. “Help me out. Vader needs to get to the vet right away.”

      Aaron looked at Jacob, who nodded. They lifted Vader up and carried him downstairs, placing him in the passenger seat of Linc’s truck. He’d called Dr. Evans earlier, and she’d promised to meet them at her office while Jacob had radioed a call in, requesting extra hands to help look for her.

      He was barely managing to keep his shit together. Kylie was missing, with a suspected serial killer, and they had no fucking clue in this city where to find her.

      It seemed hopeless. Like he should’ve done more.

      “We’ll find her,” Jacob said to him, over and over again.

      “How?” Linc asked, his voice a shout into the night. “What do you have to go on?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Jacob said, nudging him to the driver’s seat of his truck. “You worry about Vader. I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

      “Right,” Linc said, trying to do as his therapist had told him and concentrate on what he could control, rather than what he couldn’t. He got into his truck and pulled out to head toward the vet, stroking Vader’s fur as he sped down the road. “Hold on, boy. It’s okay. It’ll be okay. We’ll get your mama back.”

      He didn’t know if he was talking to Vader, or to himself.
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      The first thing Kylie felt was the pain slicing through her skull.

      She tried to pry her eyes open, but they wouldn’t obey what her mind was telling them to do. Even the act of breathing seemed like an impossible feat. She did it, but her lungs ached with every inhalation, and she couldn’t get enough air in. Her chest felt like it was being crushed.

      She willed herself to open her mouth to speak, but then she realized why she wasn’t getting enough air. There was something stuffed in her mouth, something foul tasting pressing against her tongue and uvula, coated in her saliva, choking her. She tried to work her throat to spit it out, but it was wedged there, refusing to move.

      At once, she started to gag.

      I’m going to die on a damn rag.

      She ripped open her eyes to nothing but blackness as she fell forward on her knees. She tried to pull out her hands to brace herself but found them bound behind her back. Instead, she fell upon a soft mound of chalky dirt, which wafted up and caked her nostrils, making her choke even more. Tears squeezed from her eyes as she rolled onto her side.

      Where am I?

      All at once the answer came to her. She’d been on the sofa, eating cheesecake and feeling sorry for herself. She’d been miserable.

      For what? Back then, she had no idea what miserable was. This was true misery.

      She recalled the pain vibrating through her body. And Vader. A sob escaped her lips. Had the maniac poisoned her sweet boy? Was he okay? Another victim of a serial killer she’d practically invited into their lives?

      The very thought of it nearly broke her.

      Containing her thoughts, she focused on what she could remember.

      The pain from what she later learned was a taser.

      The woman. Her threats against Linc and the innocent dog.

      How hard it had been to walk down the fire escape steps when her legs felt like rubber bands.

      She should have screamed, but then the rag that had been stuffed in her mouth wouldn’t have allowed any sound to get very far. And the crazy woman had traded the taser for a wickedly sharp knife, keeping the point in the small of Kylie’s back. But even then, Kylie knew she should have taken her chances and done something. Jumped. Ran. Anything.

      Stop it, she told herself.

      It was easy to look back and “should have” all over yourself, but at the time, fear and pain and rubbery legs and threats to those she loved had kept her silent. One painful step at a time as she walked down the metal steps.

      And once they’d reached the bottom, she’d been pushed into the trunk of a car. As the lid slammed shut, her ability to save herself had come to an abrupt halt too.

      Now, here she was.

      Eventually, she stopped choking and laid there, trying to calm herself down. She tried to lift her head from the dirt but couldn’t. It felt like a cinderblock was around her neck. She willed her eyes to get used to the darkness, but there was nothing but velvety blackness beyond blackness. No light at all. Somewhere, she heard crickets chirping their nighttime serenade. An owl screeched. All she could smell was the dirt, caked in her nostrils.

      Without warning, a door creaked open behind her. She tried to turn, but only managed an inch of movement before her body screamed in protest.

      She heard the scratch of a match being lit, and the room glowed bright orange. She blinked, but everything was a haze. After a moment, she could tell that the walls were planks. Someone stepped over her, grabbed a lantern from the wall, and lit the lantern’s wick. She couldn’t see who it was, just a shape, like a phantom. She squeezed her eyes closed when the sudden brightness scalded them.

      “Hi,” a voice said, sweet and breezy. Almost childlike.

      She’d expected brusque. Angry. Kylie willed her eyes to focus because she absolutely had to see who such an innocent voice could come from. Slowly, the features of a woman came into view. She had a long dark ponytail and a pretty face. She was sitting in the corner of the room, bare knees pulled up to her chest, wearing…flip-flops.

      Were those her flip-flops?

      She couldn’t think.

      The woman lifted her thumbnail to her mouth and started to gnaw on it. “So, we finally get to talk, huh?” she said as if they were old friends.

      Kylie stared at the woman as she lay mute on her side, her head still resting in the dirt. She tried to respond, but the cloth was still stuffed in her mouth.

      “Oh. Guess you can’t talk much with that, huh?” The crazy woman giggled, reaching forward and taking the cloth, ripping it out of Kylie’s mouth. She gasped and choked at the sudden release, sucking in much needed air. “So, how are you? Kylie, right? I mean, we’ve met before, but you didn’t really know who I was at the time.”

      Kylie stared at her. This was the serial killer? She thought the tone of the conversation Bethany and she’d had over lunch a few weeks ago was much the same. This woman seemed ridiculously happy. “Are you…” She wanted to say more, but her throat was dry and felt like it was full of tiny needles. She couldn’t remember the name Jacob had given her. She coughed and tried again. “Are you Sam Donovan?”

      The woman nodded excitedly, her wide eyes shining eerily in the lantern’s glow. “Uh-huh. That’s right.” She clasped her hands together and gave a little curtsey, smiling directly into some unseen camera. This girl was truly crazy. “Well, when we first met, I was Sara Dumfries, but I’m also Sam Donovan, Simone Devereaux…all kinds of people. My original name’s Sophia, though. Sophia DuBois.” She reached down to shake Kylie’s hand but then laughed, a joyous, musical sound. “Whoops. I guess you can’t do that, either. But it’s nice to officially meet you. I’m just glad you’re awake. For a minute there, I thought I’d zapped you so many times that you’d never wake up, which would have been very disappointing.” The smile fell away, replaced by a blank expression that made Kylie shiver. “Very disappointing, because that wouldn’t be part of my plans. That would’ve been terrible. Everything must be perfect.”

      “Where are we?” Kylie managed, trying to roll herself up into a sitting position. Sophia didn’t help. The crazy woman seemed oblivious to everything but the performance she was putting on.

      Sophia blinked and shook her head, as if pulling herself from a dream. “Don’t you recognize the place? Don’t you and that beautiful man ever come here to get a little action?”

      Kylie stared at her, unsure what to say. She didn’t know what would or wouldn’t set this woman off.

      “No? Oh, well, I’ll get to that. That boyfriend of yours sure is a dream. A big old hunk of man, isn’t he? And gosh, he smells good. You’re really a very lucky woman.”

      Panic gripped Kylie’s throat. “What have you done to him?” She hated how weak her voice sounded.

      Sophia patted her heart and looked insulted as if she couldn’t believe Kylie would suggest such a thing. “Me? Nothing!” She gave her a coy grin. “At least, not yet. But we’ll get to that. Let’s just talk and get to know each other, okay?”

      Kylie finally did manage to sit up and prop herself against the splintering wooden wall, finding herself among a tangle of cobwebs. She knew she’d never been in this place before, but that was far from the only crazy thing this girl was saying.

      Her eyes were now wild, unfocused. It seemed to Kylie that she cycled through so many different emotions it was no wonder she was completely out of her mind. Sophia gave Kylie a little pout, then reached over and slapped her on the knee. “Come on! Talk! You know you can talk to me. I’m a very nice person. So, let’s get to know each other, okay?”

      Keep her talking. Have the suspect feel compassion for the victim.

      Kylie’s three years of criminal justice classes were coming through the fog that had taken over her brain. She cleared her throat. “Okay.”

      Sophia clapped her hands, back into manic joy. “Good. So, you want me to start?” Since she seemed to be waiting expectantly for an answer, Kylie just nodded.

      “Okay, okay.” Sophia looked up in the air, as if she were thinking hard on getting the answer right. “I’m an actress. Did you know that? I know, it’s probably obvious. I tend to be a little bit of a drama queen. I went to school in Texas, did a little college there, too, theater arts major at Sam Houston, and decided it wasn’t for me. Because you know, I’m good. But nobody there was really giving me a chance. My big break, you know? So I decided to show them just how good I could be.”

      Sophia paused, and Kylie thought she was expecting some response. “I’m sorry,” Kylie said, trying to remember the lessons from her psychology classes. “That must have felt terrible.”

      Tears shone in Sophia’s eyes. “It was. Not many people understand just how bad it was.” In a blink, the tears were gone, anger replacing them. “Her name was…” She shrugged, then let out a laugh. “Hell, I don’t even know what her name was. But I swear, every single production we put on, she got the lead. Oh, she was Laurey in Oklahoma and Roxie in Chicago and Maria in the Sound of Music. But you know what got her those roles? Not talent. Not stage presence. Nope. Really, all it was? She was fucking the head of our theater department. Can you believe that?”

      Sophia didn’t wait for an answer. She stood up and stomped her feet. “So I told her that. I told her it was wrong, and I’d tell someone, and they’d give me the part. Do you know what she did?”

      Tears gleamed in Sophia’s eyes, and Kylie forced herself to look at the woman with compassion. “What did she do?” she asked, using her kindest, most sincere voice. In truth, even in her terror, she really did want to know what made this woman tick. Maybe if Kylie could connect with this woman, she could survive and maybe even help Sophia seek the help she surely needed.

      A single tear slid down Sophia’s cheek. “She just laughed at me and told me to try. And you know what? I did. I told everyone, including the dean. And she was right. They didn’t care. They actually told me that I should shut up and let the production go on as scheduled. I mean, how messed up is that?”

      When it was clear that the question wasn’t hypothetical, Kylie nodded, grimacing as something on the back of her neck stung. “Very messed up.”

      Sophia smiled. “Yes, very. So, one night, the night after the dress rehearsal…I hid in the back of her car. And you know what I did?”

      Kylie swallowed, knowing that this story wouldn’t end well. But she still couldn’t imagine this sweet-sounding girl with the pretty face doing anything vile.

      Sophia beamed. “Yep. I did what had to be done. I slit her throat and then drove her and her car into the old rock quarry. Watching her sexy little Mercedes her daddy bought her sink, sink, sink into oblivion was such a rush.”

      Kylie forced down the nausea in her throat.

      Sophia closed her eyes, her hands lifting to caress her breasts. The memories were turning her on, Kylie realized. That scared her as much as anything.

      Sophia opened her eyes, gave Kylie a catty look if she’d ever seen one. “It’s not hard, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s actually pretty simple. And it gets easier, the more you do it. My mother always said not to let anything stand in the way of your dreams. And I don’t. Plus, it ended up being the best thing that could ever happen to her and our theater department. I played Maria the following night, to rave reviews. But the secret was…” She covered her mouth with her hands and giggled, sounding like a little girl. “They all thought it was her! Because I was playing the role of her, playing Maria! And then, that night, I met the theater head at his house so he could give her a congratulatory fucking. Have you ever seen Gone Girl?”

      Kylie swallowed hard before nodding. “What did you do?”

      The smile was back. “While he was still inside me, I slit his throat just as he was coming. Then I burned down his house to cover the evidence. Completely got away with it. I even cried at the funeral. Boo hoo hoo.”

      She gave Kylie a smile that was full of pride.

      When Kylie recoiled, Sophia held out her hands. “I know, I know. I’ve heard all that stuff about how killing is bad, but you know what? My mother always told me to find out what I was good at and pursue it with every bit of my heart. And that’s what I’m doing.”

      “You’re good at…killing people?”

      Sophia shook her head, and Kylie could see her growing annoyed with her. “No. I’m good at being other people. They don’t know what they want from their lives, and I do. I give them the best life they could possibly want. Jessica Hilyard, now, she was a real piece of work.”

      Kylie inhaled sharply at the mention of Jessica’s name.

      “Always talking about how she wanted to leave her job, move on, do something else, but too fucking afraid to take that first step. She was dating the perfect guy. Seriously. He was adventurous and wanted to show her the world. But all she wanted to do was sit in her little cocoon, afraid to go anywhere. It was easy to become her.”

      “You…killed her?”

      Sophia nodded. “Of course,” she said with a small smile.

      Jessica was dead. Deep inside, Kylie’d known it all along, she realized. Everything she’d been doing had been for nothing, after all. And now, she was going to die too.

      “But I made her a better person for it, don’t you see?” Sophia’s eyes were wild again. “I transformed her into a real go-getter. I met her at the mall, and we became friends. She was trying to pick out earrings, and jeez, she was the most indecisive thing you’d ever meet. Afraid of her own shadow. We went out for coffee, and I realized just how miserable she was. She told me she wanted to leave her job and go somewhere adventurous, but she was just too nervous. And her boyfriend kept asking her to go on trips with him, but she just couldn’t step out of her comfort zone. She was a mess!”

      “So, you helped her,” Kylie said, the words coming out in a whisper.

      Sophia beamed at her. “Yes, exactly. It wasn’t hard. I did the things she only dreamed of doing, as her. Brandon? I told him she’d meet him for a hike, a dangerous one that Jessica never would’ve attempted. But…” Her face fell, and the tears returned to her eyes.

      “But what?” Kylie asked, knowing she needed to keep her talking.

      A single tear slid down Sophia’s cheek. “He wronged me. For some reason, he wanted Jessica anyway. And even when I tried to prove how much better the new Jessica was, he…complained. He made me angry. It was too bad. He was very cute.” She shrugged again. “Disappointing.”

      Kylie didn’t realize the tears were falling down her face until Sophia reached over and wiped one away. “Don’t worry. Your boyfriend is very cute too. But again, you’re like Jessica. You have this man that’s one-hundred-percent devoted to you, who wants you with his whole soul, and all you’re doing is pussyfooting around him.” She shook her head. “Don’t you want him too?”

      “I don’t…” Kylie started. She couldn’t think, wasn’t sure of what the right answer would be in this situation. “I don’t…”

      “You should. Grab him by the balls, girl. Keep him close. Stop being wishy-washy. That’s what any sane girl would do, what you should’ve done. That’s what I tried to do.”

      It suddenly occurred to Kylie, what Sophia was saying. “That was you, in the picture you sent me?”

      Sophia nodded. “Of course. I paid a guy in the bar twenty bucks to snap that photo of us. It was worth it! You should’ve seen your face!”

      Kylie stared at her. Had she been spying on her, watching for her reaction? Of course she had. She was insane. All of this was totally insane. “I don’t understand…”

      “Well, you wouldn’t. You’re simple. Simple, clueless, hopeless Kylie Hatfield. How you caught the eye of that gorgeous hunk of man, I’ll never know. But even for all your cluelessness, that little boyfriend of yours seems to only have eyes for the real Kylie Hatfield, not the new-and-improved one that I showed him.” She clicked her tongue. “Unfortunately. But I have a plan to change that.”

      Kylie swallowed hard, refusing to let her voice quiver. “What do you want from me? Are you going to kill me too?”

      “Of course.” Sophia shrugged. “That’s why you kept showing up in my life, right? Following me around? Things happen for a reason, I believe. I know you were looking for Jessica, I know you were trying to play little miss detective, but fate was intervening, giving me an opportunity to see who you were. The real Kylie Hatfield. And I know what you want. You want a real career. You want a man who will love you and not screw you over like you’ve been in the past. Am I right?”

      Kylie let out a shaky breath. How could this insane person know so much about her?

      “I can do that for you. I can give you the life you’ve always wanted,” she said, excitement making her voice tremble. “Don’t you see? I can be the best Kylie Hatfield. Much better than you.”

      Clutching at straws, Kylie said, “What about Sophia DuBois? Why don’t you just be her?”

      Sophia rolled her eyes. “No one paid attention to her. She was practically invisible. No. It’s my fate to be someone else, to breathe her life into those not reaching their potential.” Her face grew sad again, then angry, then something else. This new expression caused goose bumps to raise on Kylie’s arms. “But I’ve been thinking about it, trying to figure out where I’ve gone wrong.” She smiled at Kylie. “And this is where I need your help.”

      Kylie stiffened. During the discussion, she’d been working on loosening the ties around her wrists, and somehow only seemed to have managed to make them tighter. Shifting her position, Kylie changed the position of her arms. The ties were still digging into her skin, but she was able to feel a loose ending and wiggle it a bit. Now, it didn’t seem as tight.

      When something buzzed, Kylie jumped, but Sophia just reached into her pocket and pulled out a cell phone, studying the display. “Is that…my phone?” Kylie asked, recognizing both the model and the case immediately.

      Sophia smiled at her. “I’m not stupid. I bring your phone up here, and they’d be able to track me in a blink! No, your phone is swimming somewhere in the French Broad River right now. I just forwarded your number to mine. Same communication, zero risk.” She frowned. “For a while, at least.”

      Any threads of hope that had begun to ignite inside Kylie soon fizzled. Not only was this woman crazy, but she appeared to be smart and technologically savvy.

      “But don’t worry. That man of yours sure wants you back. He’s blowing up my phone, and it’s so very tempting to answer.” She licked her lips. “He is so hot. Is he good in bed? Oh, I know he is. I’ve watched you two together, seen the things he does to you…very romantic. I want him to do that to me. Do you think he’d do that to me, when I become you?”

      Kylie winced in revulsion.

      This woman had been watching them. Watching them having sex. Kylie didn’t know why it surprised her, as nothing this woman did should’ve surprised her.

      Kylie closed her eyes. Linc was right. Again. She hadn’t known what she was up against. She had thought that she’d seen all the evil in the world and knew what people were capable of. She’d thought she was too smart. That having a police officer outside her door would protect her. This was beyond anything she’d ever imagined. But Linc knew. He knew what evil was out there.

      Stop it. Don’t give up. Don’t let her win.

      With renewed energy, Kylie worked the rope around her wrists even harder, which was difficult to do since Sophia was watching her so closely. But she had to try.

      The phone stopped ringing, and Sophia smiled, sitting back in the chair. “I think he’ll be here soon. He’ll have to show up eventually, right? If not, I can just call him.”

      Panic hit Kylie in the chest. “He won’t answer if he doesn’t recognize your number.”

      Sophia laughed and shook her head. “Oh, Kylie. You have so much to learn. Playing detective and you don’t even know such simple techniques like spoofing a phone number.” She tsked, her head still shaking back and forth. “How does this sound?” She lifted the phone to her mouth and said, her voice now laced in worry, “Linc, it’s Kylie. I’m at the little cabin at the back of your property. I’ve been kidnapped and left here, and I don’t know what’s happening. Please come soon.”

      Kylie’s throat went dry. Sophia sounded exactly like her.

      She snapped the phone onto her thigh. “Good, huh? Hold your applause. You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      Kylie’s mind whirred. Was that where they were? On his property? She looked around. She’d only seen this place from far away, but it was barely visible from the top floors of his house. He’d said this cabin had once been used by the farmhands as living quarters, but it hadn’t been lived in for over thirty years. He wouldn’t come out here unless she called for him.

      He’d be walking into a trap. She couldn’t let that happen.

      As if reading her mind, Sophia reached into her pocket and pulled out a small knife. The blade glimmered in the orange firelight.

      “So, like I said, I figured out what I did wrong. I never let Jessica tell Brandon it was okay. That she wanted this. That she wanted me to make her life better. So, this is how we get things right.” She smiled at the blade of the knife, bringing the point to her fingertip and drawing a small bead of blood. “When Linc gets here, all you have to do is tell him. Give me permission. Let me have your life. Okay? And then he won’t get hurt.”

      Kylie licked her dry lips. “And if I don’t?”

      Sophia’s face fell. “Why wouldn’t you? It’s the way things are supposed to be. If you don’t, I guess I’ll have to kill you both.”

      Kylie swallowed, her throat as sore as sandpaper. “But that won’t work,” she said gently. “Linc would never let you. Sophia, you—”

      Sophia brought the knife down hard on the table, burying the point into the surface with a loud crack that caused Kylie to jump. “Call. Me. Kylie.”

      “Okay,” Kylie said, voice trembling. She cleared her throat, trying to steady herself. “Kylie, I don’t see how this will work. He won’t just let you take my life.”

      “Oh, he will. Because I can do it better than you. He’ll see. I’ll be all the things he wants that you’re not. When I get done with him, he’ll be madly in love with Kylie Hatfield, and you’ll never be able to doubt his feelings for you.”

      “You really expect you can go on, living in my life, for—”

      “No!” Sophia shot to her feet, her face a mask of rage. She began to pace, then to Kylie’s horror, pulled a gun from the back of her jean shorts. No, Kylie’s jean shorts. “You don’t seem to understand. Of course not. Of course I won’t live like you forever. That would be boring. Happiness doesn’t last forever, sweetheart. But for a time, it can. For a time, we can be happy. And then I’ll move on.”

      Eyes fastened on the gun, Kylie forced herself to stay calm. Forced herself to keep this woman talking. “Where will you go after you’re finished here?”

      “I think my next act will be in Hollywood. There are so many people there who need my help. And maybe I’ll make it onto the silver screen?” She grinned. “Get my name in lights? Become a household name and be the person that all those assholes at school never thought I could be? What do you think?”

      Kylie nodded and kept her face carefully blank as the ties around her wrists loosened just enough for her to wiggle one hand out. She wanted to cry in relief, shout in joy at her accomplishment. But the element of surprise was the only weapon she had at the moment.

      Would it be enough? Enough to fight a lunatic with a knife and a gun?

      Kylie knew deep in her soul that this crazy woman wouldn’t hesitate to use either. “I think Hollywood is the perfect place for you.”

      Sophia beamed and picked up the phone again.

      Time was running out.
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      Linc sat in the waiting room of the Asheville Animal Hospital and Veterinary Associates, drumming his fingers on the armrest of the chair as he called Kylie’s phone for the thousandth time.

      Right to voicemail.

      Dr. Evans had met him at the animal hospital, looking like she’d just gotten out of bed in a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt. She had him bring Vader in and began working on him immediately. After her immediate assessment, she decided that the big dog had been sedated rather than poisoned, which was a good thing.

      “He’s not in respiratory distress. I’m going to do some labs and see if I can determine the drug he was given. I might be able to counteract it.”

      Relieved that the dog would be okay, he called Jacob. “Any word?”

      “Man. It’s been an hour. Give us some time.”

      “Do you have any leads? Anything? Every minute that goes by matters.”

      “Linc. Buddy. You think I don’t know that? We’re doing everything we can. We questioned all the people that were in the apartment downstairs, and I have every man I can spare canvasing the neighborhood to see if anyone can remember seeing anything suspicious.”

      “Have you run across anyone that might have seen anything?”

      “We don’t have much so far. But someone from the apartment downstairs does recall seeing a woman who fits the description of the woman we’re looking for, getting in a dark sedan and heading south.”

      “Dark sedan? That’s like the car that nearly hit me. It was a Toyota Camry, I think. Black or dark gray.”

      “Yeah. But that doesn’t narrow it down much. There are about a million of those on the road in Asheville.”

      Linc frowned. “Have you traced Kylie’s phone?”

      “Yeah. It’s a dead end. The killer dumped it.”

      “So, that’s it? She could be anywhere?”

      “I’ve put out a notice to all the police in the area to be aware of a woman driving a dark sedan who might be acting suspiciously. But that’s all I can do right now until we get something solid.”

      It didn’t seem like enough, but Linc couldn’t think of what else to do. “Yeah. All right.”

      “How’s the pooch?”

      “Sedated, not poisoned, thank god. He’s going to pull through,” he said as the door opened, and Dr. Evans came out into the waiting room. “I’ve got to go. Keep me—”

      “Posted. Yeah. As always. I will.”

      He hung up and looked at the doctor. “Wow,” she said, sitting next to him. “That poor dog really got into some bad stuff. What was he nosing through, a medical dispensary?”

      “What was it?”

      “I think it was a horse tranquilizer. How the heck did he get that in his system?”

      Linc shook his head. He didn’t feel ready to explain it right now. “Is he…”

      She gave him a kind smile. “I’ve given him a drug to reverse the effects, and he’s coming around. Still a little groggy, though, so you might need to give him a little time. But he should be good as new in a little bit. Go on in.”

      Relief flooding through him, Linc walked into the back room. Vader was lying on his side on a table, his tail flopping every so often. He lifted his head as Linc came inside. When he patted his fur, Vader licked his hand.

      An hour later, Vader was almost as good as new, although more docile than normal. Linc thanked the doctor, paid the bill, and led Vader outside, where he pissed for a good five minutes. When he appeared to be done, he loaded the dog in his truck, then checked his phone again.

      Nothing.

      He was going out of his mind.

      “Where is she, boy? Think you can sniff her out for me?”

      The dog gave a soft ruff in return, but his eyes looked sad. Did he know something that Linc didn’t? If so, the animal’s expression didn’t bode well.

      “Let’s try her again,” he told the dog, who watched him as he tapped Kylie’s contact yet again. Straight to voicemail.

      The dogs at home needed to be fed. He had to go back there soon, so without any direction or anything to keep him in town, he headed up the mountain to the farmhouse.

      By the time he pulled into the driveway, Vader still wasn’t his normal self. Linc didn’t know if it was the aftereffects of the sedatives or the sadness still broadcasting from the mutt’s expression.

      “Yeah, I know, you miss your owner,” Linc said, stroking his muzzle. “Me too. We’ll get her back.”

      He pulled up in front of the farmhouse and saw thirteen dog faces in the yard, lined up, jumping and going crazy. It was a regular hero’s welcome, one he never got tired of, and the dogs were especially happy today because he hadn’t been around in a few days. But he couldn’t revel in it like he usually did. He opened the door, then went along to the passenger side and let Vader out.

      He jumped down, but instead of going over to his friends, he sniffed the ground. He went in circles at his feet, around and around.

      Then, without warning, he took off down the path that led into the pasture.

      “Vader, no!” Linc said, watching the big dog tear off. He shouted his name again, but he’d already disappeared into the tall grass over the hill.

      Well, just fucking great. Exactly what he wanted to do, roam his property to look for a lost dog. He reminded himself that it was a good thing; at least Vader was feeling better. With another curse, he got back into the truck and drove after him, not up for chasing the dog on foot in the dark.

      Since his farm took up most of the top of the mountain, he was blessed with enough pasture land to make real farming a possibility. He drove through the pasture, glad the farm animals had been put up for the night.

      “What the…”

      He stopped the vehicle when his headlights reflected off something sitting just inside the line of woods. Driving a few yards closer, he recognized what it was, and immediately cut off his engine.

      A dark sedan.

      Cutting off the lights inside and outside the truck, Linc reached into his glovebox for a flashlight, then quietly opened the truck door. He left it open, not wanting to risk making another sound. He’d already made enough, driving like a madman through the pasture.

      Luckily the moon was three-quarters full, giving him enough light to quickly make his way to the car.

      “Don’t be dead, don’t be dead,” became his motto as he approached the driver’s door with cautious steps.

      But the car was empty.

      He looked up the second he heard a sound. A bark. Vader’s bark.

      Coming from the direction of his cabin.

      He took off after him, jumping over rocks as he flew through the woods and wound his way around the trees. He hadn’t been to that cabin in ages. Why would the killer take her there? Was this to lure him, like she’d lured Brandon?

      He saw Vader, stopped at the small stream, sniffing the ground. He’d lost the scent. “Come on, boy,” he called to him in a hushed voice, racing toward the small building. When it came into view, half-buried in the dense foliage, he could see a light glowing in the lone window. The door was open a crack.

      For a second, Linc forgot who he was with. It wasn’t Storm, who knew how to gauge a situation and act with care. This was Vader. Crazy, reckless Vader. Link reached for his collar but missed it as the big dog bounded forward.

      Linc raced right behind him, and when Vader jumped at the door, throwing it open, Linc didn’t hesitate to follow him inside. Maybe the element of surprise would serve them well.

      Vader let out a vicious growl just as Linc spotted Kylie hunched on the ground, her arms behind her back. But he couldn’t focus on her. His eyes locked on the woman standing beside her. The woman with a gun pointing directly at his chest.

      “Linc!” Kylie screamed as she rose from the floor, a rope around one wrist, and dove at the woman’s knees.

      She went down hard, bringing the gun down with her. The explosion that rent the air was impossibly loud in the small space.

      Kylie fell, limp and motionless, to the floor.

      “Kylie!” he shouted as the woman started to get up again, raising the gun toward him. This time, Vader jumped at her, his jaws sinking into her arm. She screamed and tried to pull away.

      Linc grabbed the wrist with the gun, securing the weapon even as his fist connected with her jaw, sending her sprawling against the wall. As if in slow motion, she slipped to the dirt floor, unconscious. He’d never hit a woman before, but it felt good to bring this woman down.

      Breathing hard, he rushed toward Kylie. Blood was already pooling underneath her body, soaking into the dirt. He tore aside her camisole and inspected the angry wound. Right below her collarbone, it didn’t look too serious. He touched her cheek. “Kylie? Can you hear me?”

      She didn’t open her eyes as he checked her pulse, searching for signs of shock. Removing the rest of the rope, he went to lift her in his arms when her eyes flickered.

      “Kylie?” he tried again.

      She opened one eye, just halfway, and fastened it on him. “Oh, Linc.” She sounded exhausted, breathless. “It’s you.” A smile began to stretch across her face, just before she looked down and saw the blood soaking her camisole. “Hurts…”

      “Don’t look. You’ll be okay. Don’t panic.”

      But this was Kylie. He should’ve known she’d panic.

      Horror filled her eyes. “That’s my blood?” she whispered. “That’s my blood?” she repeated, louder now. “How can I not panic? My guts are falling out! Oh, my god!”

      Under his fingertips, he felt her heart rate spike just before she sank into merciful oblivion. She slumped against him, and he held her close, but only for a second.

      He had work to do.

      Laying her down, he took off his shirt and pressed it to the wound while he checked on the woman. She was still out cold. He had the sudden urge to make it a permanent condition but stopped just short of stomping a boot into her face.

      Locating a knife, he secured it as well before calling Jacob. His friend answered on the first ring. “I really understand what you’re going through, buddy, but I wish you’d just let me do my job.”

      “If you had done your job, I wouldn’t have had to,” Linc barked. “Listen to me. Get an ambulance out to my farm, the cabin out back. Kylie’s been shot. It’s not life-threatening, but she needs attention.”

      “Hold on. What?”

      “Call for that ambulance and then I’ll tell you the whole story.”

      Jacob barked the order, and Linc filled him in, not leaving out a single detail.

      “I’m ten minutes out,” Jacob said. “Can you secure the perp?”

      Linc eyed the still unconscious woman, then picked up the rope that had once been around Kylie’s wrists. “No problem.”

      When he was finished, he turned to see Vader sitting patiently next to his owner, whimpering a little as he nuzzled his snout into her neck. He was a damn good dog.

      “She’ll be okay, boy,” he said, stroking his soft fur. “We’re going to make sure she’s okay.”
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      For the next couple days, things happened in flashes.

      A lot of really painful flashes. A series of blinks, alternating with slicing pain.

      At one point, Kylie woke in the ambulance. The siren’s scream seemed far away, like it was underwater. Everything was a blur. A man and a woman in dark blue uniforms worked over her, checking her vitals as contraptions beeped and whirred.

      Then she saw Linc.

      She let out an uneasy breath, her chest inflating with happiness. She wanted to reach for him, hold him, kiss him, tell him she was sorry for ever doubting him.

      But that happiness suddenly morphed into nausea, and she found herself retching, throwing up blood and bile and everything sour. “Twenty cc’s of…” She didn’t catch the rest of what the female EMT said because she felt a sharp pinch in her arm, before…nothing.

      The next flash, she was in a too-bright hospital room, listening to that same beeping and whirring. Linc’s voice. Jacob’s voice. Greg’s voice. Sourness, still in her stomach. Everything bent and floated in her vision like it was passing by her at too fast a speed while their voices seemed distorted, like a record being played too slowly.

      She managed to open her eyes, and three sets of eyes stared at her, kind of like the Scarecrow, the Tin Man, and the Lion in The Wizard of Oz. She felt like Dorothy, waking up from a long sleep.

      “Here she comes. Hey, girl,” Greg said, tapping her on the foot. Ack, even that hurt. “How you doing?”

      She tried to smile. She really did.

      Instead, she got defensive. “Don’t you be telling me what I can and can’t do, you fucking chauvinistic bastards. I’m a PI. All right? A PI! And a damn good one!”

      Then she leaned over and puked some more.

      Another pinch in her arm, and then the edges of everything blurred to darkness. Briefly, she wondered if, should she ever get out of this hell, they’d nickname her Pukey.

      More flashes. This time, more color. Things seemed more vibrant. More right. Sounds didn’t crash against her eardrums. Lights didn’t blind her. What did hurt was her body. All of it. It felt sore, but from lack of movement. Her limbs were fighting under the covers. They wanted to get up and stretch, move.

      She forced open her eyelids, and the first thing she laid eyes on was her mom.

      Her mom!

      And hallelujah. She didn’t puke. “Hi,” Kylie said, but it came out as a sob as she looked around. There were balloons and flowers and cards on a table by the window. And she started to bawl.

      “Honey,” Rhonda said quietly to her, reaching over and stroking her hair. “Why are you crying?”

      She couldn’t say anything. She couldn’t catch her breath between the sobs.

      “Honey, it’s okay. You’ll be out of this hospital soon. Your boss is super proud of you.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a newspaper. “You even got your name on the front page of the paper.”

      She briefly scanned the headline, Serial Killer’s Rampage Ends in Asheville, and started to cry even harder.

      “Don’t worry, honey. She’s in jail. She can’t ever hurt you again. And everyone thinks you’re so brave. Really.”

      Kylie sniffled. “It’s not that,” she said, crying harder. “I don’t care about that.”

      Her mom was starting to get exasperated. She could tell. “Well, then, what, honey? What’s wrong?”

      She buried her face in her mother’s shoulder, clutching onto her shirt. “I puked on Linc. Twice. I’m pathetic, and I’m sure he’ll never want to see me again.”

      Rhonda made a tsking noise with her tongue. “Um, honey?”

      She really needed a Kleenex. She was ruining her mother’s silk shirt. She wiped her nose with the sleeve of her gown. “What?”

      “He doesn’t hate you. See those flowers over there, by the window?”

      She looked. There were a lot of bouquets there. She guessed she had quite a fan club. “He gave me flowers? Which ones?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Honey. All of them.”

      “Oh. Really?” She couldn’t help grinning. “Really? Really?”

      Rhonda nodded.

      Kylie’s eyes went to the door, hoping to see him walking through in all his manly glory. But a nurse just wheeled by with a crash cart. “Then where…is he? Is he here?”

      “He was here this morning, but he had to go home to take care of his animals. I’m sure he’ll call you soon.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Kylie looked down at her injured shoulder, covered in bandages, for the first time. She tried to move it, but even just a little movement was sore. She could probably just not move that part of her body for the foreseeable future. She couldn’t wait to blow this joint. “So, when can I leave?”

      “We’re just waiting for the doctor to come in now. He said you were very fortunate, nothing major was hit. There was talk that you might be a free girl very soon.”

      It turned out that she hadn’t needed surgery. The bullet had passed clean through the very top of her shoulder, nicking the muscle. Doc said she would just need to wear a sling for the next few weeks while the muscle healed completely. She was discharged that evening.

      Since Kylie still hadn’t heard from Linc, she sent him a quick text: Hi. I’m being discharged. Going to my mom’s for a while. I’m hoping you have Vader?

      A few moments later, a text came back. It was typical Linc, short, no-nonsense, and to the point: I do.

      Gah. She frowned. Nothing about how he couldn’t wait to see her. Or how he was dying to be with her. It made her feel guilty for having those feelings about him.

      Flowers don’t mean love, Kylie. And besides, you don’t want that. This is just sex.

      She tried to suppress thoughts of him as she got into her mother’s SUV and they drove to her home. Rhonda was great at playing nursemaid. She set her patient up in her childhood bedroom. She brought her a tray with some sugary tea, Chickarina soup—the kind with the little meatballs she’d inhaled as a kid—and saltines. She put on the television and made up her bed with a fortress of pillows.

      It was nice.

      But Kylie had to admit, there was something missing.

      Two things missing, actually.

      She missed Vader, sitting on her lap, cutting off all sensation to her lower body parts…sweet and happy and loyal and in love with her.

      More than anything, though, she missed Linc. She couldn’t deny it. She wanted to talk about what had happened with him. She wanted to curl up in this fortress of pillows and blankets with him. She wanted to fall asleep and stay in bed until noon tomorrow with him.

      But he hadn’t stayed in the hospital with her. He didn’t come back when he found out she was awake. Heck, he hadn’t even told her about that girl at the conference that was hitting on him, which would’ve cleared up a lot of things. No, she had to find that out from a psycho instead.

      It was all so confusing.

      As she drifted off to sleep, she looked at all the flowers, which her mom had lined up on her wicker dresser, around all her high school prom and college sorority formal pictures. He cared, she told herself. He really cared. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have gone through the trouble.

      But if he cared so much, why wasn’t he here?

      If he cared about her, he had the weirdest way of showing it. So hot and cold.

      She had enough excitement in her life right now, enough of a rollercoaster. She really didn’t need that with the guy she was dating. Hell, no. That was why she wanted to keep things light, easy, free…just physical.

      Maybe he’d realized that too.

      Didn’t make her miss him any less.
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      The front of his house looked like a Target parking lot, and on the grounds, people were milling around like this was some kind of garden party.

      His worst nightmare.

      He’d never had so many people up here. Even during his training workshops, he’d have maybe five or six cars in the lot. But now, the place was crawling with uniformed officers, detectives, reporters. The dogs were going crazy with excitement. Carl and Dolly were spitting at everyone who dared get close to them. The goats were jumping and running up a storm. It was a mob scene.

      He sat on the porch in the swing in bare feet and jeans, sipping his coffee, observing it all, wondering how long it’d take before things went back to normal. Wondering if it was even possible to ever be normal again. He had experience with that, since he’d been searching for some semblance of the person he’d been for years.

      But most of all, he thought of Kylie.

      Kylie’s face, as she slumped over, wounded.

      Kylie, lying on the gurney, bleeding.

      She’d chosen this life. He’d warned her off of it, but that was all he could do. She wanted a life where, at any moment, her very existence could be hanging in the balance. But he’d been there, done that. He didn’t want to get back into that. Wasn’t sure his body or mind could take it. He wanted a quiet life, with his dogs, the most excitement being finding a lost hiker now and again.

      It felt like the two didn’t connect.

      He leaned back and watched a line of officers scouring through the garden he’d just planted by the side of the house, looking for clues. He winced as Jacob pulled up in his patrol SUV.

      “Hey,” Jacob said, crouching and patting Storm at his feet. “How’re things?”

      “Can you get your guys to maybe leave a little of my home standing?”

      He whistled at the guy who was doing a number through the freshly planted vegetables. “Yo. Get out of his tomato plants, Tanner.”

      “Turnips and cucumber,” he corrected. “Just planted.”

      “Whatever.” Jacob shrugged. The officer skulked away.

      Linc took a long sip of coffee. “Have there been any developments with the crazy bitch? What’s her story?”

      “Some. A lot is coming out about this Sophia DuBois, most of which I’m sure you’ve already read in the newspaper. It’s the biggest story this town has seen in a long time. She’s been cooperating. She confessed to the murders of four women and four men, told us where the bodies were located. She’s so sweet about it all, it’s kind of hard to believe she could have it in her. We’re in the process of dragging the river for Jessica’s body right now.”

      Linc shook his head. After everything Kylie had been through, he knew that news probably hit her hard. She’d taken Jessica’s case so personally. If she was going to work in this business, she’d have to get rid of that. “I haven’t been reading the paper. Who was this woman?”

      “She’s from Texas. Had a really rough upbringing. People said she never was quite right in the head. She thought of herself as an actress and believed she could actually take over people’s lives. I’ve talked to her at length. That’s why she was in the cabin on your property. She wanted to take over Kylie’s life and make you her boyfriend.”

      “Really,” Linc muttered. And Kylie still thought that people were, for the most part, good. “She clearly has problems.”

      “She’ll spend the rest of her life locked away, whether it be in prison or a psychiatric ward.”

      “Good. Hard to believe it all happened here. And we were a part of it.”

      “It’s insane. I definitely think I have a new ending for my book. And we never would’ve found her if it hadn’t been for your girl.” He leaned forward, looking in the windows of the house. “Where is she, by the way? How’s she doing?”

      Linc shrugged. “She’s at her mother’s. Haven’t seen her.”

      Jacob stared at him. “Still? You serious? What’s the problem?”

      “No problem. She needs time to recover.”

      “Yeah. But it happened nearly a week ago. I’ve already been to her mother’s house to question her a couple days ago, and she looked fine then. I thought she’d be over here with you by now.”

      Link let out a breath and shook his head, taking another long drink.

      Jacob just shook his head. “You’re dragging your feet, you know that, right, dude?”

      Linc gave him a hard look. “No, I’m not.”

      “Hey. If I knew you were going to be like this, I would’ve asked her out.” He grinned. “I think she has a thing for big old red-headed teddy bears.”

      Linc scratched at his jaw. “I’m not dragging my feet. I just need a little time to process what happened.”

      “Well,” Jacob said, straightening. “Don’t wait too long, man. I get the feeling she’s not the kind of girl who stays in one place.”

      He didn’t have to tell Linc that. He waved at Jacob as he got back into his SUV and drove off, leaving him with the rest of the crowd.

      A moment later, a female reporter stuck her microphone through the slats of the railing. “Mr. Coulter, you’re the man that Sophia DuBois apparently wanted to kill Kylie Hatfield to be with. How does it feel to be the object of this serial killer’s affections?”

      He looked at her. “What do you mean? I mean, how do I answer that? The woman was obviously not right in the head.”

      “And how is your girlfriend doing? Is she getting back into her normal life?”

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” he muttered, going inside his house, letting Storm in, and slamming the door behind him.

      If she was his girlfriend, he’d be with her right now. Maybe if he didn’t feel so fucking guilty about her taking a bullet that was meant for him. Maybe if he thought she wasn’t perfectly fine about being the one in danger. Maybe then, they could work it out.

      But he couldn’t get over all that. Could he?

      He slumped in a chair with his laptop and tried to catch up on his rescue work. He’d had to cancel a few seminars because the police had deemed his farm a crime scene and no one was allowed on the property. Jacob had told him that all of that would be over by tonight, so he had a lot of work to reschedule so he could get things back to normal.

      He scrolled into his email account, but instead of finding messages asking when the rescheduled seminars would be, he saw a hundred messages from people who’d seen the news and wanted to know if he was okay or if they could help in any way.

      Fuck.

      He shoved the computer off his lap and caught sight of Vader, sitting at his feet. He whimpered a little. The big boy was miserable.

      “You miss your girl, huh?”

      Vader came closer and rested his chin on Linc’s knee, staring up at him with those sad black eyes.

      “Yeah. I read you. Loud and clear.”

      He picked up his phone and typed in a text to her. Vader misses you. I miss you.

      He stared at the words, his finger hovering over the “send” button.

      Then he deleted the last three words, hit send, and gave Vader a pet. “We’ll get you right where you belong soon, boy.”
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      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay here?” her mother asked Kylie for the thousandth time after she’d dropped her off at her apartment nearly two weeks later. Rhonda insisted on walking her up the stairs, staying behind her just in case she did something stupid, like fall backward and give herself a more permanent injury.

      Kylie looked around at the place. It was fine. Just fine. Sure, she’d gotten knocked over the head right on that sofa. Sure, Vader had been poisoned out of that very food bowl. Sure, she’d been dragged out of that window, unconscious. But that was ancient history.

      She still loved her little apartment. And she was just fine.

      She thought.

      “I’ll be great,” she said, bringing the bags of groceries they’d gotten into the kitchen. Now she could actually have a fully stocked fridge! She opened up the produce drawer to find a pile of wilting goo. Unfortunately, she hadn’t bought any more vegetables. Oh, well.

      Holding her arm tight to her chest, she started tossing it all into the garbage as her mother looked around the place. “I don’t know, honey. You couldn’t get me to sleep in this place a single night. That’s for sure.”

      “I won’t be alone,” she said, opening the pantry and shoving a box of cereal inside. “I’ll have Vader. I’m going to pick him up from Linc in a bit.”

      Rhonda rolled her eyes. “Look how well that worked for you before.” She shook her head and took out the gallon of milk, shoving it into the fridge for her. “If you ask me, you should bring The Hunk home with you instead. Now there’s some protection I could get behind.”

      Kylie groaned. Lately, her mother’d taken to calling Linc The Hunk, like he was some kind of superhero. Since Rhonda’d brought Kylie to her home, all of their conversations usually included a brief segue, initiated by Rhonda, into whether Kylie had heard from him, made a date, arranged to have babies together…

      “No, mother,” Kylie said, her voice clipped. “You know that isn’t going to happen. You saw how much he visited me while I was at your house. He may have visited me in the hospital and brought me flowers, but that’s because I kind of saved his life. Okay?”

      Rhonda gave her a doubtful look. Even though Kylie had the bullet wound to show for it, her mom still refused to believe that she was the one who’d tackled Sophia DuBois. Kylie actually had a hard time believing it herself. It was so unlike her. “I still think you shouldn’t let him get away.”

      “I didn’t,” Kylie explained but couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes. “We both veered away from each other. Mutually. No big deal.”

      Rhonda frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      Neither did Kylie, truthfully. He’d been so attentive at the hospital. When she woke, and her mother told her he’d been there the whole time, she thought that maybe they had something. But the longer time went on without him contacting her, the more she realized that he’d just done all that fawning over her because she’d taken the bullet meant for him. He felt guilty. And he couldn’t face her. And blah blah blah. The end.

      So now she was determined to go to Linc’s house and grab Vader, shake Linc’s hand and ask in a very businesslike manner if he’d like any money for pet-sitting, and then leave. Forever. For good. She could find another dog trainer somewhere else.

      “All right,” her mother said after they’d finished putting away the groceries. She hugged her close. “Please. Take care. If anything happened to you…”

      Kylie wiped at the tear at the corner of her mom’s eye and smiled. “I promise, Mom. Thanks for everything.”

      Kylie walked her mother down the stairs, and to the foyer. The rain had started coming down a little harder, and as they were standing there, wondering if she should go back for an umbrella, Baron came out. He winked at her. “The girl who took down the Spotlight Killer. All right!”

      She smiled at him. The news had taken to calling Sophia DuBois the Spotlight Killer because, as the media dug further and further into her background, they discovered that her desire to murder stemmed from an unnatural obsession with becoming a famous actress and owning the spotlight. They’d gone through her home and found thousands of clippings of news articles all over her walls about her killings. Kylie’d watched a few of the specials on television, and she’d seen Baron interviewed for some of them. “You looked good on channel six last night.”

      “You saw that?” His chest swelled with pride. “I have to thank you, Kylie. I can’t even tell you how much play this is getting me. Girls love me now. I had my first threesome last night.”

      “Glad I could help,” she said, looking at her mother, who was giving her a horrified look. This is the Hunk’s competition? was written all over Rhonda Hatfield’s face.

      The rain had stopped, so they decided to forgo the umbrella. As they stepped outside, Rhonda started to say something, but Kylie cut her off.

      “No, Mom. I have never considered dating that guy. Don’t worry.”

      Rhonda was still focused on his door, her eyes holding that same “mom concern” they always had. “Well, I do worry. Because you haven’t been the most judicious when choosing guys in the past.”

      Kylie looked up at the sky. “Like you?”

      “Right! I don’t want you to be like me. I’ve been around the block. I know a nice guy when I see one. There’s not many of them around. So that’s why when I see one, I want you to jump on him.”

      “Okay. Point taken,” she said, hugging her again and waving at her as she got into her SUV and drove away.

      Point taken and tossed in the trash.

      Kylie didn’t care what she said. Men, shmen. She didn’t need one now. Barring her love life, things were good. She’d gotten offered twenty-five thousand dollars to tell her story to a tabloid television show. Someone was interested in writing a book about her. She wasn’t sure if she’d accept any of those offers, though. But it didn’t matter. Greg had stopped by the day before and told her he was looking forward to having her back in the office next week and had hinted that maybe, just maybe, he’d make her a real assistant PI.

      This was her dream. At least, the dream she never knew she wanted.

      For the first time in her life, she wasn’t floundering around, wondering what to do with her life. She knew. She was happy. Totally ecstatic. She couldn’t want for anything more in her life.

      Kylie got in the car and gingerly drove to the post office, where she mailed out a sympathy card to Miranda. She and Miranda had communicated pretty regularly following the news. She was understandably devastated, but grateful for everything Kylie’d done to help catch Jessica’s killer. She firmly believed that if she hadn’t gotten involved, Sophia would still be on the loose.

      Not wanting to think about Sophia anymore, Kylie blasted the music as she drove up the mountain, enjoying freedom and life and being alive. Sure, her shoulder still hurt, but because it was just a flesh wound that hadn’t needed surgery, she would soon have complete use of her arm. Everything was good.

      Happy. She was so happy.

      When she got to the opening of Linc’s driveway, though, her stomach started to flutter. She’d told herself that the only thing she was missing was Vader, and once she had him, she’d be complete.

      But she knew that was a lie.

      She pulled up the driveway slowly, silently begging herself to be strong. Pick up the dog, say a curt “thank you, can I pay you for watching my dog?” and leave…she repeated over and over again, her hands locked on the steering wheel as the house came into view.

      Then the barn door opened, and Vader came out.

      It was impossible not to smile with that crazy dog jumping around like an idiot. She pulled to a stop, got out of the car, and let him jump all over her, licking and wagging and panting. As she hugged his fur, she felt like crying.

      Because as much as she loved this dog, she knew he wasn’t the only thing she needed in her life.

      Feeling eyes on her, she looked up and saw Linc standing in front of the barn, one hand in his pocket, regarding her calmly. He was holding a pitchfork, his chest was bare except for a sheen of sweat, and…holy god, did he look good.

      She stood up and walked toward him. “Hello,” she said stiffly.

      “Hi,” he said, wiping his face with a bandanna after removing his gloves. As she got closer, she tried to focus on parts of his face that were innocuous. His ear, maybe. But every other part of him was so deliciously lickable, glistening in the sun like a freaking buffet, and hell…he even had sexy ears.

      “Thank you…” she started, her voice wooden. What were those words she’d wanted to say? Something about Vader. She opened her mouth, her throat dry. God, he was beautiful. So beautiful. She wanted to run her hands through his hair and down his sweaty back and unsnap the button on his jeans and…No. No. You can do this, Kylie. She cleared her throat. “Can I watch you for paying my dog?”

      He laughed. “What?”

      Oh, god.

      She cleared her throat again. “What I mean is…” Right, she was supposed to shake his hand. She thrust her hand out. “Thank you for watching Vader while I was out of commission. Can I pay you?”

      He looked down at her hand for a long moment. “No,” he finally said.

      Then he reached out and took her hand, but instead of shaking it, he pulled her flush against him. All of the air left her lungs in a whoosh.

      “You can kiss me, though,” he said, his breath coming hard, intoxicating her completely.

      So she did. She kissed him with everything she had. Fuck professional. Fine if this was just sex. Just fine. There was no way this could be wrong.

      She took his hand and led him toward the barn. “I just got done with the stalls,” he said, throwing his pitchfork and gloves down. He slid the door of the barn closed and pushed the lock down to keep the dogs out. The barn was cool and dark and smelled of hay and manure, but she was ready to get a little dirty with him. “I’m—”

      Her cell phone rang in her pocket, but she ignored it. He did too.

      “I like you sweaty and dirty,” she said, licking her lips as she ran the fingers of her good hand down his hard chest. “I like it very much.”

      “All right,” he said with a lazy smile. “I warned you.”

      After he made love to her, more gently than he ever had, she lay in his arms, smiling up at the rafters. When she looked up at him, she realized he was smiling too.

      Until her cell phone rang again. She sighed, almost reached for it, then watched him smile when she ignored it yet again.

      She thought she knew what he was thinking. It just kept getting better and better. She should’ve been scared, and maybe she was, but all she wanted to do was lie there and relish how right this was.

      “I have a confession to make,” she said, holding him close, their naked bodies pressed together in the dim light of the barn. “Actually, three of them.”

      “Three?” He groaned and covered his eyes with one hand. “Shit, I don’t know if I can take three.”

      Her phone rang again. Gritting her teeth, she nodded. “First. You were right about me. I wasn’t a PI. Not even an Assistant PI. Greg hired me to file. And up until a few days ago, that’s all I was. A clerk. So you were right when you said I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t. I still don’t. So, while I may fight you tooth and nail for some things…I…appreciate you too.”

      “Hmm…” He moved his hand away, but still didn’t look at her. “And two?”

      “And two, well, I may have said that I was giving up the case. But I never really did.”

      He snorted. “I figured that.” He finally looked at her. “Three?”

      “And three…I don’t know how to cook. Especially…vegetables. I kind of hate them.”

      He let out a slow, easy laugh. “Well, we can work on that.” He skirted her side with his fingers. “Those aren’t too bad.” She nestled in closer to him. “And I have a confession to make too.”

      It was her turn to groan. “Uh-oh.”

      He wrapped his arm tight around her, being careful of her gimpy shoulder, and murmured in her ear, “I don’t want to let you go.”

      She sat up, rolled her eyes and tossed a pile of hay at him. “What kind of confession is that?”

      He leaned back with his hands behind his head, looking very relaxed, and gave her a superior grin.

      “I can stay a little longer,” she said to him, smiling, picking hay out of his hair. She groaned when her phone began ringing for the fourth time.

      “No,” he said, grabbing her hand when she went to reach for it. “You don’t get it. I spent a long time thinking about it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to get involved with you or anyone because this sure as hell wasn’t in my plans a few months ago. But Kylie…I want you in my life. Always in my life.”

      She stared at him. His face was completely serious. And if she knew Linc, he wasn’t the most forthcoming with his emotions. That had to have taken a lot for him to step outside his comfort zone.

      He didn’t say anything about love.

      But holy shit. What he’d said was almost a whole lot scarier.

      Did he just drop the F-bomb?

      Forever?

      “I…thank you,” she said woodenly as her ring tone began to blare for the fifth time. “Ah, for shit’s sake.”

      Linc sighed and sprawled onto his back. “Go ahead and get it so I can make love to you again.”

      Giving him a wink, she glanced at a number that she didn’t recognize and answered the call. “Yeah?”

      “Hello. Is this Starr Investigations?” The voice sounded creaky, fragile, and old.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Kylie had completely forgotten that the office calls were still forwarded to her cell. She cleared her throat. “Sorry. Yes. Let me back up. Hello, Starr Investigations, this is Kylie. What can we investigate for you today?” Kylie said, as brightly as she could.

      “Kylie. Are you a private investigator?”

      Oh, this was where she always got into trouble. She wasn’t, really. She was still technically just an assistant. A filer. A note-taker. A coffee-getter. But she had a hard time telling people that. She slid a look at Linc, who was just staring at the barn’s ceiling, a little smile on his face.

      “Um. Yes?”

      “Well, that’s just great,” the gravelly voice said. “I’d like to hire you immediately. I’d like you to look into a possible robbery.” There was a pause, and then the voice was back, sounding even weaker still. “Please.”

      Well, hell.

      How could Kylie say no to that?

      
        
        The End

        To be continued…
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