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I STOOD AT THE FOOT of my bed and scowled. David, his blissful, angelic face smashed into my pillow, slept soundly without a care in the world. He looked so peaceful, I really wanted to kick him out of bed and make sure he hurt himself on the tumble down. The bastard hadn't gone to his place once in the past few months. And it bothered me. Mostly because I was so sexually frustrated, I’d become worse than a teenage boy with lots of pimples and less sex appeal than a snail. David didn't seem the least bit bothered by our lack of physical intimacy. No, he cuddled me every night, made kissy faces at me whenever he saw me, and didn't look like the weird things happening in American Pie were starting to sound more and more appealing in his desperation to get some sort of relief. Nope, that was all me. 

Back when I let David share my bed, I thought it would be temporary. At the time, his house had a strange infestation. His ex, Shirou, was crashing at David’s place and refused to leave. It hadn’t helped that Shirou’s convoluted life got all of us involved in a murder investigation, so David willingness to share the same space as his ex kept diminishing.

But that murder case had been solved a while ago. David was no longer a murder suspect, Shirou was a few states away in Philadelphia, and we were finally back to some sort of normalcy. If you could call this situation where David and I were now dating normal. It was at least less stressful than the crazy shit we’d been through recently. Maybe that’s why David’s face looked so peaceful as he slept right now.

Despite all our major problems being solved, David hadn't returned home. Sure, we'd been beyond swamped handling all the cases that had piled up while we were busy solving a murder and during my two weeks of so-called vacation. I had spent that time in a beautiful beach resort in Turkey, going back to my modeling roots for an undercover investigation. That’s how it went: you let things slide for a few weeks, and everyone demanded you hurry up and close their case.

We’d been dealing with an ongoing wave of clients past and new, all of them suddenly pushing more work on us. The fact we'd been featured in a very lengthy and detailed piece on the recent murder case we’d helped solve was partly to blame for this new influx of requests for OWL Investigations’ services. 

I couldn't complain, I kind of loved not having to worry about the future of my business, but I sure wanted a weekend off. Maybe then David and I could go on a proper date. Finally get naked for other purposes than just sleeping.

I growled again, pushing my still damp hair off my face. I strutted to my dresser and yanked the doors open, trying to find some clothes to put on. If I made more noise than absolutely necessary, that was only an accident. It didn't bother David in the least. He turned on his other side, let out a contented groan, and proceeded to sink deeper into whatever he was dreaming. I wouldn't be so lucky that he’d have a nightmare. No, that dumb grin on his face certainly didn't spell trouble. Well, not for him and his dreams, but it was plenty trouble for me. I glared at my dick, willing it to soften and leave me the fuck alone. Sure, being half naked and constantly pressed close to the man you loved made it hard not to want to fuck him six ways from Sunday.

I froze in place, staring at the clothes in my closet which were strangely limited in color palette. Wait, what? Love? No, that couldn't be… Did I really mean it? No, no, no! I was not in love with David fucking Wright. No, I just found him hot and his dimpled smile made me weak in the knees. Also, I’d had an on and off crush on him since high school. Nope, definitely not in love with him.

I got dressed way faster than I thought I could, skipped drying my hair, even if the blow dryer would have definitely woken David up, and tied it into a bun instead. It would look like shit if it dried like this, but I couldn’t be bothered to care. I got out and practically ran down the stairs, hoping Tate’s delicious cooking would distract me. Possibly make me forget the word I’d mistakenly thought defined what I felt for my new man.

“Good morning, brother mine,” Tate said, grinning ear to ear.

“What’s gotten you so happy?” I plopped down on my usual seat and hummed my pleasure as Tate handed me a cup of coffee. “Thanks, you're a lifesaver.”

“Oh,” Tate said, shrugging nonchalantly. “You know me, I'm happy every day.”

I frowned at him. “Not at this obnoxious level. So spill, what’s gotten you so chirpy?”

Tate turned his back to me, hiding behind plating my food. “Well, I thought you being with David would be a lot tougher on me.”

“On you? I don't get it.”

Tate slid scrambled eggs and bacon in front of me and smirked. “I actually expected to catch you going at it on every available surface, all the time. But that's not happening. Actually, it's so quiet at night, I think you're ball-gagging each other.”

Frankly, the idea of a ball gag didn’t sound so crazy right now. Not for me or for David. But it would be perfect for my brother.

“You’re ridiculous. And besides, I would never intentionally have sex with David where you could see us. You always make gagging noises when we kiss. Hate to break it to you, but that kind of reaction kind of dampens the mood.”

“Not as far as I could tell,” Tate muttered. “You haven't stopped sucking face around me.”

I groaned and rolled my eyes. “Grow up. Adults in relationships sometimes kiss. Sometimes, it even involves a little tongue. Stop being such a freaking prude. I've seen you with your girlfriends, you made me look tame.”

Tate half-shrugged and sat in front of his own plate. “Yes, but I was a horny teenager at the time. And if I remember correctly, it was you who started the gagging noise trend.”

Guilty. But it had been an involuntary reaction. Tate was my brother and the idea of him having any kind of sex life made me sick to my stomach. And I’d never understood his interest in girls, obviously.

“Whatever, we haven’t even had sex,” I said, and I did not sound bitter at all.

Tate gasped, and it sounded a bit overdramatic at first. But then I noticed his honestly shocked expression, and realized my brother was truly about to lose his shit. 

“You're kidding, right?”

“Of course I'm freaking not. Why would I lie about something like that?”

Tate shook his head. “But why? I thought that would be the first thing you did the moment the mess with Daisuke was sorted.”

I groaned at the mention of Daisuke, Shirou’s cousin and lover. The memories of Daisuke’s brutal murder and the flack we’d gotten when he’d turned up dead in our office were still too fresh. “We just haven’t found the time.”

Tate's eyes bugged out, and he looked like they were going to pop out of his head. “No time? You've been sleeping in the same bed every night since before you started dating. It's been months, Em. What's the real problem?”

I sighed and slumped my shoulders. “No problem. It’s just that we’re so exhausted lately, we fall asleep the moment our heads hit the pillow.”

That was a lie. I didn't like lying, generally. But in this case, I didn't feel like coming clean to my brother. The truth was we could have consumed our relationship many times. The opportunities I’d let slip were quickly approaching seven figures. But there was this underlying feeling that we shouldn't just yet. Part of me still expected David to change his mind. And whatever else hadn’t been crushed by that obnoxious part of my brain thought we should make it special. If I believed what David kept telling me, and if I was true to myself, we'd been craving this for a very long time. I didn't want our first time having sex to be rushed and half-assed because we were too exhausted from chasing cheating husbands around town.

“Then you should take a break soon. Have that real vacation you keep complaining you never got to enjoy.”

Right, I’d had plans for a vacation what seemed like ages ago. When I’d returned from Turkey, after investigating a suspicious death that turned out to be murder, I'd wanted to spend a couple of weeks in LA. Reacquaint myself with the sites, visit old friends, hang out with my former agent and honorary family member, Spencer, and, above all, avoid David who was still living with his ex at the time. 

Maybe Tate wasn't wrong about this. Maybe I could plan a getaway with David. If it was just the two of us, somewhere far away, I'd be able to put all my worries behind me and just dive in. I couldn't exactly have a relationship if I never got physical with David. Well, not fully physical. I’d had more PDA with David in the short time we’d been together than I’d had with all my other boyfriends combined.

“Morning,” David said, stopping behind me and kissing the top of my head. 

He sounded cheerful, just like Tate. As it was the norm, I was the only grumpy one at the table. Fine by me, I never liked to conform.


Chapter Two
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THE QUESTION OF WHY I'd put the brakes on our relationship was still bugging me as we drove to the OWL Investigations office. I felt I should look into my hang-ups, dig deeper and disprove my own reasons for keeping David at bay. Maybe deal with all that anger I felt because David never pushed the issue. Not that he ever would, perfect gentleman that he was. If he felt, even for a brief moment, that I wasn't one hundred percent into whatever we were doing at the time, he’d pull back.

“Good morning, boys,” Miss Bigallow, my landlady and sometimes office manager, said, grinning ear-to-ear. “I’ll have coffee ready for you right away.”

“Thank you. Any messages this morning?” I asked, smiling back at her.

Miss Bigallow shook her head. “No, it's been deathly quiet.”

Not the greatest choice of words, seeing how she’d found a dead body in our office before, but who was I to judge?

“Maybe things are finally slowing down,” David said. 

“Shut your mouth!” What David had just said? That was the best way to jinx our momentary respite. Never point out how quiet or peaceful it is, not if you want it to last! I'd picked that tidbit while watching a medical drama. And somehow, my own business practice proved it right every time I tested it.

Case in point, my cell started ringing. The ringtone heralded a call from my best friend and police detective, Deb. This early in the morning, my Major Crimes inside-woman wasn't calling to catch up. I took the phone out and accepted the call, then pressed the speaker button.

“Hey, Deb. What can I help you with?”

“Wow, I get a hello this time.”

I rolled my eyes. “You always get one when you call. I only rush past niceties when I need something from you.”

This ongoing banter over how impolite we were to each other should have gotten boring by now. It hadn't.

Deb chuckled. “Fair enough. Did you make it to your office?”

“We just got in,” I said, staring longingly at the nice tray of coffee Miss Bigelow was now carrying into our office as we trailed behind her. I knew we wouldn't get to enjoy her delicious hot drinks.

“Good, then you’re close by.’

“Close by to what?”

“My crime scene. Think you can get your ass over here?”

“Sure, David and I will be there as soon as possible. Text me the details.”

David smiled sheepishly. “It's my fault, isn't it? I had to point out things were finally slowing down.”

I sighed and patted his chest. “It's fine, you're new at this. You’ll learn.”
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The address Deb had sent us was quite a few blocks away from the office. We decided to walk there anyway. With CSU and other uniforms on site, parking was going to be a pain in the ass. We walked briskly next to each other, trying our best not to make Deb wait for too long. 

“Why do you think she called us to a crime scene?” David asked. “Does she do that often?”

“No, not really. It’s usually me who barges in if I need something from her.”

David hummed and I could feel him tensing next to me. “I’m sure it’s fine,” I said and reached out for his hand. 

He threaded his fingers with mine but didn’t seem to relax much. “You don’t have the best track record with staying out of danger. Make sure you don’t ditch me again.”

I rolled my eyes at him. Okay, maybe I had a bit of a knack for rushing headfirst into dangerous situations. I’d done it a couple of times since I’d started working with David. “I’ll be fine.”

David squeezed my hand. “I’ll stick to you like glue.”

“Kind of early into the relationship to get this clingy.”

“I’m not clingy,” he mumbled. “Just worried.”

“Here we are.” I stopped a few feet away from the police tape. The house law enforcement had swarmed around looked unassuming. Clean design, big enough, but it didn’t scream expensive. This wasn’t the fanciest neighborhood in town, so it didn’t exactly stand out, but I’d developed an eye for certain things in my modeling days. And this place made me pay attention. I could tell how uber-landscaped the garden was, and how expensive the lawn must have been. Everything was carefully chosen to not look as expensive as it truly was, as if a person with a taste for the finest in life was trying to keep their interests—and their wealth—on the down-low. 

“Let me text Deb,” I said and pulled out my phone. 

It took a few more minutes, and then one of the uniforms made a beeline for me. “Emmett Naoki and David Wright?”

I nodded. “That’s us.”

He lifted the tape and waved us in. We followed the guy, a tall and broad dude that I imagined scared the bejesus out of anyone trying to stick their nose where they weren’t supposed to. 

Danny Conrad was waiting in the entrance, face grim and sort of angry. 

“My day is getting better and better,” I muttered. 

“Naoki, Wright, follow me.”

“What’s going on?” David asked. 

“I have absolutely no clue, to be honest. Neither does Deb.”

I frowned at Conrad’s broad back. “Are you Deb’s new partner now?”

He shook his head. “My partner’s on sick leave. He broke his ankle. This is only temporary.”

He said that last part like he was trying to convince himself of its truth. I wondered why, and then I remembered he’d been in love with Deb for a long time. Them being partnered would add ammo to Deb’s extensive arsenal of reasons not to date Danny. 

“Oh, my God,” David said, stopping in the entrance of what looked like an office. 

“What’s wrong,” I asked, trying to budge him and move him aside. 

David swallowed hard. “It’s that weird lawyer who came to see you.”

“That’s right,” Deb said, her eyes piercing David. “Bernard Jensen, fifty-two. Corporate law expert.”

I stared at the crime scene, mouth hanging open. Jensen was sat at his desk and had fallen back in his chair, part of his brains blown over the leather backrest and the wall behind it. 

“What the hell happened here?”

“Suspected suicide,” Deb said. “His assistant came in this morning, same time as usual, and found him like this. She called the police.”

“Suicide,” I said, rolling the word in my mind. I thought back to my interaction with Jensen. He’d seemed like a lot of things, but a suicidal man wasn’t one of them. He seemed to be doing fine, comfortable lifestyle, albeit his job sounded a little dangerous. 

“So you know him?” Deb asked. He had your card in his rolodex and according to his diary, he was going to call you yesterday. 

I shook my head. “There was no call.”

“But you knew him?” Conrad pressed. 

“Sort of. He came by my office a couple of months ago. Actually, it was the first day we were back in the office after Conrad told me we could reclaim it.” Danny had played coy and waited for a few days before he told us it was okay to enter our own office. It had been a secondary crime scene in Daisuke’s case, and Danny had milked it for as long as he could.

“What did he want?” Deb asked. 

“To arrange a meeting with my biological father,” I bit out, choking on the last word. Nothing about Thomas Byrne seemed fatherly in the least. “I said no and sent him packing.”

“Think that’s why he was calling?” Conrad asked, his voice a little softer. 

Now that I paid attention, Deb had totally mellowed down and was giving me these worried looks. I groaned and glared at her. “I’m fine, Deb. And yeah, that’s the only reason for this dude to call me. Maybe his client got impatient and pestered him to try again.”

“I’ll need a name,” Deb said. 

I nodded. “I don’t know if he is or isn’t my father. But I think he’s bad news, so I’m going to ask you to tread carefully.”

Deb looked around and took note of exactly who was lurking about. “Need to know basis,” she said, and Conrad assented with a nod. “No official mention of this unless I have to.”

“Thanks, Deb. I don’t want my family in any kind of danger.”

“Speaking of family, did the dead guy have any?” David asked, looking around the office. I took it in as well, paying more attention this time. There weren’t any knick-knacks one would expect from a home office. No photos, no World’s best dad mugs, nothing truly personal apart from Jensen’s diplomas and law books. 

“No, no one apart from a long-estranged aunt who lives abroad.”

I frowned and turned to assess the hallway we’d walked down and the rest of the house. “Jeez, even the blandest motel rooms look homier than this place.”


Chapter Three
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I’D HAD TO TELL Tate about Jensen’s death. At first, he didn’t want to hear a word of it, so I’d given him space. Easy enough to do, as David and I had to be on a stakeout. I figured Tate would feel better by morning and would want to hear the details of this weird suicide I’d been somehow dragged into. 

Neither of us wanted to ever have any contact with our sperm donor, but that didn’t mean we shouldn’t be prepared, just in case. After Jensen’s visit, I’d been convinced this Byrne guy was bad news. To the point where we neither wanted him in our lives, nor did we need his friends and enemies knowing we existed. 

“Okay, I’ve got coffee ready and packed in a huge thermos,” David said. “I made sandwiches and got us snacks. If this drags on and we need more food, I’m sure we can find an overnight joint.”

“Great.” I checked the time. “Let’s go. I don’t want us to be late.”

David sighed. “Please don’t drive like a maniac. We’ve got plenty of time.”

Our client, Mrs. Dorsett, had narrowed down the times when her husband could have been seeing his mistress. Tuesday nights were his “beer with friends” nights. But he’d been coming home later recently, stinking of women’s perfume, for which he had unlikely explanations. Every time his wife had questioned him, he’d blamed a random woman: a drunk girl at a bachelorette party, a clumsy waitress, a college girl who’d planted a kiss on his neck and collar on a dare and so on. He’d at least been somewhat careful, making sure he kept the number of incidents he needed to explain down to a minimum. Unfortunately for him, Mrs. Dorsett had a keen nose, and the chances of all these strangers wearing the same fragrance were too close to zero for her comfort. 

We were going to tail Mr. Dorsett from the moment he left work. He was smarter than your average cheater, as the outings with “the boys” actually happened every week like clockwork. We only needed to find out if they really got progressively longer because he was having that much fun or if he’d instead added new extracurricular activities to his social calendar. 

Dorsett worked for one of the biggest accounting firms in the city. If we’d had to tail his car, this would have been a nightmare. Picking up one car from a mass of carbon copies filled with accountants trying to make it home would have been a little challenging. As it was, we’d stopped across the street from his office in a limited-time parking spot. David hurried to feed the meter and returned to his seat. 

“Think I should cross the street?” David asked. “Might be easier to spot him on foot.”

There were quite a few cabs parked in front of Dorsett’s office building, but it wouldn’t be hard to figure out which he’d get into. I took out my binoculars, the fancy, night vision ones, and trained them on the main exit. It didn’t take long to spot Dorsett rushing through the glass and steel doors, desperately looking around. One of the cabs honked and he hurried that way. Two other men were already inside, so I dropped my binoculars and started the engine. 

I eased into traffic, keeping a safe distance from the cab. There was no way I was going to lose them in rush hour traffic. Half an hour later and only two blocks from our starting point, I kind of started to wish something more exciting would happen. A car chase of sorts. A lama rushing past us in a rush to get home. Sadly, nothing broke the monotony of rush hour traffic.

David tried his best to keep me entertained, but I was slowly developing a dangerous case of road rage. To his relief and my unexpressed frustration, we made it to the sports bar Dorsett’s boys’ night happened without me yelling at anyone. I’d restrained myself and only let out some hushed curses. 

I went for my usual hiding place, a side street perpendicular to the one my marked location was on. It just so happened that I’d snatched a spot close to the intersection and I could clearly see the bar’s entrance. 

“God, I’d kill for a beer right now,” David said. 

I patted David’s thigh. “Don’t worry, we’re taking the weekend off. We’ll drink all the beer we want and sleep until we’ve had enough.”

David groaned. “That sounds way too good right now.”

Same! Maybe I hadn’t been lying to Tate and we’d just succumbed to exhaustion. Then I remembered we were in our very late twenties, not almost retirees. 

“Does it really not bother you?” I asked, cringing internally at my own stupid question.

“What doesn’t bother me? Cause I thought we were both kind of fed up with stakeouts.”

My leg twitched and I forced myself not to start bouncing in my seat. “We’ve been dating for a few months now. We’ve not had sex once.”

David sighed and slid his hand into mine. “I’ve been waiting since I was a teenager. I’m in no rush.”

“But don’t you find it weird?”

I felt him shrugging through our linked hands. I was too chickenshit to look at him. 

“You clearly need more time. I wouldn’t push you to jump into something you’re not ready for.”

“Yeah, but you haven’t even tried to find out why.”

“Look at me, Nao,” David said, his voice dropping low. 

My traitorous body overwrote my mind and I faced him. His eyes were soft and beautiful and what the hell was wrong with me that I hadn’t jumped him yet?

“I know why you’re holding back, Nao. I’m not an idiot.”

“Then maybe try to explain it to me,” I bit out. 

“The last time we tried to discuss the possibility of getting together, Shirou showed up. I dropped the ball in about a million different ways. So now you’re being cautious. I don’t blame you and I won’t rush you. We have all the time in the world.”

Considering the number of killers and kidnappers popping up around us, I really wasn’t sure we had unlimited amounts of time to get our shit together. 
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We finally made it back home around five in the morning. At first, I’d even started to think Mr. Dorsett just couldn’t leave his buddies on time. But then he’d strolled out of the bar as a car pulled in and he jumped into the passenger seat. We’d followed him to a motel—super classy—and got the before and after money shots. 

When Mr. Dorsett finally staggered home, we’d wrapped up our stakeout and went back to the house. That final task of the night had been a real challenge, what with my eyes trying to close without permission instead of staying fixed on the road. 

I wanted a shower and sleep, but just as I was about to lie down next to David, the doorbell rang. Tate, who’d woken up already, made the mistake of opening the door. 

“Em, Deb’s here,” he yelled as he stood at the bottom of the stairs. 

I swore and punched my pillow and pulled myself to my feet. 

“I’ll come too,” David said, trying to disentangle himself from the sheets. 

I pushed him back on the pillow and pressed my lips to his. He opened up to the kiss with a hunger I hadn’t anticipated and pulled me on top of him. I managed to end the kiss, ignoring my own need and harsh breathing. “You get some sleep. I’ll see what Deb needs.”

“Okay, but if you need to go anywhere, come get me. You’re too tired to fly solo.”

I groaned and kissed him again. He was too sweet and kind and so, so hot! What had I been thinking all this time, not enjoying every single inch of him?

“I’ll be good.” I would even do my best to keep the promise. I took another lingering look at him and closed the door to the bedroom behind me. 

“Rough night?” Deb asked, smirking at me and wiggling her eyebrows suggestively. She’d been waiting in the hallway and didn’t look like she was going to come in for coffee and a long chat. 

“I wish it was that kind of night. We made it back like half an hour ago.”

“Stakeout?”

I nodded. “Do I need coffee, or will I go back to sleep?” 

“No, this is going to be quick. I want you to investigate Jensen’s death.”

“What? Since when does Major Crimes outsource their work to PIs?”

She shrugged. “We have nothing to go on. Not even the most minuscule sign of foul play. Captain says it would be a waste of our resources.”

“So this is all under the table?”

“Nope, I got his blessing. I just have a hunch about this case. There’s no suicide note and there’s nothing to indicate Jensen would have a reason to take his own life.”

“Am I getting paid?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, you’re doing me a favor and investigating this for a couple of days. You know, to repay me for all that help I’ve given you over the years?”

I chuckled. “Okay, I’ll do it. Now go keep Tate company and make sure he’s not tempted to wake us up.”


Chapter Four
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I COULDN’T LOOK INTO Bernard Jensen’s death and be there on all the stakeouts on the OWL Investigations schedule. It sucked, but David and I would need to split up to cover more ground. I bristled at the thought, knowing this would only make it harder on us and our budding relationship. Even if we didn’t do anything but sleep, sharing a bed at night meant we at least got to spend some time together outside of work. Relationship goals, right there. 

Was our situation doomed from the start? Sleeping together every night, even without the sex, then working side by side every day sounded a bit too involved for something that had just started. Maybe that was why I was still holding back. Yup, plain, old fear of getting in too deep and then having a few fresh scars to show for having rushed into things. 

I drove to a cafe in the business district where I was supposed to meet Bernard Jensen’s assistant. Ginny Logg had found her boss after his supposed suicide, so she’d been on my list of people to have a chat with from the very start. But the more I’d tried to dig into Jensen’s life, the higher she’d gotten on my list of priorities. Mostly because I couldn’t find anyone else to shed any light on the guy’s life. 

I knew lawyers could be sleazy and thus off-putting, but most still had friends and families, even if they had to shop for them in the same line of work. Jensen was a bachelor, no real family to speak of, and Deb hadn’t identified any close friends to talk to. Acquaintances? A few. But that was about it. 

The cops were now going through Jensen’s list of clients, but it wasn’t a short one and he’d had nothing on his calendar to indicate any sort of meeting before his death. We’d had no trouble consulting his online calendar. His laptop had been left on, hence there had been no need to break his password when the cops went digging through it. 

The weird part was that most laptops would go into sleep mode after a while. Jensen’s had been plugged in, lid closed, and it was still running when the police had gotten there. It had been deliberately set up to be easily accessible, so if Deb was right and this wasn’t just a suicide, the killer could have deleted a measly event to cover their tracks. 

It baffled me that there was no sign of struggle. The house hadn’t been broken into, there were no defensive wounds on Jensen’s body, and the medical examiner hadn’t even found as much as an old bruise on his arms, neck, and torso. Maybe the full autopsy would reveal more, but I did get why Deb’s boss didn’t want her wasting her time on this. There was absolutely nothing to go on, other than Deb’s gut feeling. Which every cop learned to listen to after enough time on the job. 

I found a parking spot close to the cafe and hurried to make it there before Ginny Logg. Despite arriving about five minutes early, she was already there, sitting at a table by the window and stirring her coffee absentmindedly. 

I stopped by the counter to get a latte for myself, then headed to her table. “Mrs. Logg?”

She startled and almost jumped out of her seat at the sound of my voice, then pressed a small hand to her chest. “Sorry. Good morning.”

“Morning. I’m Emmett Naoki, a pleasure to meet you officially.”

She smiled shyly and nodded. “Yes, I spotted you at Mr. Jensen’s house the other day.”

I nodded and sat across from her. “That’s right, the lead detective on the scene asked me to look into this case.”

She winced and wrapped her hands around her coffee cup. They were almost unnaturally tiny and round, looking a little too small for the rest of her body. “What a terrible thing,” she said, her eyes tearing up. “I’ve been working for him for fifteen years. We weren’t close, but he was an excellent boss.”

Fifteen years with one employer? Jensen must have been amazing. Or he’d paid her a lot. “Did he appear upset or sad or worried about anything lately?”

She frowned and tilted her head. “Not more than anyone else. He had his good and bad days, clients sometimes got to him. He had long stretches where he worked himself to the point of collapsing. But if you’re asking if he was depressed or suicidal, I never saw that.”

She spoke with such conviction, she definitely believed she would have been able to spot any signs of distress. After fifteen years of working together, she might very well be right in thinking she’d have noticed her boss suddenly turning suicidal. 

“Did anything happen recently, something that would either put him or his business in danger?”

Ginny shook her head. “No, not that I know of. It’s been pretty quiet recently. He’d worked less hours than normal and made sure to finish work earlier in the day.” She shrugged. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he’d met someone.”

I perked up at that. “Can you explain that to me? Why wouldn’t he start seeing someone?”

She bit her lower lip and looked out the window. “I suppose you think there’s no need to protect his privacy now that he’s dead,” she said bitterly. 

“That’s not it at all, Mrs. Logg. I only want to find out what truly happened to your employer. This might not have been as simple as it looks, and I wouldn’t want someone to go unpunished if they’re responsible for Mr. Jensen’s death.”

If I was hoping for some gratitude or at least a twinkle of hope in her eyes, I was sorely mistaken. She frowned and leaned back in her chair. “I know Mr. Jensen came to see you a while ago. He returned to the office quite upset after that meeting.”

I sighed and slumped in my chair. “I imagine he wasn’t very pleased with me. He presented me with a business proposal from a client of his. I’d never heard of them, nor was the offer interesting to me, so I refused. I’m sorry if that caused him any trouble.”

Her eyes softened a little, but she still kept herself as far away from me as the small table allowed. “Fine, then. I’ll tell you what I know. In the fifteen years I’ve known him, Mr. Jensen has never been in a relationship. I suspected he had lady friends he saw regularly at various points in his life, but nothing too involved. I asked him about it once, he said he wasn’t interested, that he liked his life the way it was. He also advised me to never ask about his private affairs again.”

I hummed and stirred my own coffee, mimicking her aimless action from earlier. “Sounds like he was very lonely.”

“He was alone entirely by choice, I assure you. He had a very busy social life. Events, and dinners, and trips out of town. He used to throw a big, annual dinner party for his friends and colleagues every December and I organized those. I’ve seen the women around him and the attention they paid Mr. Jensen.”

And this was why someone’s assistant was a great source of information. Not that it always led to something useful, especially since the lack of connections in Jensen’s life didn’t mesh well with how much of a social butterfly he seemed to be. Or maybe that was only a well-crafted mask he liked to show the world. 

“Did he have any enemies?”

She shook her head. “No one I can think of. He’s never received threatening phone calls or letters. I have friends who work for other law firms, some of them for criminal lawyers. It’s not unusual for their clients to get nasty, but that never happened to Mr. Jensen.”

Right, the one and only universally loved lawyer. I was surely not going to buy that. 

She scrunched her nose and sighed. “Do you know what will happen to the cat?”

“The cat?” I stared at her, lips parted and eyes wide. What the hell was she talking about?

“Mr. Jensen’s cat. Animal Control took her, and I have no clue what’s going to happen to the poor baby now.”

I tried not to sound dismissive of her worries, especially since she’d teared up. “Can’t you take her in?”

“No,” she whined. “My building doesn’t allow pets. No exceptions.”

“Right. I’ll ask the detectives on the case.” Deb was crazy about animals. I was pretty sure if they didn’t find a home for the furry beast, she’d end up adopting it.


Chapter Five


[image: ]



“IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE you can think of that might shed some light into what happened to Mr. Jensen?” It was the broadest question I could think of and a bit of a long shot, but despite the abundance of information I’d gotten from Mrs. Logg, I had nothing that would qualify as actionable intel. 

“No, I’m sorry.” She sighed and looked down at her lap. “I wish I could tell you more, but Mr. Jensen’s life was quite uneventful.”

I smiled reassuringly, even if she wasn’t looking at me. I knew it would carry in my tone. “You’ve been a huge help so far. Thank you.” I slid a business card over the table and left it next to her cup. “If you think of anything else, please give me a call.”

“I will,” she said, snatching the card and holding it to her chest. “Please don’t forget about Missy.”

I stood up and froze mid-step. “Who’s Missy?”

“Mr. Jensen’s cat.” 

“Right. I won’t forget about Missy. I’ll let you know the moment I find out anything.”

I left the coffee shop and got behind the wheel, my mind still on Missy. I’d never given a lot of thought to what happened with pets when their owners died. I’d always assumed the family or friends of the deceased took care of them. But what if they had no one? What then?

I’d grown up with Deb who was a huge animal lover, like her entire family. They regularly adopted or fostered shelter animals and their family friends did the same as often as they could. My mother never agreed to us having pets, accusing an allergy we’d later discovered was a fib, so adoption had never been an option for us. But I never worried, because people like Deb’s parents always found a home for animals in need. 

Now that I was an adult, it probably shouldn’t have come as a surprise that not all pet stories had happy endings. I groaned and pulled out my phone. Deb would know what was going on. 

“Hey, Em. Anything new on the case?”

“Nothing much. I had a chat with Jensen’s assistant, and it sounds like the guy was a loner. He had no close friends, no family, nothing but a cat.”

“Missy, yes.” 

“Speaking of Missy, what will happen to her now? Mrs. Logg asked me to find out.”

Deb let out a long sigh. “Not sure. She’s six years old and a bit antisocial. She’s not the type of cat you’d bring home to your kids. She’d probably scratch them the moment they touched her.”

“That doesn’t sound too good.”

“No, but I’ll see what I can do. I’ll talk to my folks and they can check in with their friends.”

“Cool, keep me in the loop.”

Deb chuckled. “Since when do you care so much?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m getting softer in my old age.”

“Em, you’re not even thirty yet. You focus on the case, and I’ll try to help Missy.”

I grunted my assent. “Have you sent me the files on Jensen’s clients?”

“Yup, everything that was on his computer. If you need anything else, we have the physical files in evidence.”

“Thanks. I’ll talk to you later.” I hung up and drove off, heading to the OWL Investigations office. I didn’t particularly look forward to a long day of going through Jensen’s files, but I had no other leads. This would have to do. 
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I spent a few hours making a list of all Jensen’s clients. There were a lot of companies on that list, which explained why he’d work himself to the point of exhaustion sometimes. I’d known of entire law firms with less clients than Jensen. Maybe they didn’t require a lot of time, but it still seemed like too much. 

I made a simple spreadsheet with business names, addresses, and details on who owned each of the companies, if any individuals were listed. I soon realized that some of these were subsidiaries or companies owned by larger clients of Jensen’s. By the time I was done arranging everything, I had a proper family tree connecting mother companies with their various properties. It looked like Jensen worked for about ten major clients, all of them hiring him to manage other investments of theirs. 

The thing that troubled me the most was that I hadn’t run into any mention of Thomas Byrne. Not one company on this huge list traced back to someone by that name. Which meant one of two things: either there’d been an intermediary between Byrne and Jensen, or, the more ominous option, Jensen wasn’t keeping official records on all his clients. 

I called Deb again and asked her to meet me at the precinct. Before I started investigating either of those options, I needed to make sure the digital records matched the physical ones. 

I picked up coffee and a few boxes of pizza and drove to Deb’s work. I knew I’d arrive toward the end of the day shift, so everyone in the Major Crimes bullpen would be starving. Not a lot of Deb’s colleagues liked me or even tolerated me, but they wouldn’t say no to pizza. I knew it wouldn’t win me any points, but at least they wouldn’t hate me more for making them drool all over my tasty food. 

“Hey, Em,” Deb said, her arms crossed over her chest. She’d been waiting for me downstairs, which was unusual for her. 

“What’s wrong?”

She took the pizza boxes from me and jerked her chin toward the stairs. “Nothing’s wrong. Just thought I’d be a good host to you. Show you my appreciation for your help.”

I groaned and closed my eyes. “That sounded so lame and unnatural. Really, Deb, what’s going on?”

She shrugged. “Danny heard me while I was talking to you on the phone. He insisted on shadowing you while you go through the files.”

Surprise, surprise, Danny Conrad didn’t trust me to go through their evidence on my own. And here I thought we’d grown a little closer during Daisuke’s murder investigation. “It’s fine. Actually, if you can spare the time, you should join us. It would make the process go a little faster.”

She winked as we entered the bullpen. “Will do.”

“Naoki,” Conrad said, standing up and leaning onto his desk.

“Conrad, let’s eat first, and then we can go through the files.” I twirled around in a wobbly pirouette to make eye contact with all the detectives still in the bullpen. “I brought pizza for everyone. Help yourself to a slice.”

Deb laid out the boxes on an empty desk. “Oh, look at that. You made them write the ingredients on the top of every box.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Yeah, like I’d want to be accused of triggering some cop’s allergies on purpose.”

We ate quickly, then dove into the files. With three of us checking, it went by a lot faster that it had taken me earlier to compile the initial list. At the end of it, we had nothing relevant to show for our efforts. We’d found a few more tiny companies to add to my expanding clusters, but still no mention of Thomas Byrne. 

“Do you think the lawyer lied to you?” Deb asked, her hands propped on her hips. 

I shook my head. “I didn’t think so at the time. Now… I really don’t know.”

“Maybe he was a new client,” Conrad said. “And that first meeting was like a tryout for Jensen.”

I considered it for a minute. “I got the feeling Thomas Byrne was bad news. Definitely not the type of guy you want to let down, not even on a trial run.”

“For a supposedly important player, that name is suspiciously new to me,” Deb said. 

Sure, she didn’t work for the Organized Crime department, but she’d been a detective for a long time. And gangsters weren’t exactly known for their non-violence. If Byrne was as powerful as Jensen had implied, she would have heard of him. 

I scratched my head and sighed. “Maybe you should try talking to Organized Crime. We might get lucky.” Or we might not, and I didn’t know how to feel about that. Upset a lead hadn’t panned out, or relieved the man claiming to be my biological father wasn’t a major crook?

 


Chapter Six
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OVER THE NEXT FEW days, Tate and I took a much closer look at all these supposed clients of Jensen’s. It turned out the vast majority were nothing but shell companies and go-betweens that the larger businesses Jensen represented used from time to time. Very few of the individuals associated with them were real stakeholders. We ran across a few fake identities and a lot of attorneys who represented unnamed parties. 

The more I looked into this mess, the more I felt like Jensen had been involved in some seriously shady dealings. The type of entanglement where the only way out was either death or the witness protection program. 

“I need to talk to Mom,” I muttered, turning off my laptop and facing Tate. 

David was at the office, dealing with our clients while I worked this case. I’d noticed I missed him during the day, but right now it felt a lot worse. Tate was glaring at me, and I could have used some support. 

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. 

Tate shook his head. “I’m not angry with you, Em. I’m just furious with this shitty situation. Mom won’t like this. Hell, Dad won’t find it appealing either.”

I shrugged. “There’s no way I can forget about it and move on. Thomas Byrne either doesn’t exist or he’s been hiding his tracks for a long time. And now the guy who told me Byrne wanted to meet us is dead.”

“It’s most likely a suicide, Em. Do you really want to upset Mom and Dad over some lawyer who offed himself?”

I suddenly felt exhausted. My eyes stung from all the hours I’d spent staring at screens lately, and I had this muted headache that had been pestering me for a while, most likely caused by stress. “Tate, if our family is under threat, I need to know what we’re dealing with.”

He sat straighter and pressed his lips together. “Okay. Want me to go with you?”

“Mom might act less defensive if she doesn’t feel we’re both ganging up on her.”

He closed his eyes and sighed. “Good, because I really don’t want to be there when you breach the topic of our sperm donor.”

“Right.” I stood and stretched. “I’ll come back home as quickly as possible. So try not to worry too much until then.”

He scoffed and returned his attention to his own laptop. “I’ll keep myself busy with my own work.”

“Great, then I’ll order dinner on the way back.”

Tate shook his head. “No need.”

He planned to work and cook in the couple of hours it would take me to talk to our parents? Yeah, my big brother was stressed out. I rushed out of the house before I could change my mind. I knew this was going to be a clusterfuck of complicated emotions, but I couldn’t back down now. Not if I wanted to make sure Thomas Byrne wouldn’t come after my family
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“Emmett, hi,” Dad said, his face lighting up. “What a surprise!”

I tried to smile and sound less gloomy but failed. “Hey, Dad. I really need to talk to you and Mom.”

He frowned and motioned for me to get inside. “Is anything wrong?”

“I don’t know. I hope not.” Great way to diffuse the tension, Emmett. I rolled my eyes at myself and took my shoes and jacket off. I slid my feet into my slippers and headed for the kitchen. 

The kitchen was where we had all our important family conversations. I couldn’t say why, but that’s how it had been ever since I could remember. Maybe because the room was smaller and more intimate than our living room and it forced us to huddle together around the table and keep talking until we sorted out whatever was going on. 

“Would you like some tea?” Dad asked as I sat in my usual seat. “I’ll get you settled, then go get your mom.”

“Get me for what?” Mom stood in the door, looking between my father and me. “What’s going on?”

Kind of hard to conceal the importance of this little get together when I’d headed straight for the kitchen and not the living room. I sighed and crossed my arms over the table. “Please sit down, Mom. I have something important to discuss with you.”

“Are you and your brother okay?” She asked, grabbing a chair for support more than anything else. 

I covered her hand with mine and squeezed a little. “We’re great, Mom. I promise nothing’s happened to either of us.”

“Is it David?” Dad asked, placing cups of tea in front of me and my mother, then going back for his.

I shook my head. “There’s nothing overtly wrong with anyone we know. I’m just being cautious and…” I groaned and cradled my head in my hands. “Mom, please sit down. Sorry, but this is hard to talk about.”

She nodded once and sat, her back stiff and her arms neatly folded in her lap. 

“A short while ago, a lawyer came to my office. He claimed he represented a corporate client. His name is Thomas Byrne.”

My mother looked at me intently but there was no sign of recognition in her expression. She stared at me and frowned when I didn’t say anything else. “Am I supposed to know that name?” She turned to my father, but he looked just as puzzled as her. 

“It might not be the name you knew this guy as. But this lawyer claims he’s our biological father.”

Dad let out a little whimper, and Mom jumped to her feet, her chair skidding back on the tiled floor. “No,” she muttered. 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Mom, we don’t want to meet him or anything. That’s not why I’m telling you. I just really need to know who this dude who conceived us and ditched you is.”

“Why? Why would you need to know that?”

“Because Jensen, the lawyer, implied Byrne was a powerful man and didn’t take rejections well. Now the lawyer turned up dead and I can’t find any trace of Thomas Byrne in his files.”

“I don’t know anyone by that name,” she bit out. “Are we done here?”

“Mom, please—”

“How can you do that to your father?” She screeched and hit the table. Our cups rattled and the tea spilled. 

“Leave me out of it,” Dad said, calm and collected as always. It’s what made them work so great, he balanced out her choleric outbursts. He got up to grab a few paper towels and mopped up the mess she’d made. 

“Dad,” I said, my voice breaking. “I never meant to hurt either of you, I promise. I love you and you’re the only father I need.”

He sighed and patted my shoulder. “I know, my boy, I know.” He sat down and took my mother’s hand in his, the one she’d banged against the table. She straightened her chair and collapsed into it. 

“My love,” Dad said, his deep, soothing voice calming me, although I wasn’t the intended target. “You know Emmett better than anyone else. He wouldn’t put you through this if it wasn’t important.”

“I just want to make sure we’re all safe, nothing else,”

Mom whimpered and sniffled and didn’t that make me feel great? “Sorry, Em. I just… I lose it whenever I think of that brute ever laying a finger on either of you boys.”

I squeezed my eyes shut for a few seconds and tried to rein in my temper. Mom didn’t have a tendency to exaggerate, so if she’d called him a brute… “Did he hurt you?”

She half-shrugged. “He’d push me around, demean me, make comments about my appearance while I was pregnant. But he never slapped me or kicked me—”

“He still was a piece of shit who abused you,” Dad said, the words tinged with this finality that didn’t allow my mother to deny them. 

“Yes, he was.” She looked into my eyes and smiled meekly. “I celebrated when he disappeared. A proper party with my boys. I was still pregnant with you, one more month to go until you were born. I wobbled more than walked at that point, but I got Tate all dressed up and we went to a candy shop and to the park… He was such a good boy, even as a toddler. Not a little menace like you.”

I took her free hand in mine and bent over to kiss it. “I love you, Mom. Even if I’m still a menace.”

Her face brightened a little. “If he hadn’t left, I’d have taken your brother and disappeared myself. I didn’t know much about him, but I was smart enough to figure out he was up to no good.”

“And the name he went by?”

“Timothy Bane. That’s the name he gave me.”

I frowned. “That name doesn’t show up on either of our birth certificates.”

“Yes, that was my choice. I don’t know what it was about Tim, but even at first, when he’d been nice and affectionate, and I was crazy about him… something felt off. I wanted to keep you two away from him any way I could.”

“But paternity tests existed back then, right?”

She chuckled and shook her head. “He wouldn’t have tried to find us or get custody or anything like that. A man like Tim wouldn’t want anything of his on public record.”


Chapter Seven
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AFTER MY TALK TO OUR parents, Tate got progressively more sullen and withdrawn. In the end, he decided to spend a few days with Mom and Dad. I’d done my best to believe him when he’d said it was only to be there for our parents, but then I remembered how he’d looked—or rather couldn’t look—at me. My brother couldn’t stand to be around me, and that hurt like a bitch. 

Tate and I had always been close. We’d bickered and sometimes had serious fights growing up, but most of them had been like fireworks. Explosive and loud, and completely gone the next minute. This was a first. And the timing couldn’t be more awkward. While I’d investigated Daisuke’s murder, I’d had to ask Uncle Yuu to reach out to his former Yakuza contacts. Tate hadn’t been too thrilled, and he’d been the only one in our family who knew about that conversation with Yuu. This new blow I’d inflicted on our family only upset Tate more. At the end of the day, I couldn’t blame him for ditching me. 

Waking up before David even made it home from his stakeout—a corporate gig requiring him to keep an eye on their warehouses at night—soured my mood even further. I decided my only remedy was strawberry waffles with enough whipped cream, chocolate sprinkles, and caramel sauce to give myself instant diabetes. 

I wasn’t as awful at cooking as I liked to claim. Tate was better and I liked to leave these things to the professionals. But because I never practiced enough, I always ended up making too much. Halfway through cooking the waffle batter, I got so bored, I was considering throwing it away. But I pressed on, thinking David could have what I couldn’t eat for his own breakfast. 

David burst through the door when I was almost done making the waffles and made a beeline for the kitchen. “Oh, my god, that smells delicious.” He grinned at me and made sure I got an eyeful of his dimples. 

Today his double-dimple sneak attack failed to render me useless. It wasn’t powerful enough to hide how tired and disheveled he looked. His hair laid flat, tangled and matted, he had prominent dark circles under his eyes, and he moved a lot slower than normal. It took a lot for David to look less than perfect, and I felt like crap for throwing that much work in his court. 

I slumped my shoulders and hung my head. “Sorry I piled all the stakeouts on you.”

“It’s okay, Nao. That’s what you pay me for, right?”

I groaned and poured more caramel topping on his first waffle, then slid the plate across the table. “I don’t pay you to work yourself into the ground. Maybe I need another PI.”

David tilted his head and stared at me. “We are usually more than enough to handle our workload.”

“Are you trying to say this is a unique situation?” 

David shrugged. “No, just unusual.”

“I still feel guilty. I’ll look into hiring another person.”

“I don’t want that,” David muttered, pursing his full lips and plopping down on his chair. “I love that it’s just the two of us.”

“It won’t be the two of us for much longer if you end up in the hospital.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m not this tired because of the stakeouts.”

“Oh?” I arched an eyebrow at him and sat down in front of my own waffle, noticing the whipped cream and strawberries had created a rendition of the tower of Pisa. “What have you been up to during the day?”

He avoided my gaze and smiled a little. “It’s kind of embarrassing.”

Now I had to know. It wasn’t often I got to see David blushing like that. “Spill, okay? Otherwise I will hire another investigator.”

He groaned and covered his face with his hands. “I can’t sleep well without you. I got used to us sharing a bed and I feel off when it’s just me.”

“Have you tried sleeping at your place?”

He nodded dejectedly. “Yeah, it didn’t help.”

I sighed, pushing a strawberry around with my fork. “Well, if you want it to be just the two of us working together, we need to figure this out.” Honestly, I didn’t know if my average case load or OWL Investigations’ finances allowed for another hire right now. But if this was what keeping the operation small did to David, I had to find a way. 

“I’ll be fine.” He reached over the table and took my hand in his. “I’m sure once we get used to being in a relationship and putting up with the downsides of working together, we’ll find our rhythm.”

I bit my lower lip and nodded. Yeah, maybe I wasn’t the only one who was affected by our relationship being so tentative. I promised myself that the moment we got some free time, I’d make sure we had a real talk. Be honest with David about my fears and just… let him in. 

But that would have to wait. Right now, I had other plans. I stood, bent over the table and kissed him until I ran out of air. When I released him, he had a silly smile on his face and looked a little dazed. 
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I walked into Deb’s precinct on shaky legs. She’d arranged a meeting with an Organized Crime detective, and I wasn’t in any way ready to find out more about the elusive Thomas Byrne. I couldn’t postpone this, not if I wanted to figure out if Jensen had really killed himself or something a lot darker had befallen him. 

“Em, this is detective Marshall Heck,” Deb said when I made it to the conference room where she’d been waiting for me.

I shook his hand. “Emmett Naoki.” 

Detective Heck was a mountain of a man. I was used to having David around, who was taller and broader than me, but this dude would dwarf both of us. 

“Good to meet you.” His deep, thunderous voice made him look even more intimidating. 

“Do you have anything on Thomas Byrne?” I asked as I sat down. Of course he had, this was why we’d decided to meet in person. Deb would have just said so if Organized Crime had zilch on him. I was off my game, big time.

Deb patted my back and gave me a knowing look. Yeah, I was a nervous wreck. 

“We haven’t had anyone look into this guy for a while now,” Heck said, narrowing his eyes. “I understand he tried to contact you through this Jensen lawyer who ended up dead?”

I nodded. “Yes, a while back. It was a brief meeting and I sent him packing, but it looks like Jensen hadn’t given up on talking to me.”

“Do you have any idea if this man is truly your biological father?”

I glared at Deb just to make myself feel better. I knew she’d had to share that information with other cops. Especially if she wanted their help.

“Not sure,” I said and sighed deeply. “This is what Jensen claimed. The man my mother was involved with went by a different name.”

“What name was that?” Heck asked, pulling out a file from his bag and starting to rifle through it. 

“Timothy Bane.”

Heck ran his finger down an impressively long list of aliases and hummed. “That’s an alias he’s dropped…” He tilted his head and blinked rapidly, looking a little bit like an android rebooting. “About the time you were born, I’d say.”

“He disappeared when my mom was pregnant with me, so that kind of fits.”

“Right. This guy is bad news. He’s been part of the Irish mob ever since he was a teen. He climbed up the ladder to become one of the local boss’s lieutenants. He was at the top of his game when he decided to leave the mob. Only he didn’t retire. He branched out, started his own organization.”

“And the other mobsters just let him?” Deb asked. 

Heck nodded. “I don’t know what he had on them, but they didn’t punish him for his defection. Sure, there were a few who tried to have him killed, but the Irish big wigs took care of them immediately after discovering their plots.”

“And what does his criminal organization do now?” I asked, trying to swallow down the bile I tasted. 

“We can’t make anything stick, but we know he’s neck deep in a lot of shady dealings,” Heck muttered. “He’s not your average gangster. He’s using so many fronts and legitimate businesses, we can’t exactly pinpoint what he’s hiding from us. We don’t even know much about who’s in his organization. And there’s no definitive proof he’s the head of any gangster group.”

“Any chance he truly retired?” I asked, bracing myself for Heck’s rebuttal. 

“It’s possible, but unlikely.”

“So what you’re telling me is that I’m the progeny of a mob boss.” 

“If Byrne is really your biological father, then…” Heck shrugged. 

“Do you happen to have Byrne’s DNA on file?” I knew I shouldn’t have allowed myself to hope, but I couldn’t help it. If they had it, I could test mine against him and maybe it would turn out I wasn’t Byrne’s son. 

Heck seemed like he was going to say no to any further requests I made, but Deb stepped in. “It’s relevant to the case. If Jensen truly worked for Byrne, that means he has a different set of files we need to look into elsewhere. If he was pretending to work for the man, and trying to use Emmett for God knows what, then we need to out why. We need to know if he lied about Emmett’s relationship with Byrne.”

Heck sighed but didn’t seem particularly convinced. “We do have it on file. It’s a sample from about fifteen years ago, right before he went his own way. There was a raid on a club the Irish mob used as a meeting place, and he happened to be there. We couldn’t hold him, but we did have a court order for DNA samples.”

I plastered on a fake smile. “Then I guess it’s time for a paternity test.”


Chapter Eight
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I STAGGERED OUT OF the car and pushed the door shut with far too much force. It rang loudly in the quiet neighborhood, but I didn’t care. I was pretty sure no one was asleep, not with all the police lights making it look like the middle of the day. And certainly not after that many cars had driven here at two in the morning, sirens blaring. 

I gave my name to the policeman securing the scene and he waved me inside. 

“Where’s the body?” I asked. 

“Go through the front door and head down the hallway. That will take you to the guy’s office and the detectives will catch you up to speed.”

I thanked the uniform and rushed inside. I knew what to expect. Another suicide, Deb had said, but I couldn’t quite understand why Major Crimes was here.

“Naoki, you finally made it,” Danny Conrad said, looking about as happy as I was to be here in the middle of the night. Seeing how his dark and skin and what I was starting to suspect was designer stubble did wonders to hide his fatigue, I kind of envied him. 

“Why are the two of you here anyway?” 

“Next door neighbor called it in,” Deb said. “He heard a car drive off around midnight, then he woke up again an hour later. Came into the kitchen to get a drink and noticed Mr. Dennis Rushmore over here had left his back door open.”

“And that’s unusual?” I asked.  

“According to the neighbor, he keeps it open in the evening. He has some flowers in the back that bloom later in the day and he likes the scent. But he always shuts it before going to bed.”

I took a look at the actual victim. It was so similar to Jensen’s death that it made me woozy. “What does Mr. Rushmore do?”

“He’s an accountant,” Conrad said. 

I pointed to the laptop on Rushmore’s desk, trying to ignore the blood spatter on the keyboard. “Was that all logged in and ready to be a searched as well?”

Deb shook her head. “No, we had to enter the password all on our own. She pointed to a stack of files next to Rushmore and the post-its stuck on top. “He apparently had trouble remembering it, so he wrote it down.”

I snorted. “That kind of defeats the purpose of a password.” 

Deb smirked. “I am guessing he kept the files locked when he wasn’t working. But his locks don’t look all that complicated so…” She shrugged. 

“Well, you’re still here and you even called me in. This place looks a lot like Jensen’s after he shot himself. So tell me what you found on his laptop.”

“There’s overlap between Rushmore and Jensen’s clients,” Conrad said. 

I groaned and ran my hand through my messy hair. “Still no sign of foul play?”

“Nope,” Deb said. “Open and shut suicide case. It feels even shadier now that we have such a careful copy of the first case.”

“Right. I’ll go back home and get some sleep. Then start looking into this guy.”

“Thanks, Em,” Deb said. Danny mumbled something as well, but I was too tired to try and understand the words.
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I started digging into Rushmore’s life bright and early the next morning. What I found was that he could be Jensen’s even more reclusive carbon copy. There was absolutely no sign of a significant other. Rushmore had no close friends, he avoided interacting with his neighbors as much as he could, except for the guy who’d called it in. They liked to talk about plants. 

His social calendar revolved around his golf club but checking it out hadn’t helped much. Rushmore was there every weekend, he had a few acquaintances he played with regularly, but he never saw them outside the club. 

To my utter disappointment, his version of Ginny Logg was the definition of unhelpful. Rushmore employed the services of virtual assistant agency. He’d contracted them to cover four hours of admin and secretarial work per weekday, and they assigned that to whoever had time on their schedule for it. Rushmore hadn’t interacted with one VA on the regular and his communication with them was limited to email.

Self-employed, a recluse by choice, and always working from home… it kind of made sense he hadn’t been that worried about his office security. 

Deb had found nothing more, despite her far greater police resources. Rushmore had never gotten in any sort of legal trouble, so he hadn’t been on anyone’s radar. 

I was left with another boring afternoon of going through Rushmore’s clients and trying to figure out who was who. I did find the overlap Deb had mentioned. Two of the clusters of businesses that seemed to be run by robots, not real people I could track, had employed both Jensen and Rushmore. At first glance, Rushmore seemed to have a far bigger number of clients. 

It seemed like a lot for one accountant to handle, but as I dug out more information on him, I realized he had some very strict guidelines for his clients. They needed to send him files and reports by certain dates every month, and if they were late more than twice, he’d end his business relationship with them. 

Rushmore had a well-oiled machine set up that took care of all his clients. It was almost automatic, but still impressive if you looked at how much he got done. Everything in his life had a proper time and place it needed to happen. If a guy like that decided to off himself, I almost expected to find an event for it in his calendar. Probably with a few reminders: buy gun; write suicide note; commit suicide. 

There was no note and no appointment with himself in Rushmore’s calendar. Sure, such a strict life might have gotten to someone. They might have realized how barren and lonely their existence was. But if it affected him so badly, there would have been some signs, right? At least one attempt to change things around before he resorted to taking his own life. 

At the end of the day, the thing that bothered me the most was the complete absence of Thomas Byrne. There was no mention of him in any of Rushmore’s client files. I tried to dig into the owners and employees of all the companies Rushmore worked with. In the end, all I got were a few days’ work that led absolutely nowhere. 

Tate was still at my parents, David and I still worked on opposite schedules, and I couldn’t get this Thomas Byrne dude out of my head. It didn’t help that he’d turned out to be my biological father after all. Clear filial relationship, Deb had said. I didn’t have a clear picture of Byrne, as I’d refused to take a proper look at the photos Organized Crime had on file. They were old, anyway. No one had caught him on camera in fifteen years. And even if they did, I didn’t want any more proof I was his son.

I stretched and decided I’d worked hard enough for the day. I looked out the window of my office and realized it was already dark outside. My eyes then fell on David’s empty desk. Fuck, this was hard, not seeing him. I’d worked late and he’d been gone by the time I returned home. 

David’s surveillance of the warehouse hadn’t yielded any results so far. But our client was sure his men were stealing from him, and that they did it at night. So we were going to give this a few more days. After that, he either gave us access for a more in-depth investigation into these supposed thefts, or I would send him one final invoice and bid him goodbye. 

I stood, letting out a loud groan. I decided to head home anyway. Even if I ended up eating alone, sleeping alone, and generally feeling like crap all on my own. Tate still kept in touch, sort of, but he was less chatty than normal. I pursed my lips and glared at nothing in particular. Then I remembered Jensen’s cat and called Deb. 

“Hey, Em, anything new?”

I wasn’t surprised that was where her mind went when I called at ten p.m. “No, not yet. Hey, have you heard anything on Jensen’s cat?”


Chapter Nine
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“WHAT’S ALL OF THIS?” David asked, rubbing his eyes. He’d walked into our kitchen to find me sorting out the stuff I’d bought the night before. Super premium cat food of various types, cute little bowls to dispense said food and some water, a nice, soft bed, one of those complicated play sets with scratch posts and stuff to climb that take half of a room, kitty litter, and enough toys for about ten cats. Oh, yeah, and a carrier. 

“I’m getting a cat.”

“Since when?” David sounded amused, but not entirely surprised. He pulled a chair and sat on it, groaning, then started inspecting my purchases. 

“Since Jensen’s cat is all alone in the world. She’s at an animal shelter for now, but she’s old and unfriendly, so there’s not a huge chance of adoption.”

“And Tate’s okay with you bringing an antisocial cat home?”

I shrugged. “I’ll deal with Tate whenever he decides to return. If he ever wants to come back, that is.”

David snorted. “Of course he’s coming back.”

I kept my eyes on the hot pink carrier I’d gotten for Missy. “Right.”

“Did something happen between you?” David asked, suddenly alert and way too awake. 

I dropped the toy I’d been holding and went around the table. I straddled David and wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders, squeezing him tightly. “Not really. But I think he’s not too happy with me right now.”

David sighed and kissed the side of my neck. He wrapped his arms around my waist and rocked me side to side. “Tate is the most loving big brother I know. Whatever’s upsetting him, he’ll get over it.”

“I don’t know, David. I did a lot of damage to our family lately.”

“What are you talking about?” 

He tried to put some distance between us, but I couldn’t look him in the eye and say all these things. This was far easier. I clung to him and he gave up easily enough. “I first made Yuu reach out to his Yakuza contacts. Then I forced Mom to talk about our birth father. Tate is the most forgiving person I know. Unless someone hurts our family.”

“Baby, that’s not something you had any say in. If you hadn’t talked to your uncle, Danny Conrad would have. And he’d been a lot less nice about it. And this Thomas Byrne character… you couldn’t avoid talking to your mom about him. You might have been able to delay it, but for how long? Especially with two strange suicides on your plate.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my face in the crook of his neck. I knew he was right, but I still felt guilty. I missed my brother and I hadn’t dared to call either of my parents since our tense talk about Byrne. 

“Is there anything I can do?” David asked, gently rubbing my back. 

I kissed his cheek, then his lips, and tried my best to look like I wasn’t about to lose my shit. I’d sat on his lap and clung to him like a big baby, but I could at least try for calm and collected adult for a few seconds. “You can make yourself some breakfast and go to bed. I’ve got to go see an animal rescue volunteer about adopting a cat.”
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Happy Paws wasn’t your typical animal rescue. Or at least it didn’t feel that way to me. It was bright and colorful, and it had a cafe attached to it where customers got to play with kittens and puppies. I guess it was great marketing, a way of enticing those who were open to adopting a pet. 

For some reason, I associated animal rescue with sad stories of abuse and abandonment. I knew Happy Paws probably had plenty of those, but they went with warm and cuddly for a first impression. I decided to avoid the cafe and go to the reception desk in the other half of the building, which I assumed was where the actual rescuing and adopting was handled. 

“Good morning! Welcome to Happy Paws,” a perky teen with rainbow hair and a colorful assortment of pierces said, grinning ear to ear. 

“Morning. I’m here about a cat.”

He giggled and bounced on the tips of his toes. “You’re in luck, we have plenty of those.”

I shook my head. “No, I mean I’m here about a specific cat. Her name’s Missy. She’s been brought in straight from a crime scene.”

The boy lost his cheerfulness for about a second. “Do you know the name of the previous owner?”

“Yup, Bernard Jensen.”

He tapped the keyboard and stared at the computer screen, then he smiled. “She’s here. No one’s offered to adopt her yet.”

“Great,” I bit out. I knew I wasn’t going to leave that damned cat to rot there, not when she wasn’t very young and playful, and Deb had reinforced the idea of her having little chance of being adopted. 

The kid knitted his eyebrows together and made a distressed sound.

“I mean it’s great I haven’t missed my chance, not that no one wants her.”

Relief painted vividly on his face, he relaxed his shoulders. “So you’re want to take her home?”

 “Yup, that’s why I’m here. Is there someone who can tell me exactly what I need to get for her? I already bought some stuff, but I’ve never had a cat, so I’d appreciate a second opinion.”

He perked up again, going with a megawatt smile that honest to God blinded me. “Of course, one of our volunteers will take care of that. You’ll have to fill out some paperwork and we’ll do a background check.”

I arched an eyebrow and glared at him. “Background check? What the hell for?”

He shrugged and lowered his gaze. “Just to make sure you don’t have any incidents of pet neglect or abuse on your record.”

“How long does it take?” 

“Oh, only a couple of days.”

Hell, no! I wasn’t going to drive all the way over here again to pick up this damned cat I wasn’t even sure I wanted. “Will it help if the Major Crimes detective who brought her in vouches for me? I’d like to take Missy home today.”

He rubbed his cheek and stared at his computer for a long time. “I’ll ask my manager. If she says it’s okay, then I suppose you can take the furball home right now.”

To my extensive relief, the manager knew Deb well. They chatted on the phone for a few minutes, then she assigned a volunteer to me. Another perky tween with colorful clothes and even more colorful makeup. He looked cute and cuddly, just like the animals he looked after. He’d also picked some tricks from them. Mainly how to either make puppy eyes or glare me into submission. Happy Paws also happened to be super close to a pet store, a pretty large one, which proved to be my demise. 

Apparently, everything I’d bought in terms of food was all kinds of wrong for my new cat. The kid dragged me to said pet store and it only took me an hour to buy all sorts of super premium food and gourmet delights for Missy. Along with some more toys, more than she’d need for the rest of her life, and a few extensions for the kitty play set I already owned. Once I had it set up, Missy’s new domain would take about half of our living room. While I waited for my paperwork to be processed, I made an elaborate plan on how to get Tate to handle the litter changing job. I’d feed the cat and spoil it, he could take care of her poop. 

After what seemed like forever, the volunteer returned with my new cat all packed up in the carrier I’d gotten her. She might have disapproved of the color. Or me, as she was scowling and growling up a storm. 

“She doesn’t like small spaces,” the rainbow-haired volunteer said, smiling apologetically. 

I frowned at the hissing cat. “Hopefully she likes me better.”

She wasn’t any calmer by the time we made it to the car, which kind of made my mood plummet. I knew cats grew attached to their territories. This one had lost hers, along with her owner. I felt bad for Missy. Bad enough to forgive the way she growled and hissed at me.


Chapter Ten


[image: ]



“OH, MY GOD, THIS is worse than I thought,” Tate said, dropping his bag on the floor and staring at our living room. It now featured a labyrinth of scratching posts, platforms and cat toys, along with Missy’s luxurious bed. 

I looked up from my laptop and winked. “Wait until you see my bedroom. Her upstairs bed is so much cooler.” Not that she used it. She’d taken to sleeping on my pillows.

Tate gasped and came to sit next to me on the couch. “Em, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left like that, with no explanation.”

I shrugged. “You’re an adult, you can go wherever you want.” Okay, I might have sounded hurt and petulant, but that wasn’t exactly a new range of emotions in my repertoire. 

Tate sighed and cradled his head in his hands. “Sorry, I just wanted to spend some time with Mom and Dad.”

“Tate, you’ve done that plenty of times. Let’s not pretend this was about you staying with them. You’ve never shut me out before. You don’t have to explain or apologize for any of it, but don’t treat me like I’m an idiot.”

Tate leaned into me and I moved back onto the couch to let him rest his head on my lap. He was usually the one to coddle me, not the other way around. A surge of protectiveness and regret coursed through me and I rubbed his arm and shoulder. 

“I’m sorry,” Tate mumbled. “I don’t want anything to ruin what we have with our parents.”

“Nothing ever will,” I hoped Tate knew the threatening tone wasn’t directed at him. 

“Things keep happening. First Yuu’s past got brought up, now ours… And Mom looks so worried lately. This Byrne guy, she’s afraid of him.”

I sighed and squeezed his shoulder. “Byrne won’t get anywhere near Mom. Or you.”

“What about you?”

I chuckled. “I doubt he’d enjoy getting close to me. Anyway, once this case is wrapped up, I don’t intend to ever think about our sperm donor ever again.”

Tate pushed himself to a sitting position. “So when you’re done with this investigation, Byrne will be out of our lives for good?”

I nodded. 

“How can you be so sure?”

I winked and maybe grinned with cruel delight. “Because I am a PI, brother. If he tries to get in touch with us again, I’ll make it my mission to uncover all his dirty laundry and turn it over to the cops.”

Tate narrowed his eyes at me. “That would put you in danger. The rest of our family as well.”

“If anyone figures out we’re connected to Byrne, we’ll be in danger anyway.”

“Fair enough. Tell me what I can do to help.”

“Agree to be on kitty litter duty,” I said, smiling at my brother and trying to mimic the puppy eyes I’d seen in action on the Happy Paws volunteer who’d helped me pick out Missy’s stuff. 

Tate punched my shoulder. “We split it fifty-fifty or no deal.”

“Fiiine.”

“Seriously,” Tate said. “How can I help? I want this case closed and behind us. Like yesterday.”

“Tate, you weren’t wrong about this being dangerous.”

He held up his hands. “I’m just a tech geek behind a computer. How much trouble can I really get into?”

A lot. But Tate would get involved anyway. Better to keep an eye on him while he did that. “You can help look into all these companies that our two dead men were working for. I need some sort of clear overlap of actual human beings, not shell companies. Maybe something that leads back to Byrne.”

“On it,” Tate said, already unpacking his own laptop. 
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Tate was far better than me at sniffing out connections between people and companies if he had enough time and a fast internet connection. But this time, he came up empty. Our two suicides seemed unrelated. The overlap in clients was minimal once you got to the nitty-gritty and they didn’t seem to lead to any viable suspects. 

When Deb’s name popped up on my phone, I jumped off the couch too fast and almost crashed into the coffee table. “Fuck,” I muttered, reaching for my phone and rushing to accept the call. “Hey Deb, please tell me you have news.”

She chuckled. “Remember I’m the one who got a decent lead first, okay?”

I rolled my eyes. “Sure, as long as you remember you’d have no clue about the Byrne connection without me. Did you find something linking our vics to the sperm donor?”

“No, but I have another lead you might want to check out.”

“Some of Byrne’s associates are linked to our vics?”

“They’re not official vics, Em. Organized Crime finally traced a few of the smaller companies our lawyer and accountant worked for to a former associate of Byrne’s.”

“Former. Does that mean they go back to Byrne’s Irish mob days?”

“Spot on,” Deb said. “His name is Sean Walsh and the boys in Organized Crime think he’s pretty high up the mobster chain. Not the big boss, but close enough.”

“You want me to talk to him, right?”

Deb sighed. “It’s getting way too dangerous. If you want to step back, no one is going to hold it against you.”

“Not a chance,” I bit out. 

“Thought you might say that. I’ll send you his details after I hang up.”

“Thanks, Deb.”

Once I got the business address of this Sean Walsh guy, I was on the move. I’d planned on going back to the office today, so I’d already gotten showered and shaved right after breakfast. It was close to noon now, half my day having been sunken into more internet dead ends. I considered waiting a little longer before showing up at the dude’s office, as he might be out for lunch, but I didn’t want to waste any more time when I had this actionable of a lead. 

I drove to Walsh’s office in record time. The building where he worked had its own parking lot, and I decided I’d shell the extra costs for the valet option. As I surveyed the place, I realized Walsh sure was one of the big boys in this game. His corporation, well, one of them that claimed to be in international trade, rented the entire top floor of a sleek high rise in the business district. Classic steel and glass, but at least its architects had tried to make it look a little interesting, playing with a few angular shapes that made the building stand out from the plain square mold of its surroundings. 

The receptionist on the ground floor waved me through. I knew it couldn’t be that easy, and I was right. The top floor had its own, far more secure reception, complete with burly looking guards and a shiny metal detector. 

“Good afternoon, sir. How can I help you?”

I smiled at the stiff and impeccable looking receptionist. “My name is Emmett Naoki and I am here to see Sean Walsh.”

She glanced at her computer, then pressed her lips together. “Do you have an appointment?”

I shook my head. “He’ll want to see me, though. Please tell him it’s about his old pal, Thomas Byrne.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, but she did pick up the phone and covered her mouth as she chatted with whoever was on the other side. I didn’t particularly need to hear what she was saying, so I strolled to one of the cushy looking armchairs in the reception area and plopped down. 

A few minutes later, another impeccably well-dressed woman stepped out from the corridor the receptionist and the security guys were guarding. 

“Mr. Naoki?” She asked with a tight smile. “I am Roberta, Mr. Walsh’s assistant. Please, follow me.”

We didn’t shake hands and she didn’t wait for any sort of response from me. She was clearly used to people obeying her every command. 

I cleared my throat and waited for her to figure out I wasn’t following. When she finally looked over her shoulder, an annoyed expression on her face, I smirked. “You have a metal detector and menacing security around here, Roberta. I am not going anywhere with you. There’s a coffee shop on the ground floor. Walsh can come find me there.”

She tried to blink away her confusion and opened her mouth to speak. 

“Please also tell your boss I’m here as a consultant for the Major Crimes Unit.” I turned on my heel and marched out. Through the metal detector, of course.


Chapter Eleven
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I HADN’T EVER MET a mobster in person. I’d seen mugshots of some on TV, and Organized Crime had shared a few details on Byrne and his associates, but head shots weren’t enough to get a clear picture on a man. When Wash strode into the coffee shop, I recognized him long before he locked eyes with me and nodded briefly. 

He wore an expensive-looking tailored suit, classic in its cut. There was a menacing air about him, which his perma-scowl reinforced. Or maybe it was the two dudes guarding his back. Either way, he looked rich and powerful, but he also gave off this vibe announcing to the world that nothing he owned was legally acquired. 

“Mr. Naoki. Pretty ballsy for a measly private dick,” Walsh said as he sat across from me, his voice a lot softer than what I’d expected. 

I snorted and crossed my arms over my chest. “Nothing measly about me, Mr. Walsh.”

“You told my assistant you were here on police business. I find that hard to believe.”

I gave him a lazy smile. “Which means you’re here because I mentioned Thomas Byrne. Feeling nostalgic?”

Walsh chuckled, then turned to one of his goons and gave the man a coffee and pastry order. Guess they were twofers. Valet and security. 

“I wasn’t lying about the police. I am looking into a case for a Major Crimes detective,” I said, keeping my eyes fixed on Walsh. 

He had no discernible reaction to my words, which was disappointing. “I knew our police force wasn’t the best, but I hadn’t realized they resorted to hiring private investigators these days.”

I shrugged. “Not enough evidence for them to invest more resources in this particular case. Let’s just say I’m looking into it to put their minds at ease.”

Walsh quirked an eyebrow. “They don’t have the resources to pay their people, but they hired you?”

“Pro bono,” I quipped. 

“That’s one sure way to run your business into the ground. OWL Investigations, that’s the name if I’m not mistaken.”

He’d googled me in the fifteen minutes it had taken him to get here. If he wanted to impress me, he’d failed. Which I thought I’d emphasize with an epic eye roll. “You had enough time to dig up a lot more than that. You should know by now that I’m well off and so is my PI business. It won’t hurt my bottom line to work on my friendship with local law enforcement.”

Walsh smiled briefly. “Tell me why you mentioned Thomas Byrne and I won’t walk away the moment my man grabs my order.”

I sighed and relaxed into my chair. “I don’t respond well to threats, Mr. Walsh. If you don’t want to talk to me, that’s fine. But I’m the one leading this conversation. Not you.”

Walsh’s smile widened. “I think I like you, Mr. Naoki. You might not survive long with that attitude, but I’ll enjoy watching you for whatever time you have.”

I huffed. “I told you, threats won’t work. And you being a mobster does not impress me.”

“Because you have Yakuza ties.” Statement, not a question. Maybe he’d done more than a cursory internet search.

“I don’t. Neither does my uncle these days. I prefer to have friends on the other side of the law. I’m also growing tired of this pissing contest. Should we get to business?”

The security guy offered Walsh an Irish coffee spiked enough for me to figure out what it was from across the table, while it still had the lid on. He also placed a couple of croissants in front of his boss. Walsh waited for him to retreat to the bar stools along the large windows of the coffee shop before he nodded slowly. “Proceed.”

“I’m looking into two apparent suicides. Nothing suspicious at first glance, other than the lack of any farewell note or any shred of evidence these two people were suicidal. One’s a lawyer, the other’s an accountant. There are only two people linking them. You and Thomas Byrne. And it just so happens that you used to be close.”

Walsh smiled and looked through me. I’m sure he intended it to come across as a fond reaction to Byrne’s name, but his eyes remained cold. “Tommy and me, we were inseparable for a while. Then he decided he wanted to go his own way. King of his small pond, that sort of crap.” Walsh shrugged. “I had no intention of following in his footsteps, so we cut ties. It’s how our world works.”

“By inseparable, do you mean you worked together or that you were close outside of your mob dealings?”

Walsh narrowed his eyes, his lips pressed in a hard line. “Both.”

“Great. Does that mean the apparent lack of contact between you was only for appearances’ sake?”

Walsh shook his head. “There’s no such thing. You either obey the rules or you don’t. And if you don’t, you won’t stay alive for very long.”

“So you have no idea where Byrne is these days?”

“None whatsoever.”
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I left my meeting with Walsh in a foul mood. I’d gotten nothing useful out of him. He’d implied he dealt with the legal side of the mob’s business. He managed dozens of corporations and he let his accounting and legal teams hire outsiders. I wasn’t convinced he’d had no say in hiring my two potential vics, but if they were known associates of the Irish mob, it explained why Byrne would seek them out and hire them. 

Walsh had promise to let me know if Byrne popped up on his radar. He’d even given me his private cell number, in case I had any questions. That had risen my hackles, all right. 

Sean Walsh wasn’t the kind of guy who willingly cooperated with any type of investigation out of the goodness of his heart. And I was pretty sure only a handful of people had his number. Why was he trying to keep such close contact with me? Did he know about my own connection to Byrne? I sure as fuck hoped not. 

I arrived home to an empty house. Well, Missy was lounging in the middle of the couch, totally ignoring the stuff I’d bought for her, but David and Tate were nowhere to be seen. I suspected my brother was at work, but David should still be asleep. He’d been on another all-nighter stakeout. I pulled out my phone and texted to ask where he was. He replied within seconds.

On a job. Fresh case, needed to jump on it right away.

I glared at my phone, but typed a quick reply asking him to stay safe. I could do some work myself, but I kind of didn’t want to. I chose to make a hearty meal of last night’s leftovers and shared it with Missy. She was into mackerel as much as I was. When I finished my feast, we cuddled together in front of the TV. 

Funny, I’d expected Missy to be a little standoffish after everything I’d been told about her. But despite her menacing glares and permanent displeased mug, she’d lain claim to our house and to me in particular. She hardly ever let Tate pet her, and she only tolerated David for limited amounts of time. I grinned to myself, feeling a lot better about Missy’s adoption because I was by far her favorite. 

I’d just dozed off when my phone started buzzing on the coffee table. I picked it up and tried to make sense of the string of text messages from Walsh. For fuck’s sake, had the mob just texted me?

Apparently so. Walsh had sent me a name, Chester Brigham, a hotel name, and room number. The second message shed some light on who the man was. Big finance guy, in town for business. The third one explained why I should care: Brigham had been working with Byrne for years. 

I dashed out the door the minute I’d wrapped my head around the flurry of texts. Why he’d sent three different messages, I couldn’t say. It’s not like there were strict character limits these days. And Walsh had kept them short enough they’d all fit into a freaking tweet. 

The hotel Brigham was staying at wasn’t one of my favorites. The fact Shirou’s family had booked rooms here during Daisuke’s murder investigation had kind of made me hate it. But it was the pinnacle of luxury in our city’s hospitality industry, so it made sense a filthy rich finance guy would book a room here. 

I gave the name and room number to one of the smiling receptionists and she called Brigham’s room. We waited, looking uncomfortably at each other for a long minute, until it became apparent the man wasn’t going to pick up. 

“I’m sorry, sir. I can’t reach him,” the receptionist said, smiling apologetically. 

“Can you at least check if he’s in?” I gave her my sexiest smile, the one photographers I’d worked with had ingrained in me during my modeling days. 

Luckily, it got her to cooperate. “It’s not exactly our policy to give that kind of information,” she said, bouncing from one leg to the other. She looked around her, but her colleagues were all busy. She clicked her mouse a few times, then apologized again. “Mr. Brigham is not in, I’m afraid.”

“Can I leave a message?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “Certainly.”


Chapter Twelve
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BY THE TIME I made it home, I still felt restless. I’d gotten a new lead, but couldn’t talk to my contact, which frustrated me. I usually was quite patient when it came to my investigations, but this case wasn’t my usual type. The moment I’d realized this was connected with Thomas Byrne, I’d morphed into this fidgety, impatient version of myself that wanted things wrapped up fast. I understood Tate’s reaction to this mess. I also wanted to run away and forget the sperm donor had wormed his way into our minds. But I couldn’t, because the only person connecting Byrne to me had died and hadn’t even had the decency to burn my card before kicking the bucket. 

I should have felt bad about how unaffected I was about Jensen’s death. However, the fact he’d worked for at least two mobsters appeased my conscience. It still left me with this buzzing energy rocking through my body that I definitely needed to do something about. I pulled out my phone and checked David’s location. We had an optimized version of a friend finding app—Tate’s work—that allowed us to locate each other fast. A form of backup, just in case either of us got into trouble we couldn’t handle on our own. We weren’t in the safest of businesses, after all. 

Once I locked on his position, I decided to take an Uber there. No need to use two cars on a stakeout. And I could stop and grab some dinner on the way, keep our bellies full while we kept watch on some asshole cheating on their significant other. 

It was late enough for traffic to be light, but early enough I could pick whatever take out I wanted. I felt like pizza with a side of fries and fruit flavored energy drinks. I’d have to start eating healthier soon, maybe work out more consistently. With all the recent stakeouts, I’d only put junk and straight up poison into the temple that was my body. 

Food acquired and drinks nicely tucked into a freshly bought thermal bag, I made my way to David’s car from where the Uber had dropped me. He’d found a pretty secluded spot, but I didn’t know in which house our mark currently was, so I tried to keep a low profile. I succeeded, clearly, as David failed to spot me coming his way and got the scare of his life when I tapped the passenger side window. 

“What are you doing here?” David asked after I’d settled into the seat to his right. He still sounded a bit startled, but he smiled at me, so he must have been glad to see me. I hope he was. 

I shrugged and handed him his box of pizza with his order of fries. “Felt like doing something other than staring at corporate websites. All my other leads, of which I have exactly one, are unavailable right now.”

“Want to talk about it?”

I shook my head. “I want to stuff my face and then I want you to tell me all about this bozo you’re tailing.”

David snorted, then opened the pizza box and groaned. “This smells so good.” He licked his lips as he hurried to break off a slice.”

“Bon appétit,” I said, trying to sound as French as I could. I knew slightly more phrases than cartoon Dexter’s iconic “omelette du fromage” but not by much. 

“I’m glad you’re here. Even if it’s for work,” David said between bites. 

“Me too.” And I meant it. I’d calmed down considerably the moment I’d spotted David’s car. Now that we were sitting next to each other, eating our junk food, everything seemed a million times better. As if David had hit a reset button and I was now immensely patient, rested, and ready for another round of investigating. 

“Want to run the case by me? Maybe something jumps out.”

I chewed slowly, trying to figure out if there was enough to run through. “I don’t have much. That Walsh guy wasn’t particularly helpful at first, but tonight he sent me the contact info of some big finance guy from Wall Street. Seems like Byrne works with the guy. I went to his hotel, but he wasn’t there. I’m guessing he’ll get in touch when he returns and finds the message I left him.”

“Did you or Tate manage to trace anything back to Byrne?”

“Zilch. Like absolutely nothing. Even this connection to Walsh seems like it won’t lead to much.”

“Except for the finance guy.”

I nodded. 

“But why didn’t he tell you about him when you two first talked?”

I licked my lips and reached for a fresh slice of pizza. “Not sure. He might have only found out later. Or, more likely, he took some time to get a proper look at my background.”

David made a sound in his throat that sounded a lot like growling. “I don’t like having a mobster looking into you.”

I shrugged. “Me either, but it can’t be helped. I hope this will be over soon and I won’t hear of Thomas Byrne ever again.”

My phone started buzzing in my pocket. I swore, dropped the barely touched pizza slice into its box, and took it out. “Hey, Deb.”

“Emmett, where are you right now?”

“In a car with David, waiting for the cheater du jour to come out of his mistress’s place.”

“Not around Chester Brigham’s hotel?”

I frowned and turned to look at David. “No, I went by there earlier. I am pretty much on the other side of town. How do you know I went to see him? Did Organized Crime tell you about him.”

“Brigham’s dead. The reception desk clerk I talked to said someone had asked for him earlier and she handed me your message.”

“Am I a suspect?” I said it jokingly, but I was already saying my prayers. Of all the people I didn’t want to face in any sort of battle, Deb was at the top of my list. 

Deb snorted. “Get real. I have video footage of you leaving the hotel. Why don’t you come meet me here and take a look at Brigham?”

I groaned and hung my head. “Let me guess. Another apparent suicide.”

“Yup, our boy used pills though. Less painful, I guess.”

“I’ll be there as fast as I can.” I hung up and turned to look at David. I hated to say goodbye so soon, but…

“Nope,” David said, placing his food on the backseat. 

“Nope what?”

“You are not going alone. Buckle up and keep eating. I’ll drive you to the hotel and wait until it’s time to take you home.”

“What about the guy you’re following?” I asked, unable to keep the excitement out of my voice. 

“Fuck him. I got good shots of him going in, arms wrapped around some woman. I also have photos of his car still parked here hours later. He’s supposed to be at a business dinner.”

“You sure? This might mean another night of following him around.”

“Don’t care. I’m going with you.”

I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

He turned his head at top speed and pecked my lips. “I’m doing it for selfish reasons, so don’t thank me.”

David pulled out of his hideout and maneuvered the car into the flow of traffic. Once he’d settled in, he took my hand in his and held it all the way to the crime scene. 

When we arrived at the hotel, a uniformed cop was waiting for me in the lobby. David said hello to him, then motioned for the coffee shop on the ground floor. The idea of him waiting for me gave me enough fuel for a few more stressful days, not just a few hours longer. 

A uni walked me to Brigham’s room, where a few crime scene investigators and cops had taken over. 

“Emmett, in here,” Deb said, waving her hand frantically. 

I squeezed through the people in the hallway and made my way to the suite proper. Brigham had gotten ready for bed and then taken the pills. Everything looked like it had barely been touched. Except the dead body in the middle of the bed, that ruined the feng shui.

“Do we have a goodbye note this time?”

Deb shook her head. “Just like the other two, we have nothing.”


Chapter Thirteen
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DAVID JUMPED OUT OF the oversized chair he’d been sitting in the moment he spotted me. I dragged my feet over the lush carpet in the lobby and motioned for him to sit down. I crashed in the chair next to his and sighed. 

“What would you like?” David asked.

I looked at the menu and scoffed. “Something from the bar.”

“How about I take you home and we have a few drinks over there? That way we can crash in our own bed when we’ve had our fill.”

I gave him an exhausted smile. “You always have the best ideas.”

David winked and stood, holding out his hand to help me up. I grabbed it and pulled myself to my feet but didn’t let go. We hadn’t been doing much boyfriendy things lately, so I clung to whatever I could. Wait, was it okay to call us boyfriends? We were dating. David grinned at me, a full-on double-dimple attack, and I stopped questioning myself. David was my boyfriend. Fuck! I hadn’t even slept with him yet. What would happen when we finally got naked? Would I propose to him after our first time? I snorted and pulled him closer to me. Not likely. 

“I missed you,” I said, wrapping my arms around David’s waist. 

He immediately put his strong arms around my shoulders and kissed my cheek. “Missed you, too. Even if all we’ve been doing lately is stakeouts, I at least got to see more of you.”

I groaned and hung my head. “True. We need to wrap a few more cases, including this string of suicides. And then we should maybe go somewhere together. Somewhere with no signal and no computers allowed. That way nothing else can pop up and drown us in work or drama.”

“Deal.”
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I woke up to the sound of water whooshing in the bathroom. I groaned and rubbed my eyes, then sat up to glare at David’s empty spot. The sound of the shower gave me an idea though. I could always join him. Save water or whatever. I rushed out of bed, almost tripping in my hurried attempt to disentangle myself from the sheets, and by the time I stumbled out of my room, David had already stepped out of the shower. 

“Morning, sunshine,” David quipped. 

“Go back inside,” I said, trying to push David backwards. 

“Why?”

I rolled my eyes at him. “So I can sneak into the shower with you, obviously.”

David sighed and pulled me into a hug. He was still wet, but I didn’t care. I molded my body to his and smiled contentedly as I sunk into the embrace. 

“Sorry, Nao. I have to be out the door in five minutes.”

“But why?” I was totally channeling an angry teenager this fine morning. 

“Meeting a new client, sorry. I can try to reschedule—”

“No.” I pecked his lips and released him. “I’ll be good.”

“We could do dinner tonight?” He smiled warmly, a hopeful glint in his eyes. 

“We can most definitely try.”

I reluctantly let David go and went through my own shower-and-shave morning routine. By the time I was done, he’d already left. Tate had gone to work long before I’d woken up, so I ate a lonely breakfast, then headed for Deb’s station. I needed info on Brigham and, as he wasn’t local, my best bet was my BFF going through official channels. 

When I got to the bullpen, Deb was waiting with coffee and some news from the NYPD. 

“Brigham was a big name in finance. He also had a reputation for handling major investments from organized crime groups.”

I snorted. “Why am I not surprised. None of our suicides is truly innocent, right?”

Deb smirked. “No, they seem to be working for the scum of the earth. Brigham more than the others.”

“What do you mean?”

“Our first two, the lawyer and accountant? We only have these tiny little businesses that trace back to Sean Walsh, if you follow a bunch of winding roads to get to him.”

“Right.”

She wiggled her eyebrows. “Brigham is another story. Organized Crime in NYC has a lot of surveillance on him. They have photos and video footage of a bunch of meetings with dodgy people from all over the country.”

“And Sean Walsh who’s Irish mob is the one who told me about Brigham, so he probably kept similarly seedy company in our fine city.”

“Right.” I narrowed my eyes and sat on the edge of her desk. She gave me a displeased look, but let it go and got comfortable in her chair. 

“What’s bugging you, Em?”

I grazed my teeth over my bottom lip and hummed. “Not sure. David brought this up yesterday too, but why would Walsh wait so long before telling me about Brigham?”

Deb tapped her lips and swung her chair around. “Background check would take a bit, right? He might have been busy doing that, to get a feel for you. Or getting permission from higher ups?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. There’s just something about him.”

“Think he’s involved in these suicides?”

“No, not really. If he were, why tell me about Brigham at all?”

“To give us a reason to doubt his involvement?”

I chuckled. “Right, he looked really afraid of the police.”

Deb rolled her eyes. “Then what doesn’t feel right to you?”

“He’s a supposed old friend of Byrne’s, yeah?”

Deb nodded. “That’s what he claims. But they fell out of love when Byrne left his old mobster friends.”

“I don’t think Walsh ever liked Byrne. Which is why I think he kept tabs on Byrne and knows exactly who his associates are. I’m not buying this sudden falling out.”

“But there’s nothing linking any of our deceased gentlemen to Byrne. So far, we can barely link them to Walsh. Hard to prove he had any active role in the companies these three worked with.”

“Yeah, but why would the Irish mob stage complicated suicides to get rid of some guys who did a bit of work for the lowest of the low on their long list of business fronts?”

Deb handed me the file she’d received. “You look through this, see if anything jumps at you.”

I took it and started to turn the pages. “Look at that. No family, no close friends, just a lot of acquaintances. Brigham might be a lot flashier and live a more glamorous life than the other two, but he has no real ties to anyone.”

“Sounds like the best way to go about it if you get in bed with all sorts of criminals. If anything goes wrong, they have nothing to use against you.”

I thumbed through the rest of the file, then threw it on her desk and sighed. “I think we should look into Walsh some more. Not saying he’s responsible for this sudden suicide epidemic, but he’s playing his own chess game, one we don’t know the rules or stakes to. I don’t want to be a pawn in that.”

“Well, I’ll be getting Brigham’s client list at some point today. NYPD is already raiding his penthouse as we speak. Looks like he also has a home office, they’ll search that too. Maybe they come up with something useful.”

“What, he doesn’t rent something on Wall Street?” I said, smirking at Deb. “Wherever did he entertain all his rich friends.”

“I hear restaurant dinners and brunches can work wonders,” Deb said. 

“Okay, then. I’ll try to take a closer look to Walsh, and you let me know if Brigham worked for any other the other two had as clients.”

“You got it.”

I looked around the bullpen, making sure no one was within earshot, then leaned in closer to Deb’s ear. “How come they’re still letting you work on this one?”

She winked. “Danny convinced the captain three dead bodies with mob connections might warrant a little digging. It’s just us two, whenever we have time for it. The rest is up to you.”

I grinned and pecked her cheek, just as Danny was stepping into the bullpen. Great, another reason for him to hate me. “Conrad,” I said coolly, nodding at him. 

“Naoki. Anything new?”

“Not much. You?”

He wiggled his eyebrows at me. “I have Brigham’s client list on my email.”


Chapter Fourteen
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“YOU MUST BE KIDDING me,” I muttered, going through Brigham’s client list again. 

“Not one measly home office that worked with all three of our suicides,” Danny Conrad said, sounding as pissed off as I was. 

“Brigham has some clients in common with each one of the other vics, though. I am guessing the lack of overlap is due to Brigham’s business model. Only bigger fish have enough to invest through him.”

Ah, Deb, ever the positive one. “Are we calling them vics now?”

Danny shrugged. “Not officially. We have no clear sign of foul play, only too many similarities between these three cases. No cop worth his salt can swallow this many coincidences.”

“Fair enough.” I returned my attention to the list and sighed. “One thing’s for sure, Brigham did a lot of investing for Walsh. Which means I get to go talk to the friendly mobster. Again.”

“Be careful,” Deb warned. 

“I’ll make sure I meet him in a public place, don’t worry.”

Danny pressed his lips together and looked at me intently. “The mob sometimes likes to put on a show. Or do you think them shooting out an entire restaurant to get one guy is just the stuff of movies?”

I shrugged. “It’s mostly movies. Usually they’re a bit more efficient and covert than that.”

“Usually,” Deb said, enunciating the word slowly. “Not always. So watch your back.”

I mock-saluted them and grinned. “I always do.”

“Bring your sidekick with you,” Danny said.

“Conrad, don’t tell me how to do my job. And don’t call him my sidekick.”

“Deb does.”

I rolled my eyes, filing a note to self to scold Deb later. “Deb’s been my best friend forever. She has privileges you can never hope to unlock.”

Danny groaned and shook his head. “Whatever. Just be careful, okay?”

I wanted to mock him, say something about how he’d almost made me think he cared. But there was something too genuine in Conrad’s concern and I didn’t feel like making fun of it. Maybe I needed to get checked out soon. All this kindness couldn’t be healthy.

“I’ll text you where and when I’m seeing him. And send an SOS of sorts if anything feels off.”

“Fair enough,” Deb said, then stood and motioned for the exit. “I’ll walk you out.”
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I expected a long wait before Walsh agreed to talk to me again. Turned out I was wrong. My new gangster friend suggested brunch at a hip restaurant in the business district. I’d not been there often, as it was a bit too posh and uptight for my taste, but I agreed. If I arrived there before he did, I could at least take a look around, see where the exits were. 

The moment I gave Walsh’s name to the young man looking down at my casual shirt and jeans, his demeanor changed. He immediately started schmoozing me and took me to a partially secluded table overlooking the terrace and the steel and glass view of the business district. The top floor location was truly the one redeeming quality of this place. Not because the standard architecture of these high rises was that impressive, but because, when dining with a mobster, the knowledge no one could drive by and shoot me helped. Of course, they could always fly a helicopter over here or use a sniper, but I hoped I didn’t warrant such complicated military tactics. 

“Mr. Naoki, so nice to see you again,” Walsh said and smirked at me. It looked a little vicious, but I didn’t detect any ill intent behind it. He just had that kind of demeanor that put the fear of god into most people. I guessed it helped with his mob hotshot persona.

“Thanks for seeing me, Mr. Walsh.”

He sat across from me and smiled at the waiter who rushed to his side. Our server for the day seemed to be trembling, so I guessed he wasn’t immune to that cruel grin Walsh sported. Walsh ordered a cappuccino to start with, then waited silently for it to be brought. 

“I assume this is about the now departed Mr. Brigham?”

“News travels fast around here.”

Walsh chuckled. “I tend to keep tabs on people I work with. Brigham was one of them.”

“Does that mean you have trackers on them? Permanent surveillance? Or do you have a guy that follows them around now and then?”

Walsh laughed and it sounded just like him. Cruel and menacing. “You’re a funny one, Naoki. I don’t have to sneak into people’s homes to set up listening devices and cameras to keep an eye on them. But I do have sources everywhere and they know who to look out for.”

It didn’t surprise me that someone like Walsh would have people planted everywhere, including the police department. It still pissed me off. “Right. So why didn’t you tell me Brigham did business with you, not just Byrne?”

Walsh shrugged. “You didn’t seem interested in my dealings.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and leaned forward. My momentum was thumped by the arrival of our brunch. Interesting, since we hadn’t ordered anything. Yet we got a nice assortment of finger food, mini-sandwiches, pastries of all sorts, and some salads and sauces. This restaurant seemed to be working like a well-oiled machine when Walsh was here. I wondered if they wanted to impress him or just make sure he didn’t put a hit on them after his meal. 

“How well did you know Brigham?” I asked when we were alone again.

Walsh half-shrugged. “As well as anyone, I suppose. He was the type of man who liked to keep to himself.”

“Looks like all the people working for you come out of the same mold. Not much family, no close friends, no spouse or significant other. Why is that?”

Walsh shrugged. “Less pressure points for people to use against them.”

Well, at least Walsh wasn’t playing coy. “Do you follow the same philosophy?”

“As much as I possibly can, yes.” He broke off a piece of a fluffy croissant and stared at it. “What do you want to know about Brigham?”

“I’m trying to figure out why someone would take him out. Did he lose some dangerous guy’s money or something?”

Walsh shook his head. “No one would kill Brigham over a business dispute. He’s… well, was an investment genius. Sure, some of his gambles didn’t always pay off, but no one truly cared. He always made back whatever money he lost.”

“You say gambles. Did Brigham go after investments that could either turn huge profits or lose him everything?”

Walsh considered my question for a long time. “Not really, no. He had a healthy mix of investment opportunities in his portfolio. But he liked to go for more stable, moderate to low return investments for most of his clients. He’d sometimes come across and interesting but risky opportunity that he wanted to gamble on. About half of those paid off, and when they did, we’re talking huge profits.”

“Got it.”

Walsh smirked. “I don’t think you truly understand, Mr. Naoki. It’s hard to find reliable people to work with in my line of business.”

Fair enough, not a lot of people rushed to work for criminals. 

“Brigham worked with me for over ten years. I wouldn’t off my finance guy over a few mishaps where he lost me money I could make back in a week, a month tops.”

“Does the same apply to the now defunct lawyer and accountant?”

Walsh nodded. “Even more so. Legal and accounting are paramount aspects of anyone’s business.”

“So why would anyone want to kill these guys. It can’t really be personal, because they had no close relationships with anyone. And you’re saying it can’t be business.”

“Maybe this really is a string of suicides. Maybe they started feeling guilty.”

I huffed and shook my head. “Do you really believe that, Mr. Walsh?”

“Not at all.”

“Then why do you suspect they were killed?”

Walsh hummed and took a long breath, held it, then released it. “It might have been something they knew. Someone trying to get information out of them. Whether they talked or not, that would be a death sentence.”


Chapter Fifteen
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“THERE ARE TWO THINGS tying all these people together. You, our strongest lead, who we know worked with all three,” I said, watching Walsh carefully for any kind of reaction. He nodded lazily, his eyes fixed on mine. “Then there’s Byrne. I know he worked with these people too. In fact, you said Brigham came into town to meet with him.”

“Right,” Walsh said, biting off a piece of a bacon and egg sandwich.

“I’m currently talking to you, and Byrne is next on my list.”

Walsh chuckled and almost choked on his sandwich bite. “Good luck with that,” he barked out.

“Are you saying he won’t talk to me?” I arched and eyebrow and waited patiently for Walsh’s amusement to fade. 

“No, I mean good luck finding him. No one knows where he’s hiding his sorry ass these days.”

Organized Crime had some surveillance photos of Byrne, but they weren’t exactly recent. Five or six months old. “So when you said you lost touch, you really meant it.”

Walsh nodded, fighting to tone down his amusement. “I’ve ran into him over the years, but not often. Since he parted ways with his old business associates, he’s been keeping a low profile. It’s been months since I’ve last seen him. Maybe even a year.”

“Maybe he’s decided to retire.”

Walsh huffed. “Byrne always liked to play games. He considers himself a criminal mastermind. He really loves it when people can’t trace any of his dealings back to him. Hiding out plays into that, I suppose. Hard to track, hard to investigate.”

“Is there really no way to get a hold of him?”

Walsh scrunched his nose. “There were always rumors around Byrne. He was said to have fathered half of the bastards born within a hundred-mile radius. I only know of one kid he mentioned a long time ago when he was drunk out of his mind.”

One kid, interesting. I widened my eyes to feign surprise. I’d made so many facial expressions on command for some photographer or another, that it was quite easy to be convincing. “Thomas Byrne had a kid? That’s unexpected.”

Walsh waved his hand. “Not sure if that’s helpful. He abandoned his son and the mother when the kid was a toddler or something. He never looked back.”

“Another dead end.” I sighed dramatically. 

“Maybe. But that’s the only thing that comes to mind. Find the kid, and maybe he’ll lead you back to Byrne.”

“Where do you think his son might be now?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. He should be all grown up by now, so he might have left town.”

“At least he was born locally, right?”

Walsh nodded. “Right. You find the kid, and I might be able to help. Look into his past, see if I can spot any traces of Byrne being involved.”

I narrowed my eyes at Walsh and crossed my arms over my chest. “Why exactly are you helping me? Especially since I’m working with the police on this one?”

Walsh smirked and wiggled the pastry he’d grabbed at me. “I already told you. It’s hard to find good people to work with.”
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When I finally got out of that tedious brunch, I called detective Heck and asked him to reach out to all his Organized Crime snitches, see if he could get a better picture of Byrne’s current life in and out of work. 

I didn’t have to look for the son he’d abandoned. I was pretty sure our sperm donor had drunkenly ranted about Tate. I did however find it interesting that he’d only mentioned the one son. He’d either tried to cover his tracks, even inebriated, or he’d never considered me his. He couldn’t have missed my heavily pregnant mother’s state. 

Thinking back to Jensen’s visit to my office, I was inclined to pick the former. The lawyer had mentioned both myself and Tate, not just my older brother. So why was Byrne so careful with his personal information? Especially with his good ol’ pal, Walsh? 

I snorted and walked faster, trying to get to where I’d parked my car. It was obvious why all the cloak and dagger shit was a necessity. Byrne had done some bad things, vile things, that had in turn made him a lot of enemies. And those enemies were just as rotten as he was. They’d go after his family to get to him, no matter how deadbeat of a father he’d been. 

I drove to the office, thinking I could bury myself in work until dinner time. Maybe put a dent into the background checks we’d been hired to do, make sure I left less of our cases for David to handle. 

“There you are, dear,” Miss Bigallow said, hurrying to my side and giving me a hug. It had only been a couple of days since she’d last seen me. 

“How are you today?” I asked, smiling down at my landlady. 

“Perfectly fine, thank you. You look well, but just as overworked as young David.”

I chuckled and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, walking her into my office. “Speaking of my assistant, is he still in the office.”

“He was here earlier to meet a client. But he left soon after the meeting was over.”

“I can’t wait for our work hours to be in sync again.” I collapsed onto my office chair and sighed. I felt beyond full after my hearty brunch with Walsh. I’d managed to keep my eating under control while we’d talked about my case, but once that was done, he’d insisted on my trying every single thing the waiters had brought out to our table. I hadn’t eaten that much in one sitting in a long time. 

Miss Bigallow sat in front of my desk and crossed her legs, then focused on smoothing the hem of her skirt. “You might need to expand soon,” she said, not meeting my eyes.

I groaned and let my head fall back. “No.”

She shrugged and dropped the topic. Miss Bigallow knew better than anyone that I didn’t really play well with others. For the longest time, the only people I tolerated had been Deb, Tate, and herself. But that was because I still had long stretches of time where I did my own thing. David was the one true exception to that rule. I preferred us teaming up on cases to working independently, as we were forced to do now. Recent development, and slightly troubling. Despite all that progress, the idea of having more people join us made me want to throw up. 

“What if I had a solution I know wouldn’t upset you.” Miss Bigallow smiled, still avoiding my gaze. 

“And what solution would that be?” 

She inhaled deeply, straightened her back, and looked right at me. “How about I pick up more work. Officially. I already manage most of your client appointments. I could help with updating files, creating final reports, and I’m sure I can learn how to dig up dirt on people.”

I tried to hide my smile but failed. “You mean you want to do background checks?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “That. And I’m extremely good at finding things on the internet.”

I raised both eyebrows and she scoffed. “Don’t give me that look, young man! I know what Facebook is. I even have an Instagram account.”

“How about Twitter?” I asked, trying to trip her.

“Aren’t they hemorrhaging users these days? I do have an account with them but never use it.”

I snorted and shook my head. “Wow, I didn’t expect that.”

“You underwhelm me, Emmett. I expected you to ask about Tik Tok. I don’t use it, by the way.”

I laughed, which made my stomach ache even more. “We still have one problem, Miss Bigallow.”

She grinned mischievously. “If you mean my family, I’ve already informed them of my decision. I also told them whoever dares tell me what to do will be kicked out of my will.”

I shook my head, knowing she’d defeated me. “I’ll think about it, okay?”

“Don’t take too long, dear. I might find another agency to work for.”


Chapter Sixteen
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THE GOOD MOOD MY conversation with Miss Bigallow had put me in only soared when David strolled into the office. He looked a little haggard, sporting a hint of dark circles, but he still was too gorgeous for me to breathe properly for the first few seconds of proximity. 

“You’re here,” he said, grinning ear to ear. 

He rushed to my desk, but then stopped. “Right, work.” 

I reached over my desk and grabbed his wrist before he could move away. “What did you want to do right now?”

The corners of his mouth turned up in a warm smile. “Kiss you stupid.”

I shuddered at the naked heat in his eyes, then pulled on his wrist until our heads were a breath apart. “What’s stopping you?”

Next thing I knew, his lips were fused to mine, his tongue seeking entrance. I opened up with a low moan, desperately seeking to deepen the kiss. Too soon, we heard the familiar sound of Miss Bigallow’s high heels on the hardwood floors in the antechamber. I reluctantly let David go to his desk. 

“Tonight, after dinner, we’re going to do a lot more of that,” I muttered. 

David laughed almost soundlessly, but it wasn’t enough to distract me from his adorable blush. Yeah, I was done waiting and inventing reasons not to sleep with my new boyfriend. If I somehow ended up proposing after our first shared orgasm, so be it. I didn’t even care I might say something stupid like how obsessed with him I was. 
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The rest of my workday had dragged badly. It didn’t help that David being so close distracted the hell out of me. Or maybe I wanted to be distracted, as I worried less about all the leads I didn’t have. 

I’d checked in with Marshall Heck, but he reminded me it would take a while to reach out to their informants. Deb and Danny were both busy working other cases and I’d have to wait for their shift to end for them to finally invest more time in these suicides.

The pile of background checks waiting for me seemed more daunting than usual, which only made me consider Miss Bigallow’s suggestion properly. She was an impressive lady. She’d always gone above and beyond to take care of her family and she had worked for most of her life. She wasn’t exactly feeble or weak-willed, and if after finding a dead body in our office she still wanted to take on more OWL Investigations work, who was I to deny her? Especially since we needed her help and I was unwilling to hire any strangers to pick up the slack. I still decided to give it a little more thought. Yeah, I was getting overcautious these days. Clearly a sign of old age.

At precisely five o clock, I stood and clapped my hands. “Shut your computer down, David.”

“Just a little longer,” he muttered, eyes glued to his monitor.

“Do it, or I’ll shut it down and you won’t have time to save your progress.”

He shook his head but complied. “What’s with the strict orders?”

I shrugged. “I’m tired of waiting. So we’ll go home, shower and change, and then we’ll have that dinner we talked about.”

He perked up in record time, already on his feet before I finished explaining my plans for the evening. “Whatever you say, boss.”

I snorted and arched an eyebrow at him. “You might regret that later.”

David stepped closer to me and touched his forehead to mine. “I doubt that.”

Breaking our connection was far more difficult than it had any right to be. So I grumbled my way through traffic and tapped my fingers impatiently on the steering wheel. 

“We’re not late for anything,” David reminded me, his tone warm and only slightly mocking. 

“We’re months late,” I muttered. 

“Late for what?”

Right, of course he’d catch that. “Never mind. Where do you want to eat?”

David let it go and went along with my talk of food and potential locations for a romantic dinner. We decided on a little Chinese restaurant that was within walking distance from my place. 

Perfect choice, I realized a little later when I was sitting across from him, stealing pieces of his sweet and spicy duck. I really needed the alcohol tonight, just to mellow down my excitement. 

“Are you okay?” David asked. “You’re kind of quiet.”

Who wouldn’t be, with a constant stream of erotic images starring David running through their head? Not getting him naked for so long had been a huge mistake. I’d worked myself into this state where even a horny teenager had more restraint than me. 

I closed my eyes and groaned. David swore under his breath and I caught him as he pulled the tablecloth over his lap. 

“Jesus Christ, the sounds you make,” he said breathlessly. 

Right, I wasn’t the only one affected by this prolonged celibacy. High time to put both of us out of our misery. “Want me to ask them to pack everything up for us?”

David nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please. I spent most of this meal wondering why the hell we didn’t order in.”

I shrugged. “I wanted us to have a romantic dinner. But maybe we can try again when we’re slightly less horny.”

David winked, then turned to catch our waiter’s attention. “You always have the best ideas, Nao.”

If I did, then I wouldn’t have decided walking to and from the restaurant was the optimal solution tonight. The road home seemed impossibly long. Mostly because we were pretty much wrapped around each other and we kept stopping to make out. 

My phone pinged with a new message. I checked it briefly and saw it was from my Organized Crime friend, Detective Heck. He'd finally gotten some information on Thomas Byrne’s current life outside of his less than legal career. It turned out he hadn’t ever married, didn't have a steady girlfriend or any kind of family, much like the victims of the string of suicides pointing back to him. Heck did name a potential son, albeit an illegitimate one. It clashed with what Byrne’s former Irish mob buddy had told me, but Walsh had been pretty open about not knowing much about Byrne’s current situation. Maybe my sperm donor had been better than Walsh gave him credit for at keeping his secrets to himself. He hadn't mentioned me, not even while drunk off his ass. So why not hide another bastard from the world?

David pulled me closer, brushing his lips along the side of my neck, and I forgot everything about Walsh and Byrne and this crazy mess of a case that I hadn't even wanted in the first place. My entire attention was focused on trying to keep my reactions under control. Despite that, my skin broke into goosebumps under his touch, and I might have been trembling all over, which further impaired my ability to keep walking and get home already.

Just when I thought I'd go insane if I didn't get my hands and mouth on David’s bare skin, we turned onto our street. It was empty and quiet, like it always was this late in the evening. Sometimes I wondered if Tate and I had picked a neighborhood filled with retirees of all sorts when we’d moved here. It certainly wasn't party central, which suited me just fine.

I slowed down as my rambling thoughts tried to distract me from jumping David in the middle of the street. David wasn’t much into delayed gratification that evening, however. “Come on, move it.”

“Eager, aren't you?” I tried to sound mildly annoyed by him rushing me, but my own jerky and hurried movements contradicted it.

David chuckled and dragged me inside. “Think Tate’s still awake?”

I shrugged. “Don't care. Let's just get to my room and close the door behind us. I'm sure he won't bother us once we’re inside. Too high a risk of catching one or both of us naked.”

David shook his head. “I don't want your brother to hate me.”

I pushed him up the stairs. “Stop talking about my brother when I'm about to get you naked. Besides, Tate is not one to be caught unprepared. I'm pretty sure he bought noise canceling headphones the moment you started hanging out around here.”

David grinned my way, then cleared the rest of the stairs. “Right as always. Now step inside and let me get those clothes off you.”

“Why did we wait for so long again?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “It can't be because I wasn't tempted. Just look at you!”

David blushed, hard enough for me to see it in the almost pitch-black room. I turned on the lamp on my nightstand, just to make sure I caught all those reactions and committed them to memory. I’d dreamed of discovering every little thing about him since I was a teenager. I could finally unveil all his secrets now, and here I was, thwarted by the near darkness of my own bedroom.

An angry yowl made us both jump. Missy lounged in the middle of my bed, glaring at us. I tried not to turn to mush at her antics, but I couldn’t help it. I reached out to pet her, but she wasn’t into it. She stretched, looked at me disapprovingly, then sauntered to the door. David was closer, so he opened it for her to dart out. 

“Looks like I should be more worried about your cat hating me.”

I shrugged. “Pretty sure she goes through these phases where she hates everyone.”

“Really?”

I sighed. “She’s a cat, David. We’re clearly unworthy. Now let’s hurry up and get naked.”


Chapter Seventeen
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DAVID CLOSED THE DOOR behind Missy and stepped closer to me at a slow pace. “I think it was for the best.”

I frowned, having a little trouble following. “What, that I adopted Missy?”

He shook his head. “That we took things slowly.”

Right, that. We were having a conversation before disturbing Missy’s sleep. I looked down at his bulge which was a little hard to miss right now. “Are you sure about that?”

“Yeah, I think we both needed time. Well, mostly you.” David shrugged. “I'm pretty sure you still doubt my commitment to us after everything that happened with Shirou.”

I cringed inwardly at the mention of his ex. “Yeah, maybe. But it's not just me who needed time. I still expect you to realize I'm not that much of a catch when it comes to long-term relationships.”

David smiled warmly, and then cupped the back of my head, pulling me closer to him. “No way. You're amazing, Nao. Just think about all the impromptu dates we’ve managed in the past couple of months.”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “Do you mean all the stakeouts? Those weren't dates, David. Those were work assignments.”

He scoffed, then bent his head to capture my lips in a quick kiss. “Keep telling yourself that. We both know we could have taken turns on stakeouts. It would have definitely been easier on both of us if we had at least managed to sleep properly every other night.”

“You're still in training.” Apparently, I could lie to his face without batting an eye. Or I had selective memory which allowed me to overlook all the solo stakeouts he’d been on.

“Really? It's not that you like my company and that I crave yours?”

I rolled my eyes and wrapped my arms around his wide shoulders. “Okay, fine. We somehow managed to do couple activities when there was no time for them. That doesn't mean I'm great at relationships.”

“Good point.”

Nope, I did not want to punch him for letting those words out of his mouth. It was my argument to begin with, but it still bothered me he agreed.

As if sensing my distress, David kissed my forehead. “I guess time will tell which of us is right. I think you're great at this. I think us being together is an amazing idea. And I think I have the rest of my life to prove you wrong.”

“Sometimes, I really like the way you think.” I decided my brain needed a break, so I pressed myself into David. Nothing like full body contact with this gorgeous man to stop me from forming even a trace of a thought. I'd done a lot of thinking, ever since I'd somehow tricked myself into employing David as my assistant. It was high time I started doing something else with my body, like touch and taste and smell every inch of him. Worry less about what the future held, and just embrace the right now. I'd never been particularly great at living in the moment, always wondering what lie I’d discover next and how it would ruin life as I knew it. But I was willing to try. For David. And if I hadn't completely made up my mind to give in, all it took was a double-dimpled smile for him to break through my defenses.

I couldn't tell when exactly we managed to take our shirts off, but the skin to burning hot skin contact made me shudder. God, he felt so good. “I'm afraid I'll get addicted to this,” I murmured.

“That would definitely work in my favor,” David said, burying his face in the crook of my neck.

I closed my eyes, thrusting my hips forward in search of much needed friction. And right then my phone went off…

I knew it was late enough for this to be something other than a friendly call, so I immediately checked it. It wasn't a number I knew, but it was a local one.

“This is Emmett Naoki,” I said, pressing the phone to my ear. I struggled to swallow down my annoyance, while also keeping David in check. I hadn't been kidding about my inability to think when he was this close to me. And I had a feeling I'd need my neurons to be in top shape for this conversation.

“Em, it’s Deb. Turn your TV on and find any local news channel you can.”

“What's going on?” It was strange for her to use a land line, but not unheard of. It also tended to happen when she was at work and giving me less than stellar news. I didn't wait for a reply. I looked around and quickly spotted my laptop. I could try to find a local news station with a live feed on their website.

“There’s a huge fire at a warehouse, somewhere on the outskirts of the city,” Deb said, then mumbled to someone in her office. “It's a bad one, Em.”

“Found it,” I said, motioning for David to check the on-screen video with me. There was a live feed from a helicopter flying around the warehouse, or, more precisely, a cluster of warehouses. Everything was burning bright, and I could see the streams of water from the fire trucks trying to keep this blazing inferno under control. It didn't look like they were having much luck. “Where is this, Deb?”

“We’re not entirely sure who owns this, but Heck seems to believe it's one of Thomas Byrne’s businesses. They own quite a few warehouses in this area. And it looks like the fire only affected the ones with personnel still on location.”

“Any victims so far?” I bit my lower lip and reached for David's hand. He immediately took it and squeezed reassuringly, wrapping his other arm around my waist.

“Nothing confirmed yet. There were a few people inside according to the 911 caller. It was the guy at the gate who called it in. From what I know so far, no one came out of the buildings.”

I cursed under my breath, then pulled the phone away for a few seconds, just long enough to let out my frustration at a higher volume. I knew these were all mobsters, or people working for the mob, or whatever Byrne’s illicit business practices could be labeled as. Still, no one deserved to burn alive. Definitely not when “punishing” them could endanger innocent people.

“Any sign of arson?” I asked.

“Unclear. No one knows what they were storing in those buildings, but they’re trying to find out. Once we determine what exactly is fueling the fire, they'll be able to know if this could be an accident. There’s always a chance of foul play for any number of mob-unrelated reasons.”

“How long will it take for the fire department to come out with a report on this?” I'd worked with a lot of people and departments during my time as a private investigator, but firefighters hadn't been among them. I knew they'd have to put the fire out, wait for everything to cool down and be deemed safe, and only then go in and investigate. But maybe I was wrong, maybe there were ways to find out faster. Say, if the arsonist was either stupid enough to leave a glaring trail of evidence behind, or bold enough to take credit for their work.

“It will be a couple of days at least,” Deb said. “Look, I’ve got to go, but Heck said one of the people inside was the young man he texted you about.”

“You mean the presumed son of Thomas Byrne?”

Next to me, David groaned. He let out a string of colorful curses that suddenly made me want him even more. Unlike me, David wasn't very creative with his swearing, unless, it seemed, someone indirectly threatened his boyfriend.

“I'll check in with Heck.” I tried to balance the phone between my shoulder and ear, so that I could pull David to me and give him a proper hug. “I'm okay,” I whispered to him.

“You do that,” Deb said. “I'll let you know if anything else comes up.”

“Thanks, Deb.” I ended the call and dropped the phone on the bed. David clung to me, and that made me smile. It didn't matter how fucked up this current situation with Byrne was, I had everything I needed. My real family, my friends, and this strong and caring man holding me close. I was pretty sure I could face anything, even arsonists.


Chapter Eighteen
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I WASN’T A MORNING person, but I didn’t completely loathe rising early. That said, waking up with a huge grin splitting my face in two wasn’t something I was used to. I groaned and stretched, my stupid grin expanding as my muscles were pulled taut. I rolled on my side, reaching for David, and was met with emptiness and cold sheets. I frowned at his long-vacated side of the bed and tried not to freak out. After having waited so long to get each other naked, I’d have expected him to be there in the morning, smiling at me, and maybe to put our bodies to good use all over again. But no, David, golden boy and romantic extraordinaire, was nowhere to be seen.

I pushed the covers off me, slowly sliding out of bed. I took a quick survey of my naked body, noticing every mark David had left on me. Imprints of his fingers on my thighs, hickeys on my chest, and the scent of him all over my body.

“You better not have left any noticeable marks on me, jerk.”

“Good morning to you too, sunshine.” David beamed, propped against my bedroom door, his dimples blinding me. He was carrying a tray I had no idea existed in our home, all ornate and glittery. He’d filled it to the brim with all my favorite breakfast foods.

The idea he’d been downstairs making breakfast erased some of the hurt of waking up alone. Not all of it, though. “Next time, maybe don't be in such a rush to flee from my bed.”

David lowered his head, his shoulder slumping. “Sorry, I didn't want to wake you. I was too tempted to do it while having you so close to me, all naked and smelling wonderful.”

“So you made me breakfast instead?” Okay, maybe I’d forgotten all about my being upset. David was just too cute to stay angry with.

“Fed your cat, too. I just thought… Today's going to be a tough one, isn't it? I wanted to do something nice for you before the madness of the world barged in. Again.”

I helped him set the tray on the nightstand, then coaxed him back to bed. We hid together under the covers, snuggling close, and I kissed the top of his head. “You're the sweetest person I've ever met, David Wright. Thank you for making me breakfast. And for not waking me up.”

He chuckled and tightened his grip on me. “That last bit was mostly for myself. You're not a happy camper when someone interrupts your beauty sleep.”

I tried to punch him, but that apparently became a hard feat to achieve when he plastered himself all around me like a lovesick octopus. “I do not do beauty sleep. I just need a lot of rest, so that I have enough energy to chase down all sorts of criminals.”

“Sure, sunshine. Whatever you say.”

I managed to get an arm free and promptly slapped his ass. It had probably hurt me more than him, what with his steel buns and everything. “Snarky little fucker. I didn't know you had it in you.”

“Did it get you all hot and bothered?”

“Everything about you turns me on, David. The moment you breathe in my direction, I'm going to want to fuck you.” I wasn't one for big confessions, so I did my damnedest not to dig too deeply into whatever I was feeling for David. But being honest about how much I wanted him physically? That I could do, no problem. Besides, the morning wood currently digging into his thigh was a dead giveaway.

“I know I should let you get ready for your day.” David nuzzled my neck, running his hands up and down my back. “I just don't want to. I think I'm too greedy.”

“I’m pretty sure all the madness waiting for us outside this room can wait for a few more hours.”

“Are you sure?” David pushed himself up on his bent arm, staring down at me.

I nodded. “But breakfast can’t wait. I want to get it while it's hot.”

David fluffed my pillows and propped them against the headboard, helping me get comfortable. He then slid the tray on our laps, and dug in while he watched me, all smitten, as I sampled everything he’d made me.

“You are not at Tate’s level yet,” I said, reaching for another piece of bacon. “But this is damn good. Thank you.”

David winked and stole my piece of bacon. “That's high praise.”

“Just don't tell Tate. I don't think he’ll be that impressed.”
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Darryl Simms. That was the name of the supposedly half-brother Tate and I had lost last night. By early afternoon, when I’d finally dragged myself out of my bedroom and made it to the police station, Major Crimes had confirmed everyone inside the warehouses at the time of the supposed arson had died. The fire department had gone through the papers provided by the company who owned them, trying to figure out what they had stored inside. Turned out it was nothing that could burn that fast on its own. They’d had industrial freezers inside the warehouses which would be then shipped off throughout the country, so they couldn’t have led to such a disastrous accident without a little help. Besides, whoever had set the fire hadn't been worried about their actions being discovered. It had been an atrocious murder, no doubt about it.

I sat at Deb’s desk, going through photos of the victims, five of them confirmed so far. I failed to retain any information on the others, but Darryl’s photo caught my eye and stayed with me. He didn't look much like Tate or me. But, then again, we'd been half-brothers at best. Tate and I weren’t much alike in what looks were concerned. Sure, someone who spent enough time with the both of us could notice the familial resemblance, but it wasn't in-your-face. Darryl Simms had been a perpetually happy kid, at least based on the large number of photos I’d been going through. Heck had brought over the Organized Crime files on Byrne’s suspected crew and they contained a lot of snapshots of this kid. For a wannabe gangster, he sure could smile all the time. Always looking amused, walking around blissfully, no worries to speak of.

Based on informant statements, it was common knowledge Darryl worshiped Thomas Byrne. And everyone whispered about how Byrne had fathered the young man. There was no confirmation of Byrne having been related to Darryl so far. Right now, Deb was locked in an interview room with the boy’s mother. Glenda Simms. Former exotic dancer, former bartender, currently a cleaning lady at a very high-end retirement home. I could've gone in the observation room, find out what Glenda had to say in real time. Somehow, I couldn't. If this boy had been my half-brother, I didn't want to see his heartbroken mom just yet. I didn't want to hear her confirm we were related. No, I could stay here and stare at these files, perfectly fine with having Deb tell me all about it later.

“He wasn't your brother,” Deb said, startling me out of my reverie.

I let out a strangled breath and slumped into her chair. “Thank fuck for that. I don't think I could have lived with the guilt.”

“Nao, what guilt are you talking about? This kid wasn't your responsibility.”

I shrugged. “I'm a private investigator, Deb. If I ever wanted to know who my sperm donor was, I could have found out. Hell, Tate could have found out just as easily. We never looked into him, never wondered if he'd abandoned other kids, just like he did us.”

Deb sighed and shook her head. She pulled a chair from a nearby desk, and sat next to me, taking my hand in hers. “Don't beat yourself up over it. Darryl Simms was not related to you in any way. His mother says she never had anything to do with Byrne, other than working for him.”

“Think she's telling the truth?”

Deb bit her lower lip as she pondered my question. “I don't think she's lying. There would be no reason to keep this a secret now that her boy’s dead. She seemed almost insulted when I asked whether Byrne had fathered Darryl.”

I snorted. “Can't blame her. You should have seen my mom's reaction when I asked about the guy. Let's say she doesn't see her relationship with him as her finest, proudest moment.”

“Fair enough. What are you going to do now?”

I hummed, tapping my finger on top of the files I’d left open on her desk. “I don't know, I might go back to Walsh, see what he makes of all this.”

“Okay. I'll look into these people who died in the fire. I'm having a hard time believing there's no link between the arson and the suicides.”

“Start digging, and I'll join you when I'm done with Walsh. No way this is a coincidence. It can't be unrelated when everyone around Byrne seems to drop dead prematurely.”


Chapter Nineteen
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WALSH DIDN'T MAKE ME grovel too hard to see him again. The moment I called him, he picked up, and asked where to meet me. I was well past playing games, so I said I'd see him in his office.

“I'm not there,” Walsh said. “I stayed home today, taking care of my family.”

“Are they in any danger?”

There was a pregnant pause on the line, then Walsh sighed. “I doubt it. This whole thing seems to revolve around Byrne. But I'm not taking any chances.”

“Good call. Send me the address if you want, we can see each other somewhere close.”

“Just come to the house. We can chat here, in my office. No one will bother us.”

“Okay, just send me the details and I'll be there as soon as I can.”

True to his word, Walsh immediately texted me his address. I tapped it into my GPS, and quickly realized he lived in one of them most affluent suburbs of our city. It was kind of pricey even for proper millionaires. Only the richest of the rich lived in this area.

Technically, this suburb was more like a gated community on steroids. There were a lot of stationary guards posted throughout, cameras everywhere, and a private security firm patrolling the area. If you were someone extremely bad, say, part of the Irish mob, this would be the safest place for your family. I gave Walsh props for that; he knew how to protect his own. Although, Byrne wasn't far off the mark either. If no one knew of anyone who could be used against you, what could they do? Kill all your employees? Apparently so.

Walsh greeted me with a restrained smile when I arrived at his house. “Welcome, Mr. Naoki. If you could please follow me into my office.”

Voices streamed in as he walked me to the very posh office in the back of the house. No one came close enough for me to spot them. Looked like Walsh had his family well trained, keeping them out of his way when he was discussing business.

The office wasn't something I expected of a mobster. I’d imagined something a little flashier. Walsh had gone for antique furniture and earthy tones, all put together tastefully.

“Not what you expected?” Walsh quirked an eyebrow and grinned.

I shrugged. “Not something I’d choose for myself. And yes, not what I pictured for you.”

Walsh chuckled. “I understand how you feel. I would have gone for something a lot simpler. My wife had other ideas. She runs a very successful interior design business. And because of that, I can't have my cheap IKEA office mar her image as one of the top decorators in the city.”

“The things we do for family, right?”

Walsh walked to the bar and took out two glasses. “I assume you don't want anything alcoholic. I do have tea and coffee and any other kind of refreshment you can think of.”

“Water is fine, thank you.”

Walsh poured himself a hefty dose of, you guessed it, Irish whiskey. It was after five, so I couldn't really hold it against him.

“Anything pop up about the fire?” I studied him carefully, but Walsh gave nothing away.

He handed me my glass of water and motioned for me to sit across from him as he slid behind his desk. “I've heard nothing about it. Let's just say everyone who's ever worked with Byrne is on high alert.”

“Because someone put a hit on Byrne’s warehouses?”

Walsh nodded. “Yeah, pretty bold move. Everyone in the know expects him to retaliate.”

“I don't get what the purpose of this was. Sure, they killed five of his men. But were they so high up his ranks that Byrne would care enough to avenge them?”

“Byrne is a proud man. So he won't let this slight go lightly.”

“Right. But does this hurt him enough that he’d expose himself?”

Walsh grunted, dropping his head in his hands. “I think someone is looking for Byrne’s offspring.”

“Oh yeah, that kid you mentioned. The one he abandoned.”

Walsh nodded. “Yes, that one. Apparently, there might be two.”

“So he had another one he then abandoned? Not likely to get a father of the year award, is he?” I scoffed, hoping it was enough to hide my distress. I’d thought my family was safe, especially since no one was looking for two children. I’d been wrong.

“Yes, apparently he liked to love ‘em and leave ‘em. He's fathered two sons, no one knows when and who with.”

Okay, it could have been worse. At least they didn't know the two boys were related. Not yet anyway. Maybe there was a way for me to keep my brother and myself safe through all of this. “No one knows where these two sons are. I suppose they're both adults now. Anyway, if no one has any clue where they are, then they should be safe.”

Walsh made a noncommittal noise, relaxing further into his chair. He took a large gulp of his drink, then placed the glass on his desk. “You’re right, they’re all grown up. But don’t underestimate the danger they’re in. Someone always fails to keep their mouth shut. Whoever's making this play on Byrne, they're putting in real effort to get to him. A financial adviser here, some errand boy there, that won't bother Byrne much. But if they get their hands on those kids, they can do some real damage.”

“I'd be inclined to believe that if Byrne had at any point shown any kind of interest in his kids. If no one knows where they are, it's because Byrne never talks about them. Most likely never visits or has any contact with them. You yourself said he only mentioned the one son and only once when he was severely inebriated.”

Walsh shrugged. “Maybe the other boy wasn't born at the time. What the hell do I know? But I'll tell you one thing. The best thing Byrne did for those kids was to walk away. Still, he didn't keep his secrets close enough to the chest.”

“You really think they're going to go after his children?”

Walsh threaded his fingers together and leaned on the desk. “I wouldn't take that chance.” He jerked his chin towards the door. “I stayed home to protect mine. I have tightened security everywhere, and this isn't even remotely about me. We live a ruthless life, Byrne and me. People will always try to find something they can use against us. For stupid, silly reasons more often than not. If someone has a bone to pick with Byrne, they're definitely going after his children.”

“So you're saying they need protection. Fast.”

Walsh nodded. “You're a private investigator, I'm sure you can find them.”

I raised my eyebrows and stared at him. “That's high praise, thinking I can do the impossible. No one knows where these men are, if they even exist. There's no trail to follow, no names, no woman people would point their fingers at. I think what those boys need is a miracle worker, not a private eye.”

Walsh chuckled darkly. “I can tell you the year Byrne and I had that conversation, the one about his kid? You can go back a couple of years, nose around, see who Byrne was hanging out with. Or, better yet, which women hung on his every word at the time. There were always plenty, moths to the flame, I always said. If you’re any good at your job, you might find some leads, but it’s going to be tough. Or, you could convince your pals at the local PD to help you.”

“I’m surprised you didn't choke while mentioning the police department. I thought your business dealings didn’t mix well with cops.”

Walsh winced. “Unfortunately, the boys in blue can’t help all of us. I had to save myself, and now I have to protect my family. Those boys? They have no one. Byrne’s certainly not going to expose himself to protect them. So, maybe the cops are their best choice.”

I narrowed my eyes, taking in every detail of his face. Clean shaven, clearly taking care of himself, Walsh didn't look hard at all. He had quite kind features, if you could forget the minor detail that he was a mobster. No, his harshness, the danger he exuded, it all came from his attitude. Yet this dangerous man would do anything to protect his family. If he’d been friends with Byrne back in the day, maybe Byrne was the same when it came to his children. Then again, I didn't expect much from my sperm donor. Besides, Tate and I were perfectly capable of taking care of ourselves.


Chapter Twenty
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I LEFT WALSH'S HOUSE FEELING at odds, our conversation running on repeat in my head. Walsh sounded like a broken record: find the boys and protect them. Why did he care so much? He’d also asked me to keep him appraised, which I wouldn't do. I was many things—former model, snarky bastard, paranoid according to my ex, Byron, but a mobster's informant I was not. I'd never liked criminals; they were the biggest liars of them all. Despite his protective act, Walsh had been deceiving his family for a long time, making them believe he was a better man than anyone else thought. I didn't like him, although I respected his dedication to his family. 

Byrne… I didn't know what to make of him. He’d sicked his lawyer on us, trying to force us to talk to him. And before he’d died, Jensen had been trying to contact me again. Clearly, Byrne's main interest wasn't to protect our identities. Anyone could have looked into Byrne’s dealings with Jensen, then go through Jensen's appointments. Granted, my unusual surname, and the fact that I was a PI could protect me. I wondered whether Byrne had stopped trying to reach out to us when Jensen died because he knew the risks or because he was too busy covering his own ass. That was something I would never know. And I wouldn’t be torn up about not knowing.

As I drove back to the house, I wondered whether I should tell Walsh who I was. Maybe then he'd stop pestering me about how important it was to protect Byrne’s children. I was safe, and I had plenty of friends who could keep me even safer. No harm would come to me. I couldn't be one hundred percent sure they wouldn't go after Tate, or, worse, after my parents. And, at the end of the day, I couldn’t trust Walsh as far as I could throw him.

Besides, if someone always managed to dig up the truth, whatever I told Walsh would never stay between us. The only way to keep something secret was to never have more than one person know of it.

I found Tate and David in the kitchen, sitting at the table and laughing. Perched in the middle of it, looking between them as if watching a riveting game of tennis, Missy lorded over them. My heart wormed at the sight of them, relaxed and happy, surrounded by the smell of something tasty. I wondered what Tate had cooked up today. And almost asked. I chose not to, intent on letting them enjoy their fun a little longer. I lurked in the hallway, taking advantage of the semi-darkness, and gazed at them. I didn't want anyone threatening this, my little family. So I wouldn't let them. 

“I see you three are getting cozy,” I said, stepping into the kitchen.

They both jumped a little, but the moment they realized it was only me, they offered me their twin smiles. Not Missy. No, she took one look at me, then presented me with her fluffy bottom. Okay, so I’d been gone longer than the other two… But I always bought her treats! Apparently, she didn’t care.

“There you are,” David said. “How was your meeting with the big bad mobster?”

Tate frowned, then stood and turned to check on whatever he was roasting in our oven. “I don't like all these meetings you're having with gangsters and criminals.”

“I don't like them either.” I shrugged and dropped into the chair next to David's. I reached for his hand and squeezed it when he offered it. Missy plopped herself in front of me and head-butted me, so I used my free hand to give her whatever amount of neck scratching and petting she deemed appropriate. “Unfortunately for me, Walsh is currently my best source.”

“Are we safe?” Tate didn't turn around, he kept peering into the oven, not doing much to hide the tension in his back.

“As safe as we've ever been.” I didn't want to make false promises, but I didn't think there was any imminent danger to worry about either. “The bad news is that some people have figured out there are children involved. The good news is they don't know Byrne’s two sons are related, and they don't know how old they are. I guess Walsh can make an informed guess about the first son.”

Tate's shoulders tensed even more. “That's super reassuring.”

“Drop the sarcasm, Tate. He only has a vague idea. It's not like he has a date so he can search through hospital records.”

Reluctantly, Tate stood and turned to face me. He looked about as worried as I imagined he would be.

“I promise, brother, we're okay. If anything changes, we pack everything and go into hiding. I'm sure Deb will help. For now, no unsavory character suspects who our biological father is.”

Tate gingerly sat on his own chair. “I'm making a chicken casserole. I hope you're hungry.”

It sounded more like a threat than an attempt at enticing me to eat, but I took it and grinned back at him. “So that's what I was smelling. I'm pretty sure I'm going to love it, and my hunger is not going to be a problem. You should be afraid you haven’t made enough.” I wasn't lying either. I hadn't eaten much that day. My last real meal had been the breakfast David had cooked me.
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After a few grueling days of digging for information and coming up empty, I took David out for dinner. We both needed the respite, and Tate had been busy with work, so it was nothing but take-out for every meal anyway. I was a bit worried about my brother, seeing how he needed to be extremely sick, as in bedridden, not to cook for a whole day. But I gathered he needed his time to cope with what was going on. No matter how much I’d reassured him, the truth was there was a mob war going on and our biological father was at the heart of it.

“Where would you like to go?” I asked, smiling at David as we walked out of the OWL Investigations office.

David shrugged, a small smile playing on his lips. “I really don't care. As long as they have something edible, I'm not picky.”

I didn't want to be evil, it just came to me naturally. I hooked my arm around David's shoulders and pulled him closer. “Great, because there's this new all vegan, gluten-free, raw food fusion place I've been dying to try. I can't remember the name exactly, might be something like Rabbit Food? If you're not picky, we could always go there. They have this micro-portion system, so that you can sample all the stuff on their menu.”

David made a face and pulled away from me. “Really? I already can't eat half the stuff I like because I'm trying to be healthy. And sticking to that while eating with you has been quite the trial. Now you want me to give up everything else that I find somewhat appealing? I don’t think I like you anymore.”

I laughed, throwing my head back. “Wow, so you give up that easily? Well, then it wasn't meant to be between us.”

David narrowed his eyes. “You know what? Let's go to that Rabbit Food place, or whatever it's called. I promise to force down everything you're able to eat.” He winked and took my hand in his. “But only after I see you chew and swallow.”

“It's not nice, calling someone's bluff. Fine, let’s have pizza then.”

David groaned. “No. Let's go somewhere where we can have… I don't know, salad? Something healthy to go with the steak I know you're going to get.”

“But I've been working out so much more since I started hanging out with you,” I whined.

“You can't outrun a bad diet.” David wiggled his eyebrows at me, and that really pissed me off.

“Only if you can’t run fast enough.” I shrugged and directed him to one of the three pizza places next to the office. Yes, that fortuitous placement might have factored in my decision to rent from Miss Bigallow.

“Fine,” David said. “But starting tomorrow, I'm in charge of our nutrition. For at least the next couple of weeks, you will only eat what I deem okay.”

“Deal. But I get cheat meals.”

“Once a week, you can have a cheat meal.”

“No, a full day every week.” I could definitely fit in all my favorites in three meals plus snacks.

David shook his head. “One meal, once a week, or none at all.”

I sighed and rested my head on his shoulder. It felt kind of awkward when we were walking, but I didn't care. “One cheat meal it is. You drive a hard bargain.”

David's shoulders slumped. “Thank fuck. A little more arguing from you, and I would've given in. It's hard to say no to you.”

“Damn. Next time, I'll fight harder.”

David said something, but I didn't catch it. The fine hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I slowed down, almost dragging my feet as I walked. I’d become quite accustomed with the sensation since I'd been experiencing it for the past couple of days. Someone had been watching me. And that pissed me off something fierce, because I was generally pretty good at figuring out when I was followed and who by. Since I'd first felt the sensation, the day after my meeting with Walsh, I hadn't managed to catch whoever was keeping tabs on me. And I'd tried. I hadn't told anyone about it though, because Tate was over-the-top worried as it was. I didn’t need David joining him at the constant worry party.

“What's up?” David asked, his face suddenly losing any sign of amusement. Deep frown lines marred his perfect forehead and his hand gripped mine tighter. “You've gotten weird again.”

I shook my head. “It's nothing.”

“Bullshit, Nao. I know you. Something's been going on with you lately. You keep getting tense and distracted when we’re walking places. You start fidgeting and get this faraway look. I lose you mid-conversation and you keep looking over your shoulder every two steps. Something’s off and you'd better tell me all about it right now.”

I rolled my eyes and bumped my shoulder into his. “So dramatic! It's just that I think someone's been tailing us.”


Chapter Twenty-one


[image: ]



DAVID’S FACE CONTORTED WITH surprise and a touch of anger to the point I worried for his health. “Someone’s been following us for days? Days, and you said nothing? Fuck!”

“Have you noticed that you've been swearing a lot more since we’ve gotten closer?”

David let out a strangled growl. “Cut it out. You won't distract me, Nao.”

“Fine, yeah. I’ve been having this weird feeling that I'm being watched. I’ve been followed around in the past, mostly by paparazzi trying to get compromising pictures or the odd fan hoping to find out where I lived. I've never been wrong about it and I’m usually quick at sussing out whoever’s doing it. Not this time though.” I kicked an unsuspecting pebble that just happened to be in my way.

“Have you noticed any strange cars?”

“No, not really. Either this guy is really good, or I'm getting rusty. I honestly only feel someone’s watching when I’m on foot. It's never when we’re driving.”

“Maybe they stayed so far back, you couldn’t spot them,” David said, his tone trying for reassuring.

I hummed, then looked over my shoulder again. Maybe David was right about my situation. “Or maybe they have another way of tracking us.”

“Like what?”

“You know, tracking devices. Or someone tapping into your GPS on your phone to find out where you are?”

“I thought our phones were pretty secure. Doesn't Tate take care of that? Hard to imagine someone breaking through his defenses.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, our phones are hard to get into.” We had special ones that Tate himself had built. All our social media apps, which we mainly used to dig up information on people, were installed in their own little sandbox, with no real access to the rest of our phones. “But the car has a GPS too. And that’s not something Tate had a go at.”

“You're saying someone is tracking our car? Isn’t that a bit paranoid? No one's been near it, no mechanic, no one suspicious loitering around our homes or our office…”

“I don't know.” I shrugged. “Something feels off. No one is that good at following me when they’re driving, then so obviously there on foot. They’re either well trained or not.  You can't be both at the same time. Or maybe they’re taunting me. I know they’re there but can’t spot them. Either way, it’s getting on my nerves.”

“They definitely must be adequately trained if you haven't caught them yet.”

“I have keen senses, David. I'm not superhuman.”

“Maybe they picked up all your tells. Like they can figure out when you’re getting on edge, and pull back? I sure caught on. So just tell me when you feel them close by, and I'll try to spot them. I'm sure they think I'm pretty oblivious by now, since I’m always with you and nothing as much as blipped on my radar.”

We stopped in front of the closest pizza place to our office, and I peered inside, trying to see if they had any free tables. “Sounds like a plan. Let's just go in and order. We’ll worry about it when we’re done with our meal.”

“Look at you, disconnecting and stuff. Soon enough you won't be a stressed-out PI that's bound to get an ulcer in the next couple of years.”

I rolled my eyes and tried to lend a punch on David's flat abdomen. He dodged, which was for the best. He felt like he’d been made of steel and I knew that friendly blow would've hurt me more than him. “That would never happen to me. You're such a health nut, you even keep me on the straight and narrow.”

David held the door open and motioned for me to step inside. “Can’t help it if no one else wants to seduce you with health talk. A man's gotta do whatever he can to keep you interested, right?”

“I think this is one of those moments where honey would work better than vinegar.”

“No, it wouldn't. I want to enjoy a long, happy life with you, Nao. If you die young because you can’t take care of yourself, what am I going to do? Be lonely and miserable for the rest of my life?”

Find someone else and be happy. You deserve it. While most of my thoughts were similarly magnanimous, part of me swelled and preened at his declaration. I knew he wanted me but hearing him speak of lifelong commitment made me want to jump him right then and there.

“What’s going on with your face?” David asked. “You have this weird grin that I can’t read.”

“What kind of grin?”

David squinted at me and opened his mouth to reply, but someone cleared their throat behind us. I glared over my shoulder at the guy who was too impatient to let me have this momentous conversation with my boyfriend. 

“Sorry, guys. Just let me through and then you can carry on with your chat.”

He smiled sheepishly, ducking his head between his shoulders. He seemed young, younger than us anyway. Pretty tall, strong but exuding a lean, runner type of physical fitness. I first noticed his short hair, ebony and glossy, then his dark clothes, so plain I was sure most people wouldn't be able to remember anything about his outfit if ever asked. He wore casual shoes, not trainers, nor loafers, something in between that looked perfect for walking or maybe a job where he had to spend most of his day on his feet. The kinds of jobs that required that didn’t quite match his looks. He seemed too pretty for something repetitive and physical. Judgmental, I knew. But I typically could read people pretty well and this guy rubbed me the wrong way for some reason. Might have had to do with him interrupting my big moment with David.

“Sorry, we got distracted,” David said, grinning widely at the guy. And there it was, the David Wright effect. His double-dimple, toothpaste ad smile hit the guy like a truck. He stood there, glued to the spot and looking dumbfounded.

“No problem,” he said with great effort. “It's just been a long day, and I'm starving.”

He fidgeted and stole glances at David, and despite his recently proclaimed famished state, he failed to move past us. I grabbed David's hand and pulled him to the nearest table I could find. Turned out to be a lousy one, as it was too close to the kitchen, and the double doors the waiters walked through kept banging open and shut every few seconds.

I waited until our pizza arrived, and then pounced. “So, tell me all about this plan of yours.” I grinned at David and batted my eyelashes.

“What plan?” He picked up a slice of pizza and made a point of shoving it into his mouth.

“You know, that plan to spend the rest of your life with me you mentioned earlier.”

David blushed, more profusely than I'd ever witnessed. I was pretty sure his entire body had turned red.

“I didn't mean for that to come out,” he muttered. “At least not this early in our relationship.”

I looked away, just to avoid getting too mushy myself. And then my mood instantly soured. My eyes had landed on the guy from earlier who’d dared interrupt our nice moment. He'd found a table on the opposite side of the restaurant. Yet somehow, with a sea of people gorging on pizza between us, he managed to stand out. Probably because his eyes were glued to us while he frantically wrote something in a notebook. 

“You've got to be kidding me,” I said, then groaned for emphasis.

“What's up?”

I waved David off, hoping the gesture would reassure him. “That guy from earlier. I think you made a bigger impression on him than I originally thought.”

“What guy are you talking about?”

“The guy at the entrance who was too starved to wait for you to finish your declaration of love and commitment?”

David’s blush returned in full force. “God, I feel so embarrassed right now.”

“No need for that. I'm might not show it, but when it comes to you, I'm just as sappy.”

David chuckled and shook his head. “Well, don't say it as if you’re finding your feelings for me offensive.”

I blindly reached for his hand and grabbed it tightly. “That's not it. That guy won't look away. It might not be a love at first sight thing. What if he's the one who's been following us?”

David frowned and quickly looked over his shoulder. The man in question didn’t even bother to look away. He smiled at David, then turned his attention to me and gave me a little wave.


Chapter Twenty-two
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“OKAY, HE'S EITHER INSANE, or he’s our tail and really wants us to catch on.” I stood up and waved the guy over.

“What are you doing?” David asked, staring at me wide-eyed and open-mouthed.

I shrugged. “Expediting things. Let's have him crash our date and see what he has to say for himself.”

I didn't expect to guy to move that fast, but he was at our table before I finished my remark to David.

“Hi again,” he said, a huge grin splitting his face.

I dropped onto my chair, and sighed. “Okay, have a seat. What's your name and why are you staring at us like that? I know David’s pretty, but you were ridiculous just now.”

The man pulled one of the empty chairs and sat on it. “My name is Shaw Cutt. I’m a private investigator.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “It was either that or you being an obsessive stalker. Good to know you have a business reason to follow us around. You haven’t been doing a very good job of staying hidden. I realized we had a tail days ago. So why a are you keeping tabs on us? And more importantly, who hired you?”

“Well,” Cutt said and took a deep breath, running his hand through his hair. “You weren't catching me fast enough.” He shrugged. “I wanted to be found out.”

“Why the hell would you want that?” I stared at him, my mind refusing to make sense of this. The whole point of being a PI was to become as good as possible at not being caught when you were following marks. Most people figure out someone's watching them if you're not careful. It's in our DNA to instinctively know when we’re being targeted. This guy, he totally baffled me.

Shaw waved at the waiter who was heading for his former table. Once his own pizza was set in front of him, he turned to us. “Unlike you two, I have to work for someone who’s an idiot, I can’t choose my cases. Which means I can't choose my clients.”

“I work for him,” David said, pointing at me. “He is a brilliant boss, but I still don’t choose my cases.”

Shaw chuckled. “Of course, you think he’s brilliant. You're obviously in love with him.”

I growled in warning, but the guy ignored me. 

“Like I said, I have a boss I answer to and he’s less than stellar. He decided I should work on a case for a known mobster. I wasn't happy with it, so I wanted you to figure out what was going on. I could tell you knew I was watching you, but you weren't trying very hard to catch me.”

I leaned back in the chair, dropping the slice of pizza I’d carefully broken off the cheesy pie between David and me. “Well, I've been dealing with way more important stuff. Like a potential string of murders. Arson… you know, big private investigator cases. I figured I’d catch you sooner or later.” I shrugged, going for nonchalant. I hadn’t been too busy with the case. The truth was I’d been getting progressively more frustrated the more dead ends we hit. Compared to the total lack of leads or any clear link between the suicides and the arson, some rando following us hadn’t registered as more than a mild annoyance. How wrong I’d been!

Cutt’s eyes lit up like a fourth of July sky filled with shiny fireworks. Hell, I knew puppies who couldn’t pull excited as well as him. “I'd love to work on those. Not follow other PIs around because idiot mobsters say I should.”

“Let me guess,” I said, running my finger up and down the side of my water glass. “The guy’s name is Walsh.”

Cutt nodded, his eyes widening with a mix of surprise and admiration. “Precisely. I didn't want the agency to take the case at all, but my boss said he didn’t hire me to give him business advice.”

“So how were you so good that I never felt you following our car?” I just had to know; it had been bugging me all along.

Cutt winced and grazed his teeth over his bottom lip. “Yeah, about that… I actually didn't tail you when you were driving.” He gave me a boyish smile. “Too much work and a waste of gas. I just followed you whenever I happened to run into you. Either at your agency or at home.”

Served me right for deciding to walk to the office way too often to appease David’s need for exercise. “Great, so you half-assed your job. If there were any Golden Raspberry Awards for PIs, you’d definitely win a few. What did Walsh want to know?”

“He said you’d been hired to find two men. He wanted me to give him their address the moment you found them.”

I grabbed the side of the table and leaned closer to Cutt. I wasn’t angry at him, but there was no other target in sight. David’s gentle squeeze on my shoulder pulled me out of my blind rage. I shook my head and met my boyfriend’s worried stare. I winked and even smiled. Based on David’s deepening frown, it might have looked a little feral. 

“David, why don’t you keep our new friend company and finish this meal.”

“Where are you going?” David asked. 

I was already ordering an Uber. “To confront a mobster.”
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Walsh hadn’t been surprised by my angry call, nor did he try to dodge seeing me. So fifteen minutes later, I asked my Uber driver to wait and headed inside his stupidly large home. As I walked up his driveway, I noticed motion-activated lights and a couple more cameras than I’d spotted the first time. Looked like Walsh wasn’t being stingy with his beefed-up security. 

Just as I raised my hand to knock, Walsh pulled the door open. “Good evening, Mr. Naoki. Why don’t you come in.”

“Cut the crap, Walsh. Why the fuck did you sick a private investigator on me?”

Walsh looked down and smiled. “I didn’t expect you to find out this soon.”

“Old habits die hard. Had to train myself to notice when I’m being followed a long time ago.”

He nodded slowly. “I’m sorry. I need to know where those boys are, and I wasn’t sure you’d tell me.”

I took a few calming breaths, and when that didn’t work, I propped my hands on my hips to prevent my throttling Walsh. “Why are you so eager to know?” 

Walsh looked right into my eyes. “I owe Byrne. Before he decided to leave our organization, he helped my son, Saul. The snotty brat was only thirteen at the time, but he wanted to impress his shitty little friends. He got caught robbing a jewelry store. Byrne knew a lot of people; he’d been in the business far longer than me. He made sure none of that came back to harm my son’s prospects later.”

“And keeping his boys safe will make you even? That’s what this whole thing is about?”

Walsh grinned. “I’d rather not owe Thomas Byrne any favors.”

“You better not be lying to me.” I pointed right between his eyes. “I always find out the truth, Walsh. Whether I want to or not.” I turned on my heel and left, jumping right into the backseat of the Uber. 

“Where to?” The guy asked, looking far too chipper. 

I gave him my home address and called Deb. “I need you to check something right now.”

“Are you okay?”

It wasn’t her fault I was this angry. I tried to keep that in mind, but still found it hard to keep my tone light. “Sorry, Deb. Yeah. I am. Just need you to fact-check something Walsh told me real quick. I’ll text you the details.”

“Lucky for you, I’m still at work.”

I groaned and rubbed my forehead. “Go home, Deb.”

“What about you?”

“Already on my way there.”

She laughed, the warm sound easing my own tension. “David is good for you, Em. Don’t screw it up.”

I hung up because I could. And because I didn’t want to gush over David in a fucking Uber. I tried to get rid of all the anger coiled tight in my chest as I got closer to home. It worked some, especially after my phone buzzed with Deb’s text. Walsh’s story about his son checked out. He’d gotten arrested, no charges had been pressed. And the detective involved had later been fired on suspicion of corruption. He could very well have been in Byrne’s pocket at the time. 

Despite the theoretically good news, I couldn’t let this go. Walsh had looked right at me and I hadn’t been able to catch any of the usual tells, but I still believed he’d been lying. Not about the favor he supposedly owed Byrne. No, that had been the truth. He still wasn’t being all that forthcoming about his interest in Byrne’s sons.


Chapter Twenty-three
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MISSY WAS SINGLE-HANDEDLY responsible for how terrible I’d recently become at waking up on time. She tended to sleep sprawled on most of my pillow, purring right into my face. Needless to say, whenever I found the will power to properly open my eyes and wake up, that soothing rumble of hers made me want to fall asleep again. I fought it, or at least I tried, but I always gave in and snuggled with her until I fell back asleep. 

David was just as careful not to disturb Missy. If she acted offended and glared at him while he was kissing me good morning, he immediately pulled back, ran along to have his shower, and let me and Missy lounge in peace. To top things off, Tate who’d always insisted on barging into my room and making damn sure I woke up to have breakfast with him, now tiptoed around Missy and let her have whatever she wanted. “She's been traumatized,” Tate had told me when I called him out on his kiddie glove behavior towards our new cat. “If she wants to sleep next to you, then she sleeps next to you.”

“You'd sacrifice breakfast with me now, after so many years? But whenever I was too tired to wake up, you just didn't care?”

Tate had looked at me pitifully and had shaken his head. “Are you really trying to one up a poor little kitty whose master has been murdered?”

“Suicide. It was a suicide.”

Tate had shrugged. “No one believes that, Em. Not even you.”

He had me there, obviously. So here I was, enjoying another lazy morning with Missy burrowing into my curly hair, tangling it beyond recognition and purring away. The heat radiating off her and that the rhythmic, hypnotizing rumble, it all conspired to lure me back to dreamland.

When I couldn't lie still any longer, I slowly extracted myself from under the sheets. I hadn't done a very good job, it seemed, as Missy hissed and yowled and gave me the death stare.

I did what any reasonable adult would do. I bent over, scratched behind her ears, kissed the top of her head, and apologized. Then I rushed through my shower and went downstairs, hoping Tate had saved me some coffee and kept it warm.

“Where's David?” I asked, joining Tate at the kitchen table. He'd been going into work a little later since this whole mess of a case had started, so it wasn't unusual to find him still here when Missy released me. Maybe if he got addicted to this new schedule, he’d agree to come work with David and me.

“Going door to door in Jensen’s neighborhood.”

“Oh? I didn't know we were doing that.”

Tate kept his eyes on his laptop, ignoring my attempts at banging dishes about, in the hopes that he’d give in and serve me my breakfast.

“I made you bacon and eggs. They’re in the oven, I hope they're still warm.”

“So that's how it is.” I hummed and filled my cup with steaming hot coffee, then pulled out the plate Tate had saved for me. “You wouldn't dare to upset Missy, but keeping my breakfast warm, that's optional?”

Tate groaned. “Are we still on that? I told you, Missy’s been through a lot.”

“Right. So, tell me about this door to door canvasing David decided on doing this morning.”

“I suggested it. I've been reviewing security feeds from around the neighborhoods of the first two suicides. I spotted a strange guy at the accountant’s house.”

“At Dennis Rushmore’s place? What’s so special about this one guy?” I sat across from Tate, pulling my plate close to me and digging in.

“Guy wearing a hoodie and a baseball cap. Tall, the gym-muscle type. He looks like a bruiser, really. He went into Rushmore’s place about an hour before the guy died. He didn't stay long, about fifteen minutes.”

“Okay, what made him stand out? He look suspicious?”

Tate frowned at whatever was playing on his laptop. “I don't know if he’s suspicious, but he did somehow manage to dodge any and all cameras in the area. Not that it was hard, there isn't much surveillance in that neighborhood.”

I shrugged, shoving another forkful of egg in my mouth. I chewed slowly, pondering this new information. “Well, the lack of cameras isn’t surprising. If our victims were working for the mob, they’d try to keep a low profile.”

“Right,” Tate said, chewing his thumb nail, “but this guy, whether he’s a suspect or not, is at the very least the last person to see our accountant alive. I'm guessing you'd want to talk to him.”

“So David's asking the neighbors if they saw him around before?”

“That's right. In the meantime, I'm trying to see if I can spot him at Jensen’s place.”

“No dice yet?”

Tate groaned. “No. There's even less surveillance for me to go through.”

“Didn't Deb and her crew do the door-to-door stuff? I assumed she’d at least have used her uniforms for that.”

“Nope, no reason. Remember how they couldn't prove this was anything but a weird string of suicides? No one would have approved the man-hours to canvas the neighborhood.”

Fair point, but it annoyed me that the local police department didn’t think a cop’s hunch was enough of a reason to keep looking into a case. Especially when the detective was Deb, who had yet to be wrong when she decided something needed to be investigated. She had a very impressive closure rate, she was a brilliant detective, so why wasn't her gut feeling enough for them to follow up on this? I knew the spiel about limited resources, and even more limited manpower to cover our city’s law enforcement needs, but it still pissed me off. Unlike Deb, not all detectives in the city had a friend who could help.

“Is there anything I can do?”

Tate shrugged and finally looked away from his screen to meet my eyes. “I don't know how you could help. Maybe pay a visit to the hotel where the finance guy stayed at… Where he allegedly killed himself. I don't think Deb asked for their surveillance yet, or that they’d give it to you. But you can at least ask if the guy had any visitors, and if any of those visitors matches the description I've got for our suspect.”

I shoveled the last remaining bits of egg and bacon into my mouth, then washed it all down with a huge gulp of coffee. “On it. Let me know if you find anything, like a better shot of the dude.”

“I'll try to find one. Kind of hard with so little cameras around the areas where these two lived. By the time I get to a more surveillance-heavy road, I can't really tell if I'm still looking at our suspect, or at some unsuspecting schmuck who just happened to be passing by, wearing a similar outfit.”

“No logo or anything on that cap of his?”

Tate sighed and closed the lid of his laptop. “No, nothing that would make him stand out. Everything looks old and well-worn. Like he found something inconspicuous and never bought any other clothes. Which is why I find him so suspicious.”

“Okay. I'll go ask at the hotel. And I'll check in with David. I'll ask him to meet me there after he’s done questioning Jensen’s neighbors.”

Tate narrowed his eyes, his lips curving into a tentative smile. “You have a plan, don't you?”

I grinned and winked at my brother. “Of course I do. Remember, the finance guy wasn't local. He stayed at a luxury hotel in the business district. That area? Full of cameras wherever you turn. I'll go talk to the hotel’s reception staff, see if our third vic had any visitors before deciding to end his life. If he did, I'll go see what cameras we can ask Deb to tap into to track him. Harder to hide in the business district than in some remote neighborhood where people don't like cameras.”

“Well played,” Tate said, dipping an imaginary hat to me.

Still grinning and buzzing with the possibility of making a break in the case, I dashed out of the house and drove a little faster than I absolutely needed. Good thing David wasn’t with me to pester me about it.


Chapter Twenty-four
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I HIT JACKPOT AT BRIGHAM’S hotel. And so did David with Jensen’s neighbors. Both men had had a visitor shortly before their deaths. The same hoodie-wearing, tough-looking guy Tate had spotted. At first, I wondered why Deb hadn’t flagged the guy as suspicious. Then I remembered she’d had the same information on him as she’d found on me and all the other people—a few of them—who had meetings with Brigham that day. Without the context of the other two guys receiving a similar visit, this seemed irrelevant: guy comes in, stays for a short while, then leaves. Brigham was still alive when he left the hotel. 

I raced across town to get to Deb’s police station. This time, I had to endure a little nagging, seeing how David was with me. He kept complaining about how we were going to die, and he didn't let up on depicting our impending doom throughout the ride. Honestly, I never truly understood the appeal of putting a ball gag on your boyfriend before, but now I did.

“Seriously, do you have a death wish?”

Even this scared and disheveled, David still looked cute as fuck. What the hell was wrong with me? He was clearly scared for is life, and here I was, ogling him. I smiled sheepishly, hoping that would be enough for him to forgive me. “I just got excited, babe.”

“Babe? You think now is the right time to call me cutesy names?”

I shrugged. “Would you prefer baby? Sweetheart? Sugar?”

David scowled at that last one. I couldn't blame him, I kind of hated that particular one, too. Endearments, most of them were too… sugary?

I turned off the engine and pushed my door open. “Let's just go inside and decide on the cutesy pet names later.”

David mumbled something, but he trailed behind me as I stepped into the police station. It was busy, as usual, with lots of cops buzzing around, your normal assortment of defense lawyers, criminals, their families, witnesses, and people waiting to file complaints and reports. The reception guy made us wait until Deb came down to grab us. He was probably someone who wasn't part of my very limited law enforcement fan club. Still, I couldn't hold it against him, not with this much of a circus in his precinct. I imagined he wouldn't want to drop any sensitive balls.

“So,” Deb said, motioning for us to follow her. “What was so important you just had to come here right away?”

I bounced on the balls of my feed and grinned. “We found something that connects the three suicides.” I shoved my hands into my jeans pockets for fear I'd start clapping like a happy toddler.

“What?” Deb spun around, and almost collided with me. “No way! And why the hell didn’t you text or call? Did you have to tell me in person?”

I chose to ignore her complaints. First David, now her. Clearly my nearest and dearest didn’t appreciate me enough. “Yes way. Tate had the first breakthrough, spotting the guy at the accountant’s home. Then David and I went and did a little digging, and lo and behold, this guy has visited all the three suicide scenes. Or murder scenes, I’m not so sure what to call them now. But to answer your rude question, we’re here to get help and discuss further strategy. Assuming your captain finally takes you seriously.”

“Okay, follow me. I need full details on this dude. And then let me know how I can help.”

She didn't take us to the bullpen, as she usually did. Instead, she dragged us to a conference room. She’d been typing nervously on her phone, stealing glances at the door from the very moment she’d stepped inside. When Danny Conrad finally burst through, she pursed her lips and glared at him. “Took you long enough.”

Conrad shrugged, then dropped onto the chair next to her. “Sorry, can't tell the captain your little friends came to visit so I have to—”

Deb rolled her eyes. “I knew you were with the captain. Do you think I'd pull you out of that meeting if it wasn't important?”

Conrad sighed deeply, threaded his fingers together, and glared right at me. “So, what was so important that I had to come running?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but Deb held a finger up. No, I wasn't getting into the middle of that oncoming scolding for a million bucks. If Deb wanted to have her say, then so be it. I had a feeling it wasn't going to be pretty.

“What's so important? What's so important, you say?”

I looked between them and could definitely tell Conrad hadn't figure out how deep in shit he was right now. He seemed bemused, not in the least worried Deb was now repeating her own questions.

“Deb, come on. It's Naoki. It can’t be that important.”

Deb groaned, then her lips started to move soundlessly. I could tell she was counting. I could also tell she'd gone past ten and kept going. She still wasn't any calmer. 

“Danny, my friend and brilliant detective Emmett Naoki—” She interrupted herself and made a slashing motion. It was meant for David who’d almost stepped in her blast area. Thankfully, my new boyfriend complied, and I wouldn’t need to find a new one. “Yes, Danny, that's how you're going to refer to him from now on until I'm no longer upset with you.” The calmness of her voice was what scared me the most. She wasn't shouting, she wasn't throwing punches, she was just uttering perfectly formed words in the calmest tone I'd ever heard from her. If it were me instead of Danny Conrad, I would've run away. Possibly screaming.

Conrad, the blissfully ignorant fool that he was, rolled his eyes, and that was Deb's breaking point. She stood up, went to the water dispenser in the corner, filled up two cups to the brim—thankfully, it was cold water—, then returned to her seat and dropped both cups on Danny's head. “As I was saying,” she continued calmly, “Emmett found the link between our three suicides. Is that tidbit important enough for you to start taking us seriously? Or do you still want to apply for the bullpen’s clown award this year?

Danny's eyes went wide, mostly from the water being dumped on his head, but I took it as a good sign. Not for me, no, he'd hate me even more after this. But a good sign he might survive today, now that he’d realized he'd pissed Deb off way beyond the safety line. He didn't try to dry himself off, he didn't try to appease Deb either, he immediately pulled out his phone and started tapping it. “I'm just clearing my calendar for the rest of the day. I had some administrative meetings planned for this afternoon. My yearly evaluation and stuff.”

Deb threw the two empty plastic cups into the trash, then gingerly returned to her chair. “So, how can we help you guys?”

She smiled at me, but there was no humor shining through her eyes. She was still on a murderous path, so I bit my tongue and didn't make any smart comments about the dripping wet detective next to her. “We can't get a clear image of this guy from the footage Tate’s already got.” I placed the printouts Tate had made on the large conference table, turning them to face my two favorite detectives in the department. “There's no real surveillance around Jensen's house, and Tate failed to pull anything relevant from the cameras around the Rushmore’s place.

“The hotel though, our third scene, is right in the heart of the business district. There are tons of cameras around.” I pulled out another sheet of paper and placed it on top of the photos. “This is a list of the closest cameras I spotted nearby. If you can get any surveillance footage from around here, we’re happy to go through it. I'm pretty sure if we find a better picture of this guy, it will increase our chances of identifying him.”

Danny picked up the sheet of paper, his eyes still trained on the printouts.

Deb huffed. “He didn't even bother to change his clothes.”

“It might be his standard uniform for when he’s out doing shady stuff,” David said, trying and failing to defuse the tension in the room.

“We’re on it,” Conrad said. “I'll call a few businesses in the area and asked for their footage. If I can skip getting a court order and find people eager to help us, I’ll have something for you soon.”

I took the list out of Danny’s hand and marked two bullet points on it. “These are the closest traffic cameras in the area. I'm guessing they’d be the easiest to access. Not the best view, but we can start there.”


Chapter Twenty-five
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THINGS ALWAYS WENT SMOOTHER and faster when the full force of law enforcement got thrown into a case. After Tate, David, and I got the camera footage Danny pulled from the traffic cameras, he and Deb went through other businesses in the area, asking for their surveillance. Some owners were more helpful than others, but somehow, we got clear shots of our suspect. 

“Douglas Wayne,” Detective Heck said from his little window on the videoconferencing app we were using. “He’s one of Byrne’s men, or at least he was five years ago.”

“Wayne?” Deb scrunched her nose and groaned. “Wait a second.” 

I could hear the frantic tapping of keys and it sounded ominous. Or at least unlucky. “Deb? Please tell me it’s good news.”

She sighed and Danny, who was sitting to her right, shook his head. 

I copied Deb’s dejected sigh. “I’m guessing I can’t go talk to Douglas Wayne for some reason?”

Heck’s eyebrows shot up. “What am I missing here?”

Deb licked her lips and pulled on the neckline of her shirt. “We got the ME report for the arson vics. We have positive IDs on all five. Douglas Wayne was one of them.”

I pursed my lips and shrugged. “At least we know for sure he was part of Byrne’s crew. Now we just need to find someone else in his organization to question.”

Danny swore under his breath. “Unless anyone knows a good necromancer, we can’t bring him in and force him to tell us why three people offed himself after seeing him. Which means our link between the three cases is still circumstantial. Maybe even farfetched.”

“So you think you might not get too much support if you investigate it?” Dumb question, of course they’d be reassigned to other cases. At the end of the day, the ME had still ruled suicide on all three cases. The only way we could make anything stick was proving they’d been somehow forced into taking their own lives. 

“It’s more than enough for me.” Heck smiled apologetically at the other two detectives. “Five of Byrne’s crew killed in an arson and three other people associated with him turning up dead? It’s a serious attack, might lead to an all-out war. I’m sure I can pull some resources.”

“I’m definitely in for the long run.” Kind of impossible not to be when this all traced back to someone I was unfortunately related to. 

Tate barged into the room, his face pale and a little sweaty. “Nao, say goodbye, I’m shutting everything off.”

I closed the app and moved out of Tate’s way. “What’s going on?”

“Someone’s trying to break into your OWL Investigations internal network.”

“But that’s impossible, they’d have to be—”

“Right there? I know. David’s called the cops and he has Miss Bigallow on the phone to keep her calm.”

Yup, our intranet, the place where we stored every last client detail, copies of our surveillance, and some of the search tools Tate had made for us, you couldn’t access it remotely, unless you were my brother. You needed a physical connection to the network, and all our endpoints were secured. One couldn’t just step in and plug in their own computer or memory card.

I shot to my feet, ready to run out of the room, but Tate stopped me. I tried to break free, despite his warning look. “I have to go to her.”

Tate shook his head. “Not until the police say it’s safe.”

“I won’t get out of my car until they do.”

Tate narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care. You know they can’t actually get into the intranet. How long do you think they’ll wait until they go after Miss Bigallow to use her as leverage?”

“Fuck! I hate this.” Tate abandoned my laptop and pushed me out of the room. “They’re not trying to hack any other account of yours, so I’ll drive you there.”

“I can drive myself.”

Tate let out a derisive and really ugly snort. “That’s debatable. Especially if you want to get there in one piece.”

I could fight Tate and prove what an amazing driver I was, or I could get to Miss Bigallow and make sure she was okay. It took a lot of tongue biting, but I managed to follow my brother out of the house. David trailed behind us, phone glued to his ear. He was talking nonsense, cookie recipes, the history of coffee, and the latest batch of background checks Miss Bigallow had tried her hand at. What ever kept her from freaking out, I guessed. 

I slid into my own car’s passenger seat, buckled in and crossed my arms over my chest. That was the only way I’d keep from either snatching the phone from David or pulling on the steering wheel. I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and bit into it. I hated feeling helpless. I hated knowing someone I cared about was in danger and I couldn’t protect them. 

Miss Bigallow’s laughter filtered into the car and I tried to focus on breathing. I couldn’t go without air long enough to make it to her house and if I passed out, I could do even less when it came to taking care of her. 

David hung up. “The police are there. They secured the place and made sure the intruders were gone. Danny’s with them, I recognized his voice.”

I slumped in the seat and closed my eyes. “Thank fuck!”

David grabbed my shoulders, squeezing and releasing rhythmically. “Whoever broke in was already gone. Ingress through one of the office windows. Looks like they cut the iron bars and the glass.”

“Why the fuck didn’t the alarm go off?”

“Nao, it’s the middle of the day. Miss Bigallow doesn’t keep it on, especially not if she works in our office.” David pushed himself through the seats to plant a kiss on my cheek and that took the sting out of his words. 

“That policy is about to change.”

He squeezed my shoulders tighter. “I’ll back you up on this new rule when you tell Miss Bigallow.”

I didn’t relax until I got to the office, saw for myself Miss Bigallow was safe and sound, and she wrote me a flowery note promising she’d set the alarm whenever she was alone in the house. 

I was just about ready to take everyone out to spend a quiet rest of the day when Heck turned up to the scene of the burglary. He waited for Danny and Deb to join us, then asked for a private place to chat. I took them all to the back porch, the most secluded place in the house right now. 

“I might have an idea who our mysterious pre-suicide visitor was,” Heck said, keeping his voice low and even. 

I blew out an impatient breath. “Spill it already. We’re all wound up tight and I for one will kill you before the suspense gets me.”

Heck huffed but didn’t delay his big reveal any longer. “Right. Well, Douglas Wayne was listed as an enforcer on our internal organization chart. And as a suspect for one of the more devious positions in Byrne’s operation.”

More devious than an enforcer? Great. “So you’re saying he was some sort of hitman?”

Heck shrugged. “No way of confirming it. Back when Byrne was still affiliated with the Irish mob, we heard rumors of this absolutely vicious hitman he employed. He loved to take his time with his kills. Days, maybe even weeks in some cases. He’d torture them until they finally died and once he started, no one would be able to hurry him along. Not even a direct order to end it already.”

Tate gasped and I pulled him closer to me. He rested his head on my shoulder, David closing rank and pressing his chest to my back. 

Heck locked eyes with me and I nodded. No matter how gruesome this sounded, we needed to know. Heck still waited for a few seconds, right until Tate regained some of his color. 

“Word on the street is people would off themselves at the sight of him. Which his bosses must have loved, no scrutiny whatsoever. So our hitman was sent to visit his would be target, give them a time frame, then leave. They could kill themselves, or he could return when the time was up and have his fun.”

Deb let out a string of muttered curses. “And you think he followed Byrne when he left?”

Heck nodded. “Yeah, that would explain why three different people got a visit from the same guy and then decided to take their own lives.”

It didn’t make sense, not entirely. “Right, but the big bad killer along with some other schmucks are all dead.”

“Which might indicate the suicides weren’t an attack on Byrne, but the arson was,” David said, his breath wafting on the top of my head. It was strangely reassuring, knowing we’d got sucked into this violent world, but he and Tate were here, alive. Breathing.

Danny clicked his tongue. “This sounds insane. Why would Byrne have his own people kill themselves.”

“They were just some freelancers all the other bad guys used,” I said. “If this is indeed what happened, he’s definitely covering his tracks. Looks like Walsh was right. The three suicides are all about information those people had on Byrne.”

Deb tilted her head and stared at me. “All we have to find out is what exactly Byrne’s trying to hide. And whether his boogie man managed to tie all the loose ends before he went up in flames.”


Chapter Twenty-six
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“ANY NEWS ON BYRNE’S boys?”

I rolled my eyes at Walsh’s question. What the hell was his problem, anyway? He almost sounded obsessed with Byrne’s sons and didn’t that make me want to jump into the shower and scrub the ickiness away? “I’ve got other problems to sort out right now.”

“Mr. Naoki, this should be the most important thing on your plate.”

“Fuck off, Walsh. I don’t work for you.” His insistence made me suspect he had something to do with the break in at OWL Investigations. No one else had been so desperate to get information off me.

He sighed then muttered an apology. “Those two boys are in real danger.”

“I know.” I looked at the mess that was Miss Bigallow’s house. She was currently packing a bag and staying at David’s place for a few days. Her house was crawling with CSIs and police officers still, and the window guy we’d called couldn’t fix anything before they were done processing the crime scene. “Someone broke into my office today. I have to protect my own first, then worry about some strangers no one knows much about.”

I couldn’t say what I’d expected, but Walsh didn’t react in any way to my mention of the attempted data theft. “Don’t delay for too long. Not unless you want to only find their dead bodies.”

I huffed. “How did you know about them anyway? The two sons?”

“What do you mean?”

“How did you find out Byrne has two sons?”

“I told you, didn’t I? Byrne got drunk and spilled the beans.”

I grunted. “That explains the one son. It doesn’t tell me how you found out there were two of them.” This particular tidbit had bothered me for a while now, and I was done playing nice with Walsh. “And how the fuck did you know all the other suspected bastards weren’t truly his?”

Walsh chuckled dryly. “You forget who I am, Naoki?”

I shrugged, even if he couldn’t see me. “Certainly not the head of the CIA or NSA or some other alphabet-soup agency that knows everything about everyone.”

“We have our own grapevines. And I am the head of most of them.”

“I’m going to hang up now.”

He muttered something I couldn’t quite understand. “Just keep me in the loop, Naoki. I’m not playing games. And even if I were, I don’t think you want to bet against me.”

I ended the call and stared at my phone, tempted to block his number. But that was silly. Dangerous people like Walsh? Always best to have a direct line to them to keep them close and in check. 

I stomped to where Tate and David were talking quietly and hovered until they turned to look at me. “We need to look into Sean Walsh.”

Tate pulled out his phone and opened his notes app. “What are we looking for?”

“Absolutely everything.”

He nodded and slid his phone in his pocket. “I need my laptop for that.”

I leaned into David and pecked his lips. “Can you take him home, please? I’ll stay here and share a ride with Miss Bigallow when we’re done with the cops.”

David frowned and looked over my shoulder, surveying the sea of uniforms flooding the house and front lawn. “Be safe, please.”

“Always.” I winked and kissed him again. “You two be careful out there.”

Tate jumped and hugged me tight the moment David released me. “I’ll make us something tasty for dinner so don’t be late.”

I held him just as tightly and patted his back. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” For once, it wasn’t just a platitude. I hated the idea of being away from him and David right now. 

“What about Mom and Dad?”

I stiffened in Tate’s arms. Right, they might be in danger too. “I’ll talk to Deb. See if they can post a car out front or something.”

“And if they can’t?”

I ruffled Tate’s hair. “If they refuse to protect our family, then I’ll hire private security.” And never help the boys and girls in blue ever again.” 

Tate sighed and released me. He got in the car, subdued and exhausted. David wasn’t faring any better, but he still spared a brilliant, double-dimpled grin for me. That would have to be enough to keep me going. 
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CSU left, finally, but the uniforms were still canvasing the area, hoping to find clues or a nosy neighbor who might have spotted the intruders. While I waited for them to finish, I was silently planning to up my security. I’d definitely put cameras around the house to catch anyone not coming through the front door. I’d also have Tate install some sort of remote trigger on the windows that could pull the alarm if someone broke or otherwise destroyed them when the alarm wasn’t set. I was so pissed off they’d made it inside, I was about ready to put cameras in the main office, not just the antechamber. Privacy could go to hell. I could delete my files every forty-eight hours, but still have nice, shiny mugshots. Not that I planned to ever have another break-in attempt. 

Deb pushed Danny out of the house and kept prodding him until they reached me. I’d set up camp in Miss Bigallow’s car, hoping that would prompt Deb to release the crime scene already. 

“Sorry it’s taking so long.” She smiled at me and squeezed my shoulder. “We did find a lot of prints, but I doubt any of them will be useful.”

Danny cleared his throat. “Yeah, but we did get a description of our suspects. Two of them plus a driver waiting a few houses down the street.”

“Can I go now?” I didn’t catch their answer because my phone started ringing as Tate’s name flashed on the screen. I tapped to accept the call faster than I’d managed ever before. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, relax. Jeez, don’t yell at a guy like that!”

“Sorry, I just saw you calling and I…”

Tate sighed. “I know, I’m sorry. Are Deb and Danny still there with you?”

I frowned and glanced at the two cops in question. “Yup, right in front of me.”

“There’s something really strange about Walsh. I found plenty on him since he joined the Irish mob, but not much before that. He seems to have shown up in town a year before becoming one of them, but I found no trail before that.”

“Pre-internet times. Maybe that’s why?”

Tate snorted. “Now why didn’t I think of that? I’m telling you, he just doesn’t exist before showing up here. At least not as Sean Walsh.”

I grinned at Deb, who startled and took a step back. “I’ll make sure Deb and Danny get on it. See you in a bit.” 

“What’s wrong?” Deb came closer slowly, as if she was approaching a skittish, possibly aggressive animal. 

“You need to look into Sean Walsh.”

Danny arched an eyebrow. “I thought Detective Heck already gave us a file on him.”

I shook my head. “I mean really look into him. Tate says the guy doesn’t exist before moving to town and quickly joining the mob.”

Deb groaned. “Not entirely surprising, but we still should have looked into that.”

I shrugged. “We had no reason to do so. I only asked Tate because the guy keeps pestering me about finding Byrne’s sons.”

Danny’s face scrunched in what looked like a very painful grimace. “But you know who Byrne’s sons are.”

I rolled my eyes and pushed to my feet. “Yes, of course. That doesn’t mean I’d willingly share that kind of information with a mobster.”

“Precisely. So how did he find out about the two sons? I thought he’d only mentioned the one.”

Okay, maybe I should have given Danny Conrad a little more credit. And some day, I would. “That’s what I asked. He implied he has his own information network.”

Deb’s face disappeared under a mask of professional detachment. “We should get a detail on your place. David’s too.”

I shook my head. “Just worry about watching my parents. I’m considering paying them a visit and taking Miss Bigallow with us. Just until you find out who this dude really is.”

Deb nodded once, turned on her heel, and started barking orders. 

I nudged Danny. “You better go after her before she starts biting heads off.”

He groaned and hurried to catch up with Deb. I loved how protective she was, but right now I needed someone to take care of her. It kind of killed me I couldn’t do it myself, but unless I developed superhuman abilities in the next few hours, there were only so many people I could watch over.


Chapter Twenty-seven
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I’D NEVER IN MY life felt strange in my parents’ home. But I guess that’s what happened when I brought a boy under their roof. Somehow, I’d managed to have a few serious relationships and still have David be the first guy I brought to stay with my mom and dad. Sure, they’d met my boyfriends before, but usually at a restaurant or in some other type of public setting. 

Mom had decided acting sappy was the way to go and, instead of deterring her, Miss Bigallow only fueled her fire. My only consolation was that Tate had it just as bad. It tended to happen when your parents pulled out the baby photos. 

“Mom, we’re all tired. We’d better go to sleep soon.”

She gave me The Look, the one that told me she knew I was lying through my teeth. To my relief, David yawned. Mom’s accusing look turned into a warm smile. “Oh, I’m so sorry, David. I’ll let you get ready for bed.”

David shook his head with something that looked a lot like desperation. “Oh, please, just a little longer? Nao would never let me lay eyes on these photo albums again.”

Mom chuckled and turned the page, pointing a particularly “funny” snapshot, one where I’d rolled in mud in an attempt to camouflage myself. I huffed and left them to their demeaning activities. “I’m going to shower and go to bed.”

“I prepared a guest bedroom for you and David,” Mom said, not taking her eyes off the photos. 

I was not a teenager anymore, so it shouldn’t have surprised me that we’d be given a room of our own. It still made me blush and I had to clear my throat. Repeatedly. “My old room would work just fine.”

Mom chuckled. “I understand you and David like to cuddle, darling. I promise you can still do that in a bed where you fit comfortably.”

I muttered my sudden discontent and marched to bed. I understood she’d never gotten to dote on someone Tate or I dated, but this was ridiculous. And weird. It made me fill dirty, and not in a good way. But then David glanced my way and winked, and I forgot why I was flustered in the first place. I scuttled away upstairs, trying to locate the guest room they’d assigned to us. 

My parents had a plain and functional house, but it was big. It needed to be, seeing how we’d always had relatives and friends staying with us. There’d been four of us before Tate and I had moved out. Grandma Naoki and Uncle Yuu visited all the time and they were always here for the holidays. Then there were Dad’s numerous cousins and aunts from the States and Japan who liked to visit often, Mom’s friends from college and pretty much any acquaintance who ever came to town. They had to stay with us. My mother was always happiest with a full house, so Dad did his best to make sure she was ecstatic. 

The top level had three bedrooms to one side, Mom and Dad’s master bedroom, my and Tate’s rooms, and a bathroom at the far end of the hallway. There were three guest bedrooms on the opposite side, but only one of them had its door open. The one across from my parents’ room. Somehow, that made me feel relieved. Mom had acknowledged my relationship with David, but she’d given me the one room that would increase our chances to keep it all PG. Smart woman! My morals, fear, and inhibitions seemed to poof out of existence whenever David got close enough to touch. How exactly had I managed to date him for months and not sleep with him?

I shrugged and stepped inside. Missy, curled up in the middle of the bed, opened her eyes enough to express her disapproval of everything I ever did, then closed them and started purring. I stripped out of my clothes, leaving my boxers on, and got under the covers. Once I’d settled, Missy sighed deeply, then came to curl up on my chest. She gave me the stink eye before she returned to her purring, a feline reminder that I’d uprooted her life yet again.
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Breakfast at my parents was the absolute best meal in the world. Mom spoiled us with too much sugary and greasy food while Dad kept pushing the healthier, traditional Japanese option on us. No one bothered to point out the sweetened omelet wasn’t all that healthy. 

I glared at my phone when it dared to ring and interrupt my blissful morning. As Danny Conrad’s name and number flashed on the screen, I decided to pick up. “This better be important.”

“Don’t mutter at me, it’s too early.”

I bit into a piece of crispy bacon and moaned. 

“Don’t have sex when you’re on the phone with me either.”

I chewed loudly and smacked my lips. “I’m eating with my family, you pervert. You better have good news after projecting your fantasies on me.”

Danny swore—I could tell from the tone as he’d kept it low enough for me not to make out the exact words. “Sorry, not the best of news. We looked into Sean Walsh’s past. He did pop up seemingly out of nowhere, but he got his identification fair and square.”

I slowed my chewing and hummed. “Explain.”

“Heck looked into it, let me open his email.” I heard the typing and could imagine him using only two fingers to manipulate the keyboard. It made me smile while I waited for him to finally tell me something I could use. “Right. Here we are. Walsh was born at a hospital in the city. But his parents ditched the hospital right after the delivery. They’d used fake social security numbers, so the authorities could never issue any papers for the newborn.”

“How could he prove he was that child?”

“He apparently had those baby footprints they do in the hospital. He has a rare blood type and some very weird genetic condition, which were both in the newborn’s file. He also produced copies of his parent’s papers and statements they made in prison to acknowledge him as their son.”

“How old is he, officially?”

“I’ll be damned.” Danny chuckled. “According to this, he’s sixty-eight.”

“He doesn’t look that old to me.”

Danny huffed. “Haven’t you heard of good genes? Or cosmetic surgery.”

I narrowed my eyes, even if Conrad couldn’t see me. “Right, sorry. Missed the memo on mobsters being all that vain and youth-obsessed.”

“You’re not buying this?”

Danny Conrad, king of stating the obvious. “No, Danny, I’m not. Who were the mother and father? Where has he been before he popped out here?”

“Apparently they lived in this strange commune-like thing somewhere in the Bible Belt.”

It sounded made up. So in-your-face fake and weird, people might take it for the truth. “Brimstone with a side of a cult?” Mom’s eyes went wide, and she struggled to swallow. I smiled apologetically and got out of there. 

“No, no cult, and not much Bible either. Just a lot of guns and a commitment to stay off the grid.”

Yeah, that would result in Walsh growing up to become a mobster. Yet he didn’t carry himself like some dude raised in a remote community with no access to proper education and modern technology. “Sounds like a bunch of people who would have been on some agency’s watch list.”

“Jackpot.” Danny chuckled. “They were. The mom and dad are well known to law enforcement. And they confirmed a Sean Walsh living there at some point, but they have no clear information on him. Because of the off-the-grid thing.”

I frowned and pulled the phone away to stare at it. Danny giggling and sounding upbeat was strange.

“You there, Naoki?”

I pressed the device to my ear. “Are you high?”

“On sugar and caffeine. Caught a fresh murder last night so I haven’t slept in… too long, man.”

I felt a little bad for him. Which also meant I forgave him the overly naive take on our neighborhood gangster. “Sean Walsh is definitely lying about something. This whole mission he’s on to find Byrne’s sons… it’s unsettling.”

“The favor he mentioned checked out.”

“I never said he was stupid. It sounds legit. But do you honestly think prompting me to locate them would be in their best interest if we didn’t already know who they were?”

Danny sighed and I could feel the euphoria draining out of him. “True, if he wanted them safe, he’d dismiss their existence and make sure no one was looking.”

“How do you feel about setting up a nice trap?”

Danny let out a strangled whine. “I am too hyped up on coffee to think straight. Will Deb kill me over this?”

 “Blame it on me and hope for the best.”

“Naoki, I hate you.”

“Love you too, Conrad.” I hung up and turned on my heel, grinning ear to ear. I always liked to be proactive in my sleuthing. Bumping right into David’s solid body wasn’t part of the plan though.

“I thought you weren’t going to pull any stunts on your own.”

I held my hands up. “I’m not. I promise. I’ll have you, Danny, and Deb for backup.”


Chapter Twenty-eight
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SETTING UP A TRAP for a devious and pretty smart mobster turned out to be more complicated than I liked. Mostly because Tate fought me every step of the way and got Mom and Dad to support his stance. In the end, I got my own way, but I didn’t feel particularly victorious. 

At least the plan was simple. Have Walsh over at the office, get him to have a drink with me, collect his DNA. Oh, and tell him I found Byrne’s sons. No biggie! 

Walsh picked up way too fast when I called him. Like he’d been holding the phone in his hand and I’d just happened to show up on the screen. “Mr. Naoki, what can I do for you today?”

I took a deep breath and tried not to roll my eyes. It was so wasted if no one could witness it. “You could come see me at my office. I’m sure you know the address already.”

“Is there a reason I should come to you? You seemed happy barging in on me before.”

Shifty bastard! “Just a small matter of my office lacking a window right now, people trying to break in, and sensitive information shared over the phone being a really bad idea.”

“What kind of information?”

If he was growling like that, then I had him where I wanted him. “I found them.”

“Byrne’s—”

“Don’t finish that sentence, Walsh. You know better than that.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

I dropped the phone on my desk and bared my teeth at it. “Fucker.” I started the coffee maker I’d borrowed from Miss Bigallow’s kitchen and pulled out my loot. I’d gone and bought some top-shelf whiskey and some other types of alcohol to make it look like I’d always had a bar in my office. Walsh seemed to like his booze quite a bit, so maybe he wouldn’t refuse an Irish coffee. 

I rearranged the bottles a few times, then set out the porcelain cups Miss Bigallow used to serve us coffee. Make it all look nice and inviting. And then I was done, with ten minutes to spare. I sat behind my desk and stared out the broken window. I hummed some song I’d heard on the radio while driving here from the liquor store and started to make mental plans for what would happen after the meeting with Walsh. The contractors would come in and fix my window. The security company who handled our alarm system would be in next. Then I’d work on some cases and pretend like nothing was amiss. Play it cool, Emmett. Just an ordinary day at the office. 

So ordinary, I jumped out of my seat when the doorbell rang. I cursed myself and rushed to get the door. Walsh greeted me with an immense grin and a hug. A freaking hug! Bro-pat on the back included. 

“Coffee?” I asked, presenting the bar to him. 

He checked out the liquor on display and winked. “You pour the coffee, I’ll add the good stuff to it.”

I arched an eyebrow and stared at him. “A little early in the day for alcohol, don’t you think?”

Walsh shrugged. “We’re celebrating. I’ll do my good deed for the year and no longer be indebted to someone like Byrne.”

I handed him the coffee, pursing my lips. “I thought you used to be friends. Why do you hate him so much?”

Something cold and unforgiving glinted in Walsh’s eyes. “I thought we were friends, yes. But then he decided to cut me out of his life.”

Yes, that’s right, mobsters were super-sensitive and would get upset over a friend giving them the cold shoulder. Maybe ghosting had other connotations for them. “Well, you’re in luck, the cops found the two sons. They’re rounding them up today and they’ll take them to a safe house in the evening.”

“Safe house?” He sighed and shook his head. “That complicates things.”

“How do you figure?”

Walsh narrowed his eyes, his lips twisted in a cruel grimace. “The police have plenty of safe houses around the city. Harder to track them down and make sure they have extra protection.”

I bit my inner cheek in a decently successful attempt not to react. He’d said harder, not impossible. I’d planned on leaking the address, even if I’d not managed to come up with a good reason to do it. Now, with creepy chills coursing down my back, I was pretty sure I needn’t worry. Walsh already had the means—which probably included some well-placed lined pockets—to find out what safe house would be in use tonight. 

“Your friend, the black lady detective, the pretty one. She’s handling this case, right?”

He’d said it casually enough for me not to visibly bristle. But I took it as the warning it was. Walsh knew who my friends were. Probably where my family lived. I nodded, grinning confidently. “Yup. It’s her case and Danny Conrad’s. They’re excellent cops. They’ll keep their charges safe.”

Walsh winked. “I prefer to be overcautious.”

I sighed and stretched, then took another tiny sip from my coffee. “Suit yourself. I have a ton of other cases dying for my attention.”

“Business is good then?”

I nodded. “Yeah, almost too much to handle with my current staff.”

Walsh drained the coffee and carefully placed his cup on my desk. “I’ll leave you to it, then. And thank you for your help, Mr. Naoki.”

“I didn’t do it for you, Mr. Walsh. I just don’t want innocent men paying for their parents’ mistakes.”

He gave me a mock salute and smirked. “See you around.”

Not if I can help it, you won’t.
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By nightfall, I’d forgotten I was supposed to play pretend today. I’d gotten ahead with invoicing, cleared a bunch of urgent background checks, and sent the requested offers to all prospective clients. I’d also overseen all the repair work and our office was finally secure. Not that it mattered that much tonight. Everything that had to do with me and my family would be under close scrutiny. 

As planned, I closed the office, jumped into my car, and drove home. I had a tail, of course, and not a very good one. Or maybe it was just hard to stay hidden with so few cars on the road. I grinned, my eyes on the rearview mirror. The driver was trying hard to stay far back, enough to not get noticed. Then again, after the interaction with Shaw Cutt and the failed attempt to breach my network, I kind of expected someone else following me. 

I parked on the driveway, went right into the house and turned a few lights on. I even found something loud enough on the TV and left it playing. Then promptly walked through the backdoor and the darkened back garden. I jumped my neighbor’s fence and sneaked along their house and out on the street parallel to mine. I looked, but no one was coming after me. The street itself was empty and I doubted there were multiple people hidden behind random trees, just waiting for me to give my location away. 

The ease with which I’d ditched my tail made me regret having been overcautious. I sighed and walked down the road for a few blocks, then turned left on a side street and reached the rental a plain clothes cop had left here while I was having my meeting with Walsh. Off to the airport I went.

While Walsh was busy finding the safe house the fictional Byrne boys were staying at, I would embark on a flight to Tennessee to find the mythical Freedom Creek. I wanted to see this gun-crazy, off the grid commune Walsh had supposedly grown up in. 

As I was waiting for my flight to board, my phone flashed with a new text from Deb. No dice on the DNA, we have no match in the system. Hope you have better luck in Freedom Creek.


Chapter Twenty-nine
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THE CAR PULLED IN front of a rusty metal arch that used to be the main entry to this freak commune Walsh had supposedly grown up in. I asked my driver to wait and got out. As I stretched, I frowned at the decrepit Freedom Creek sign. It looked burnt into a piece of spare wood, with a warning painted underneath. The once white paint now looked dirty and battered. Enter at your own risk. The epitome of welcoming. 

“You know this place is abandoned, yeah? Has been for over a decade.”

I arched an eyebrow at the driver who’d decided to get out of his car and come stand next to me, a mischievous glint in his eyes. 

“Know much about his place?”

He shrugged. “Weird tourist attraction. More popular than you’d imagine.”

And the reason he seemed so fascinated probably had to do with him not being born and raised around here. He had more of a New York accent if I had to guess. Not that I was great with accents. 

“I have to go take a look anyway.”

“Mind if I tag along?” He’d already pulled out his phone and opened his camera app. 

I groaned and closed my eyes. “Whatever. Just… don’t take any photos of me and don’t post these for the next forty-eight hours.”

His eyes sparkled with excitement. “Are you, like, famous or anything?”

I shook my head. “No, but I like being alive. So keep those to yourself for a couple of days, yeah?”

He sobered up quick, his back stiffening. “Right. Okay. I’ll… Maybe I should stay at the car.”

I clapped his shoulder. “There’s no danger here, I promise.” I didn’t wait for him to decide what to do, I started walking. It looked like a pretty long way to get to the old buildings. We’d driven for about fifteen minutes since we’d left the main road, but we’d had to take it real slow. This former private road was wonky as hell, but it still put Freedom Creek’s entrance at least twenty miles away from the public route. 

I’d not been able to sleep during the flight, hence the car I’d hired. I’d had a long day and even longer night and I hadn’t trusted myself to make it here without crashing into something. The heat and light felt oppressive, and I dragged my feed down the shadow of what used to be a rudimentary path. Large enough for a car, but poorly maintained. Long years of abandonment did a lot of damage. Still, I noticed the guard posts at the former gate and along this path. 

After a strenuous trek, we reached a cluster of buildings, bunkers included. They’d been taken over by wildlife, but they were still standing. I guessed a few good dozen people had lived here. Maybe more, closer to a hundred. I couldn’t tell how much room they had underground. 

I turned to the driver who’d stopped a few steps behind me. “Any idea what happened here?”

He shrugged. “It’s common knowledge. They recruited a local sheriff’s daughter to join their crazy commune. She happened to be underage. The cops stormed in here and found a bunch of illegal stuff. All adults were arrested, some are still in jail today.”

“And their kids?”

“In the system.”

I had to wonder if that was a better choice than living with these crazy people. I’d heard too many horror stories to be able to tell for certain. 

“Crazy fuckers had their own cemetery, you believe that? Right next to the playground.”

“Where?”

He pointed behind a grouping of buildings further back. “Behind those. State decided not to move the bodies in the end.”

I rushed to the makeshift graveyard and stopped dead when I reached it. There were some headstones, but most of the graves had nothing but wooden planks with writing etched right into them. There were no trees or flower bushes, nor was there any clear separation between the graves. These people really hadn’t cared much about their dead. Luckily for me, there weren’t that many resting places to check. Still, more than I’d imagined. Freedom Creek must have housed a lot more people than I’d first guessed. 

There weren’t any sappy or loving words on the headstones. Just the deceased’s name, maybe their parentage. In some cases, they didn’t even have the years they’d been born and buried in. About three rows in, I found a grave that made my entire trip here worthwhile. Sean Walsh. He’d been thirteen when he’d passed away. 
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Deb started shouting the moment I answered her call. “Em, when are you getting back?”

“I’m on my way back from Freedom Creek right now. What’s wrong?”

She sighed. “Some thugs attacked the safe house. We caught three of them, one got away. No one’s talking though.”

“And all you have on Walsh is circumstantial.”

“Still enough to bring him in for questioning.”

Then why didn’t she sound perkier? “And that didn’t happen, why?”

“He’s skipped town. And his goons refuse to share his current whereabouts.”

“Is everyone else safe?” I felt my heart thundering in my throat at the thought of the family I’d left back home for this little excursion.

“Yeah, he didn’t target anyone else.”

I slumped in the backseat. “Thank fuck. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Found anything I can use to track Walsh?”

“No, just the opposite.” I groaned, digging my fingers into my thigh until the pain got to be too much. “Sean Walsh did exist at some point. The story we’ve heard? All true. Except the part where that poor kid died in his teens.”

“Great, so I have a mob fugitive who’s a ghost.”

“What can I do to help?”

She breathed in and out slowly. “Just get your ass back asap. I can’t protect you while you’re in Tennessee.”

“Don’t worry about me. Just make sure Walsh doesn’t go after my family.”

Deb blew a raspberry. “It’s me you’re talking to, Em. That won’t happen on my watch. Everyone’s still at your parents’ place, so at least they’re easy to secure.”

“Thank you.”

Deb said a hasty goodbye and hung up on me. I knew I stood a good chance of driving myself insane on my way back, so I forced my mind to do something productive instead. It fixated on Walsh, but I could put that to good use and maybe come up with an idea to discover who Walsh really was. 

No matter how I looked at it, I’d need to either find a new mobster willing to talk to me or bite the bullet and give my sperm donor the time of day. Neither of those options seemed ideal. A mobster who owed me nothing and who was probably pissed over losing a go-getter like Walsh, or some dude I had no connection with, who liked to unleash one of the most vicious hitmen out there on his own people, and had already sent me mild threats through his now dead lawyer? I was so spoiled for choice. 

I forced myself not to drink my weight in coffee at the airport. Instead, I bought a sturdy pair of noise canceling headphones, one of those donut-shaped pillows people used on flights, a soft blanket and enough greasy food to make sure I got tired enough to pass out the moment I was strapped in. 

It still took a lot of effort to fall asleep after I boarded. Thankfully, at some point before they started dragging drink carts around, I’d passed out. I slept so deeply, it took two flight attendants to rouse me after we’d landed. I was the last out of the plane and struggled to find my way out of the airport. I knew every crevice of it by heart, so stumbling about aimlessly was a clear sign I wasn’t doing so great.

I jumped in the first available cab and rattled my address carefully, making sure I didn’t slur my words. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so tired. Maybe things had piled up. Maybe I needed to make things official with Miss Bigallow and hire another PI. 

Before I knew it, the cab dropped me in front of the house. “Shit!” I was supposed to go to my parents’ place, but I’d been so tired, muscle memory took over and here I was. I felt grimy and sticky as I got out. Walsh was on the run, so I was probably safe enough if I only took a quick shower, changed, then went where Deb told me to go in the first place. 

The metallic clink of a revolver’s hammer being cocked froze me to the spot. I’d just walked into the living room, blindly stumbling towards the couch, searching for the side lamp. 

“Finally, you’re doing something smart. After the stunt you pulled yesterday, I didn’t think you had it in you.”

I fought the fear crawling inside my mind, trying to blind me, and slowly turned, hands held up. It took some effort, but I could make out the dark contours of the mobster formerly known as Sean Walsh. 

“One just doesn’t expect ghosts to pull guns on them.” Of course, even with my spine turned to ice and my heart trying to beat its way out of my chest, my mouth couldn’t stay shut. It was a wonder I’d survived this long.


Chapter Thirty
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“I’M VERY MUCH ALIVE, Mr. Naoki. And I have no plans of changing that in the near future.”

I chuckled, even if it sounded a bit shaky. “Funny. More so since I was standing by Sean Walsh’s grave a few hours ago.”

He sighed and came a little closer to me. I could see the glint of his eyes, now that they caught the feeble light streaming through the windows. “Poor bastard. He’s definitely happier now that he’s turned into compost.”

“Did you know him?”

He shook his head, then motioned with his gun, prompting me to sit on the couch. I complied and smiled up at him. If he thought I’d let him get a kick out of towering over me, he was sorely mistaken.

“Who are you? And why do you want Byrne’s sons dead?”

He snickered and licked his lips. “I already told you, I owe him.”

“Owe him?” I frowned, trying to make sense of this new information. “This has nothing to do with your son, has it?”

“Of course it does. Just not the son everyone knows of.”

I shuddered, bile rising and souring my mouth. “He killed your kid?”

He grunted. “My wife too.”

“Why?”

A deafening laughter echoed in the room. It made my mouth go dry as terror gripped me tighter. 

“I asked myself that question a million times. I had a boring job I went to every day for far too many hours. All to provide for my beautiful wife and our son. He was only a toddler when he was executed.”

“Boring? This predates you becoming a mobster, I assume.” Dread pooled in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want to hear the rest of it. There was no way it would be pretty. And I already hated the bastard who had fathered me. 

He nodded once. “Like I said, boring job and boring life. And I loved every second of it. The only mistake I ever made was to move next to the wrong accountant. On the surface, he was nothing but a hardworking man with a life much like mine.”

“Let me guess.” I sighed and hung my head. “He worked for shady clients.”

“You guessed right. And one day his shady clients came to settle a score. Two cars descended on his house and shot the place up while my wife and son where there for a play date. There were no survivors.”

I couldn’t care less about his gun. I ran my hands through my hair, pulling it back tightly. I pulled until I felt I had my emotions under my control. I was the son of a child killer. “I’m sorry.”

“You really mean that, don’t you?”

I raised one shoulder in a lackluster shrug. “I do. I still won’t tell you where those two men are. It’s not their fault their father is a piece of shit.”

“Then you’ll die. And I’ll kill everyone involved in this case to find them.”

I looked him right in the eye and grinned. “Go ahead. You won’t find them anyway. No one knows where they are. It was all a ruse to expose you.”

Cold metal touched my forehead, but I just couldn’t stop grinning. Because he’d bought it. No matter what happened to me tonight, Tate would be safe. 

“You underestimate me, Mr. Naoki. I have money, I have resources. One day, I’ll find Byrne and torture it out of him. Then I’ll make him watch me kill his sons. Only then will I end his miserable life.”

I hummed and tilted my head. “Well, at least I won’t make it easy for you. Right now, you’re no better than Byrne. You’ve killed people for no good reason. And you’re about to kill me and two innocent men who have nothing to do with any of this. That’s not justice, it’s just a twisted vengeance to make yourself feel strong and in control.”

“You’d put your life on the line to protect some strangers?”

I rolled my eyes. “I doubt telling you anything would keep me alive. Even if you spare me, I’m a liability to Byrne. I’d die anyway. At least this way I still have some backbone when I kick the bucket.”

“How did you know? How did you figure out I was lying about my motives?”

“It’s not rocket science.” I shrugged. “You never talked about Byrne the way a former friend would. The first time I asked about him, you called him Tommy. Just the one time, and even then, it sounded forced. Even if you hated his guts now, there was no sort of rose-colored reminiscence. And you might have been a little too adamant about me needing to find his sons at all cost.”

“Fair enough, I might have lost my patience in the end. Which doesn’t work in your favor.”

He pressed the revolver into my skin, and I gasped. I hated myself for showing any fear, but it wouldn’t matter for long. 

Something shattered in the kitchen. My would-be killer spun around, gun trained on the door. I looked around for something to hit him with and my eyes fell on the lamp to my left. I reached for it and at the very same time, my living room window was blown to pieces, and Walsh fell forward, destroying my coffee table. He’d managed to squeeze the trigger once, but the bullet lodged itself into the far wall. 

I stared, wide-eyed at the man slumped on my floor. Because I’d dived for the lamp, they couldn’t aim properly at me. One problem taken care of, unless they risked it and shot at the couch. The other threat remained. They’d taken a breather from breaking stuff in my kitchen, so they could come after me at any moment. 

I shook my head, but it didn’t clear the screechy ringing in my ears. My own breath sounded too loud and harsh and I found myself stuck, unable to decide what to do next. Yet standing still wasn’t an option either, not with some stranger in my kitchen who could attack me at any point. 

Sirens and revved up engines flooded my driveway and front lawn. What felt like a second later, SWAT had stormed the house and they were standing around me, asking if I was okay. I nodded, then Deb pushed her way through. 

“You fucking idiot! What are you doing here?”

I pushed myself up, standing on shaky legs and crushed her in a hug. Then remembered the window. “Sniper, there was a sniper.” 

Deb flinched at my hissing and patted my back. “They’re gone.”

“How? How do you know that?”

“Because they called before they took the shot.”

I knew that was important information. I knew but couldn’t wrap my mind around it. “David’s going to kill me.”

“Serves you right. Why did you come here?”

I held her tighter and sighed. “I wasn’t thinking. I was too tired and gave this address without realizing what I was doing. I just wanted a fucking shower before I went back to my parents’ place.”

She pulled my hair hard. “And I told you Walsh had skipped town.”

“Is he dead?” I could see the gaping hole in the back of his head, now that SWAT had given the all-clear, and they’d turned on the lights. I still wanted confirmation.

“He is. Did he tell you what he wanted?”

I released her and brushed my hair out of my face. “Yeah. Revenge. His first wife and his son got caught up in a mob hit.”

“One that Byrne ordered?”

I shrugged. “He blamed Byrne for it. Don’t know what evidence he had.”

“Come on. Let’s get you out of here. We can clear this up in the morning.”

I didn’t want to face my family or David. They’d know I’d put myself in danger like an idiot. I needed them, though, so I followed Deb to her car without protesting. 

The ride itself was a big blur. I only regained my full awareness when David wrapped me in those strong, muscular arms of his and didn’t let go for the longest time. I expected him to scold me, but all he did was kiss me and caress me and promise everything was going to be okay. 

How though? At the end of the day, I still was the son of a child killer. A ruthless man who had no qualms about killing women and children. And who’d saved my life, if I’d understood Deb’s chatter correctly. 

Mom burst out of the house, disheveled and crying up a storm. She collided into me, clinging to my clothes and sobbing. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry. I never knew how dangerous he was. The things he did.”

I gathered her against my chest and kissed the top of her head. “None of this is your fault. None of it.”

It took both Dad and Tate to finally calm Mom down and get me inside. We stayed up for hours, talking and touching each other, as if afraid we’d disappear otherwise. When the sky lightened and the sun was threatening to rise, David took me to bed.


Chapter Thirty-one
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I WAS TOO WIRED to sleep, and David didn’t seem too eager to close his eyes either. He rolled on top of me and kissed me slowly, his rhythm relentless despite my every attempt to hurry him along. David took his time, kissing me deeply, his hands roaming all over my body. When he’d had his fill, he tasted the rest of my body until I turned into a quivering, needy mess. 

“Please.”

He groaned, his throat vibrating over my lips. “Please what?”

“Anything. Everything,” I whispered, running my tongue along the column of his neck. 

I’d expected his control to snap, but how wrong I was! No, David insisted on the same slow, cherishing rhythm. When he finally thrust inside me, going all the way until his balls slapped against my ass, I sighed, my eyes filling with tears. “I love you.”

Tomorrow, once the memory of how devastatingly beautiful he’d been as he fucked me with unparalleled restraint faded, I’d realize what I said. And be terrified all over again. But as David moved inside me, chanting his love right back at me, tomorrow seemed too far away for me to fear it. 
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I gripped David’s hand as we stepped into the interview room at Deb’s precinct. They’d given me a full day to recover, but now it was time for my formal statement. David stayed with me as I told Danny and Deb exactly what had gone down the night Walsh or whoever the hell he was had attacked me. 

When I got to the story about his wife and kid being murdered, Heck, who I assumed had been listening in the adjacent observation room, burst through the door. “I know who he is.” His chest rose and fell with his ragged breathing and his eyes shone. 

I could barely part my lips to say anything. “Tell me,” I managed in the end. 

“His name is Steven McKinney. I remember his name from the case file of that shootout. The lead investigator on that case made a note to check on him. The guy didn’t take the results of the investigation too well. We knew who’d ordered the hit but could never prove it or find the ones who’d shot up the place.”

I braced myself for impact and forced the words out. “Did Thomas Byrne order the hit?”

Heck’s lips twisted in a painful grimace. 

Yeah, I knew as much. I nodded and slumped against David. 

“He was told who to use for the hit. After that… Byrne suddenly went up the ladder and changed how things were done. He might have gotten a sick serial killer for a hitman, but no innocents were ever caught in the crossfire while he was in charge.”

Did it make me feel better that my father wasn’t thrilled with killing women and children? Not enough for it to matter. I forced myself through the rest of the statement, then fixed Deb with a determined gaze. “How did you know Byrne sent his men to my house? And why did you claim he saved my life?”

She gave me a sad smile, then reached over the table, wiggling her fingers until I took her hand in mine. “His sniper called. He said you were in danger, that an intruder was aiming his gun at you. He stood on the line with the 911 operator for a couple of minutes, then he told them they were moving too slow. And that Thomas Byrne sent his regards.”

“And then he put a hole the size of the Mariana Trench through Walsh’s head.” I blew out a breath and dropped Deb’s hand. 

“What spooked him?” Danny asked. 

I shrugged. “It was probably Walsh resting his gun on my forehead.” I rubbed at the place, trying to chase away the phantom sensation of the cold metal on my skin. 

Danny’s entire face scrunched in a frown. “But we found Walsh facing away from you.”

“There was someone in my kitchen. They broke something, and Walsh turned around. That’s when he got shot.”

“That’s enough for now,” Deb said, closing her file and standing up. “Thank you, Em. We have your number if we need anything else.”

I opened my mouth to say I was all right. That we could get through all their questions. A wave of exhaustion washed over me and I realized I was wrong. I couldn’t do any more of this right now. I grunted and followed David out of the interrogation room and all the way out into the street. 

David stopped in front of our car and smiled tentatively at me. “What do you want to do now?” 

My chest felt warm. Too hot, really. I had another I love you right on the tip of my tongue but smiled to hide it. I’d not gotten spooked yet, and I didn’t want to tempt fate. “I want us to go home, pack a bag, and go on a spontaneous vacation.”

David wrapped his big hand around the back of my neck and pulled me to him, planting a loud kiss on my lips. “If you want it to be spontaneous, let’s just go. Right now. We’ll buy what we need on the way.”

I grinned ear to ear, feeling euphoric. I handed him the keys and went around to the passenger seat. “You better step on it, then.”

And David did. In his perfectly legal way of driving. Which is what I blamed for the fact I had to take a call from Miss Bigallow when we weren’t far enough from the city to keep going.

“Hello, dear. How are you?”

“Great, Miss Bigallow. You happy to be back home?”

She giggled. “You know it. Will you be in soon?”

I frowned, trying to figure out if we’d told her we’d be in today. Sure, we were a bit workaholic—mostly me—but she wouldn’t expect us to work after our latest shit show with the mob, right?

“No, we were planning to take the day off.”

She sighed. Then clicked her tongue. Then hummed and sighed again. A-plus for dramatic effort. 

“Why is it paramount we come in today, Miss Bigallow.”

“Well, dear, there’s a lovely young woman here to see you.”

I arched an eyebrow at David, but he didn’t seem sufficiently put off, so I rolled my eyes. “Please ask the nice lady to make an appointment for next week.”

She went for the same sigh-tongue-click-hum combo and I groaned in response. “Miss Bigallow?”

“Emmett, the poor thing looks like she’s about to break down. Or fall over. She looks terrified and her eyes are puffy. I’d feel absolutely terrible sending her away.”

I moved my lips in soundless curses that David understood, nonetheless. The bastard chuckled at my distress. I twirled my finger around, and he headed for the nearest exit, driving back towards the city. “We’re on our way,” I muttered, then hung up on her. 

“New case?” David wiggled his eyebrows at me. 

“Why are you so happy?”

“You tried to ditch work to go away with me. That makes me feel loved and appreciated.”

I punched his shoulder. “I do love and appreciate you. I also love and appreciate myself. So we’re going over there to talk to this woman who helped Miss Bigallow remember she was a bleeding heart, and then we drive right out of town. I’m not giving up on this damned vacation!”

David bit his lower lip in a failed attempt not to laugh in my face. “Whatever you say, boss.”

 

THE END

 

Emmet and David return in See Me, Feel Me, Touch Me, Kill Me, which will be released in late May 2020. Make sure you pre-order your copy here so you can start reading it the moment it’s released! If you don’t want to wait that long for another mystery, then try the Riverbrook Geeky Cozy Mysteries and meet my anime and manga obsessed artist and amateur sleuth protagonist, Jayden.  Get the prequel, Murderous Affair, here.


A Note from the Author

Here we are my lovely reader. We’ve made it to the end of yet another OWL Investigations mystery. This was a tough one! I honestly doubted I’d ever finish it for quite a while. 

As you might have noticed, this is my bloodiest mystery so far. Not the highest body count per book though. Because the Flyer Chronicles series exists. Ha, look at me doing a nice little plug for a gay science fiction series! I’m learning, finally. A few more author’s notes and I might write a good one. Yes, I get a kick out of self-deprecating humor. 

Anyway, back to The Worst Man I Never Knew. I really don’t like making things easy for Emmett, do I? If he has an issue he’s avoiding, I like to throw it right in his face.  Yeah, it will keep happening, because I like my characters to potentially hate me. If they were real, that is.  Not that they’re not real enough to me. Oh, you know what I mean! If I ran into Emmett in real life, I want him to throw as many beverages at me as possible. That’s how you know you’ve tortured your darlings enough. 

Somehow, I reached the end.  While editing the story, I bounced back and forth between absolutely loving it and thinking I should just try something else. Pick up gardening or something. Then I remembered I can barely keep plants alive. Much like my characters!

I do hope you found this fourth book worthwhile. Feel free to drop me a line to let me know. You could also write me if you hated it. You’ve read it all, it’s your right to do so.  You might have also noticed that the tone of this note is not my usual. It’s because I’m writing it after I edited the book. Always a mistake, because this is that bit before release when I think my writing, my story, everything sucks and I might be in the wrong career.  Why I felt the need to share that with you, I don’t know. A-plus for transparency?

I’m already working out the plot and outline of the next book in the series, so I’m clearly not switching careers. Although Emmett might. Yes, I am awful. But if you want to find out what would prompt my snarky Nao to consider hanging up his PI hat, you’ll have to wait for the next book. Only three months to go!

Okay, I’ll see myself out now. Sorry! (Probably not, though)

Hugs and kisses, 

Alina


More books by Alina Popescu

Here are a few more books by me you can read next. Hope you enjoy them!

The Riverbrook Geeky Cozy Mysteries

 

Murderous Affair (Prequel)

Murderous Homecoming

Murderous Ties

Contemporary Gay Romance Series

 

Famous on the Internet

Br0th3rly

Travel and Spice

Gaming and IRL Boss Fights

 

Lover’s Journey

Dawn to Dusk

Dusk to Dawn

Sunrise with You

 

Just Don’t

Don’t Call Me Kid

Don’t Underestimate Me

Don’t Push Me Away

Don’t Let Go

Don’t Rule Me Out

Don’t Play Games

Don’t Look Away

Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Paranormal Series

 

Tales of the Werewolf Tribes

Strength to Let Go

Lead to Follow

 

Flyer Chronicles

Angel’s Feather

Elixir of Flight

Flyer Uprising (Coming Soon)

 

Warriors of Vis

Sky and Storm

Flight of the Eagle (Coming Soon)

Standalones

 

An Ex, A Dog, and Winter Wonderlands

Touches - A Gay Contemporary Short Story Collection

Craving Stains

Mission: Protect the Ex

 

 

For an up to date list of books, please visit either my Amazon author page or my Books page on my website.


Meet Alina Popescu

Intricate worlds, sizzling romances, and action-packed adventures 

 

Alina Popescu is an author, traveler, and coffee addict. She has published several mystery, science fiction, urban fantasy, and contemporary romance series, many of them having reached bestseller lists for their genres (yes, she’s totally bragging). Her stories often fall under the LGBTQ fiction and romance subgenres.

Born and raised in Romania, Alina has been writing for most of her life. She’s an avid consumer of stories in all their forms. She’s fascinated by myths, folk tales, and other creators’ visions of the future. She finds her inspiration in books of all genres, movies, and the occasional TV shows or anime binges. 

Alina is a proud geek and needs her fast internet connection and assortment of gadgets more than she needs air. 

 

Enough talking about me in the third person! I welcome any comments or questions, so feel free to visit my website, email me, or connect with me on social media. To get another free taste of my writing, sign up for my newsletter and you’ll receive a free copy of gay military romance Mission: Protect the Ex.

 

Website: https://alina-popescu.com 

Channel: https://www.youtube.com/user/alinaelenapopescu 
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