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Dedication


To everyone who has found family and home in places they never expected to find them.  
This one is for all of you (us)




Epigraph


“He who understands you is greater kin to you than your own brother. For even your own kindred neither understand you nor know your true worth.” -Khalil Gibran 
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Prologue


It wasn’t every day a guy woke up dead. Wes stared at his body, sprawled across his workshop floor, and had a moment of wondering if this was just a weird dream, but then he realized he couldn’t feel anything – nor could he smell the coffee he’d just brewed, or feel the heat from the electric fireplace that kept the shop warm during the early spring rains.  
“Well, fuck,” Wes said. He heard a loud bang outside and went to the window. A black SUV was driving away, gravel kicked up off the driveway as it sped off. The only thing Wes could see was that there were government plates on the SUV, but not the details. Not like he could tell anyone, anyway.  He looked back down at his body and sighed. 
“I really hate Mondays.”
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Chapter one

Grant Foster drained the last of the wine in his glass and handed it to Asha, the flight attendant, as she prepped for landing. She smiled at him with a glint of interest as she moved to the rear of the private shuttle to find her seat. Sure, Grant found Asha attractive with her tawny skin, dark hair, and light green eyes, but he made it a point to not mess with his employees.  
To be honest, Grant couldn’t remember the last time he’d ‘messed’ with anyone. The Ascension merger had taken up every ounce of his time and patience for the past eighteen months, but now he could say he owned the best company for every kind of transport in the universe – on planet or off. His father would probably have found something to bitch about, but Grant knew his mother was proud. The old man’s death had handed Grant the keys to the kingdom, as it were, and he’d taken Foster Consolidated from a national trucking company to a universal transport entity in a little more than a decade.
The whine of the engines shifted pitch as the shuttle descended onto the private runway in the exclusive mountain community a few short miles from where he grew up in the mountains of western North Carolina. His mother lived in one of the homes in the gated community, chosen because it was still near her friends, but more secure overall and easy for him to visit – which he never did. 
It felt strange coming back to Lakeridge after all this time. He’d paid to fly his mom out to visit him in whatever city he happened to be in when the holidays rolled around, but he’d not come back here since he graduated high school. Now he was back, to bury one of his friends. 
As the shuttle taxied closer to the hangar, Grant ran a hand through his hair and rubbed at the scruff on his face. His reddish-brown curls were kept short, and he usually had a permanent five o’clock shadow of reddish blonde, no matter how much he shaved. His dark blue eyes and pale skin spoke to some Scots Irish ancestry, but he didn’t bother with that as much as his mother did.  The papers said he looked like a young Richard Madden – an old-time actor - but he didn’t see it. He didn’t really care, as long as his presence and demeanor kept the bullshit to a minimum. When the shuttle stopped, he stood and pulled on his suit coat, picked up his messenger bag, and headed for the door. 
As Asha unlocked the door and pushed it open, Grant took a deep breath. 
“Here goes nothing,” Grant muttered. When Asha looked at him in confusion, he smiled and added, “Thank you, Asha. Have a good evening,” then descended the steps to the car that waited below. 
“Mr. Foster?” the man in the black suit and cap said. “I’m Rivers, your driver. If you’d like to wait inside, I’ll get your bags.”
“Thank you, Rivers,” Grant replied and slid into the back of the car. Two rows of seats faced each other, and a console held refreshments. He buckled in and let his bag rest on the seat beside him, then took a deep breath of the mountain air. It smelled like spring – damp earth and green things – and the memories flooded him. He shoved them away and pulled out his phone to let his mother know he had arrived. The fact that his hands shook? That was something he’d completely ignore.
As the car pulled to a stop in front of the timber and stone edifice, his mother threw open the door and stepped outside. Lacey Davidson Foster looked ten years younger than her fifty-five years. Her silver-streaked auburn hair was cut in a short pixie that only enhanced her wide blue eyes and high cheekbones while her peach tunic-length top, black leggings, and flats showed off healthy curves and muscles. 
Grant had barely stepped out of the car before his mother wrapped her arms around him. 
“There’s my boy,” Lacey said, then cupped his face in her hands. “You look tired. Come inside and I’ll get you a drink. Are you hungry?”
Grant leaned over and kissed her cheek. “In a minute, Ma. I need to get my bags.” He stepped back and turned to Rivers to swap the luggage for the credit chip in his hand. “Thank you, Rivers. I appreciate the service.”
Lacey took the rolling bag and headed into the house while Grant slung his messenger bag over a shoulder and picked up the other two. He stepped inside the foyer and took a moment to appreciate the beauty. 
“This is nice, Ma,” Grant said. “You did a good job.”
“Bring those bags and you can put them in your room and wash up while I get us some lunch,” Lacey said. 
He followed her down a set of stairs with a ninety-degree turn halfway down and paused at the bottom. “Wow,” Grant breathed, then moved to follow her once more. 
The lower level opened up to a wall of glass across the back with a view of the Blue Ridge mountains unencumbered by other buildings or tall trees. A sitting area around an electric fireplace and an entertainment monitor had doors that opened onto a flagstone patio sheltered by the deck above. To the left, a door opened into a storage area and to the right, a door led into a bedroom with another wall of glass on one side and a luxurious en-suite bathroom on the other.  Done in shades of blue and gray with cream accents, the whole space spoke of quiet elegance. 
“This is really nice, Ma,” Grant said as he put his bags down at the foot of the bed.
“This is your suite,” Lacey replied. “I had it all made up so if you ever came to visit, you’d have your own space. The side door under the stairs leads out to the driveway, so you have your own entrance, and there’s a kitchenette behind the sliding doors off the sitting area.”
“No one’s used this guest room?” Grant asked in surprise.
“This isn’t the guest room. This is your room,” Lacey replied. “The guest room is upstairs.” A hand rested on his arm, and she gave him a knowing smile. “You’ve not yet made a home for yourself, and everyone needs to know there’s a place that they can call home. I made you one here, until you decide to make one for yourself.”
Grant’s heart twisted a little as he bent to kiss her forehead. “Thank you, Ma. I’ll be up in a minute. I want to wash up.”
“Take your time. I’ve had meatballs, sausage and red sauce in the slow cooker all day,” Lacey said as she left the room. 
Grant shut the door and turned to look at the space, then shook his head. She’d even put a desk unit near the glass doors, so he’d have a work space. That was his mom – she thought of every detail. He was hungry, but after a morning of meetings, a rush to the shuttle and the flight here, he wanted a shower and clean clothes more than anything else. He pulled black jeans and a medium blue t-shirt out of his bag, clean underwear and socks, and left them on the bed while the water heated up in the shower. Fifteen minutes later he was showered, dressed, and headed back upstairs. 
“Feel better after a shower?” Lacey asked. She had crusty rolls split open and lined with sliced cheese as she ladled hot meatballs and sausage into them, then carried the plates to the table. “Salad and subs, and I made sweet tea the way you like it – not too sweet.”
“Smells great, Ma,” Grant said and took a seat. “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble for me.”
“Grant Davidson Foster,” Lacey chided. Yep, she’d used all three names, so he knew he’d stepped in it. “You’re my son and it’s the first time you’ve come to my home. This isn’t trouble, this is appreciation for you finally showing up at my front door.”
“Ma, you know coming back here isn’t easy,” Grant started to say, and she lifted a hand, palm out to stop him.
“That wasn’t a smack at you, son. That was me stating that I’m beyond grateful you’re here.” A hand laid over his and she gave him a smile. “I know it’s difficult, and I love you even more for taking the step to be here. Wes would appreciate it, and the others will as well.”
“Others?” Grant asked as he took a sip of the cold tea. 
“What? You think you’re the only member of the Chess Club to come home for his funeral?”
“What have you heard?” he asked.
“Everyone’s back in town already. You’re the last one to show up. All five of you will be there for Wes tomorrow. I’m just glad they finally released his remains so he could be buried, even though the case is still open.”
“Everyone?” Grant asked.
“Everyone. Logan, Chase, Zach, and Mykal are all back in town. Logan is going to officiate. Wes was cremated, per his wishes, so they don’t need pall bearers, but they do want us to sit in the family row. I said we would be honored.”
“Ma…,” Grant sighed. “He’s got family, doesn’t he?”
“Just his Uncle Redmond. His mother died two years ago from cancer, and you know his father hasn’t been around since he was a baby. You and the rest of the Club were his family. We’ll sit in the family row with Red and the rest of your friends, for Red’s sake. We’re not discussing this, Grant.” 
When his mother put her foot down on something, he knew better than to argue. “Yes, ma’am,” he murmured and took a bite of his sandwich. He used to consider the Chess Club his family, but that was a long time ago. Fifteen years since they graduated high school and went their own ways.
Fifteen years since murder had torn the heart out of the group of misfit kids and scattered them far and wide.
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Chapter two

Wes watched the people file into the church and take their seats. The stone chapel could hold maybe two hundred, but he didn’t expect that many to show up. There were a lot more people than he expected to see, though.  
It was weird to see Logan in a priest collar, all dressed up and doing the Mass. The last time he’d seen Logan was when they’d graduated from high school. That had been a rough day all around. While the rest of their graduating class was celebrating and going to parties, his friends were packing their shit and getting out of town. Not Wes, though. He didn’t have anywhere to go. 
All of them had gone on to college, except Wes. He’d been accepted to MIT, but his mom hadn’t been doing so well and needed him at home. His Uncle Red had helped him forge a different path, so things happened for a reason, he supposed. 
There was Chase Payne – in his dress blues. He was a detective now, Wes had heard. Graduated from Duke, then went into the police academy. Mykal Cutler, the only girl in the group, had been at UNC Chapel Hill, then into a police academy as well. Since she wasn’t a cop any longer, she wore a black pants suit.  Then Zach Hawthorne, who’d gone north to Harvard and ended up a journalist and author. Last, but definitely not least, was Grant Foster. Local boy who became a billionaire. His mom looked good, Wes thought. Content that her son was finally back home. 
Sucked that it took someone dying for Grant to finally land his ass back in Lakeridge, but if it brought Mrs. Foster some happiness, it wasn’t all bad, right? No, it was really all that bad. At least he’d outlived Mr. Layton, their surrogate father and the head of the Chess Club by three whole years. 
They never figured out who’d killed Alexander Layton fifteen years ago, and they probably wouldn’t figure out who killed him, either. Wes had a few ideas on who might have taken him out, but the rumors of who killed Layton? There was no telling how many of those were founded in truth. His suspicions led him to think the only connection was that they both happened in Lakeridge. 
He'd been wrong before.
[image: image-placeholder]The town car pulled up to the country club and Grant escorted his mother inside. The service had been nice enough, he supposed. It wasn’t as if Grant had attended a lot of funerals to make comparisons. Mr. Layton’s funeral, then his father – now Wes’s were about the extent of his experience. 
Redmond Jefferson, Wes Davenport’s uncle, shook hands at the doorway and thanked people for coming. He was Wes’s mom’s brother. Martha Davenport had died two years earlier from breast cancer, and Colsen Davenport, Wes’s father, had disappeared when Wes was a baby. He’d heard that Colsen had been shot in a drug deal gone wrong when Wes was about fourteen, but from what he could tell that was no great loss. 
“Grant, thank you for coming. It’s good to see all of the Club members here, today,” Red said as he shook Grant’s hand. “Lacey, so kind of you to help with all of this,” he added as he leaned in to kiss Lacey’s cheek. 
“Of course, Red. You know you’re family and we do for family around here,” Lacey replied. “I’ll just go make sure everything’s going smoothly,” she added as she slipped away towards the kitchens. 
“How long are you in town for?” Red asked Grant. 
“I’m not sure,” Grant replied. “A few days, at least. Why?”
“I want to talk to you and the others as soon as possible. Could we maybe get together tomorrow?” Red asked.
“I can do it. Not sure about everyone else. I’ve barely said two words to them so far today,” Grant replied. 
“Everyone else said they could meet for a late morning gathering. How about brunch at my place, say ten o’clock?”
“I’ll be there. You still on Lickskillet Road?”
“I am. Top of the ridge.” Red paused, then let out a soft huff of breath. “Thank you. It means more than I can say that you’ll come.”
Grant gave Red a polite nod. “You’re family, as Ma said. I’ll be there.” He walked away from Red then and rolled his shoulders. It was like putting on an old jacket that felt a little tight at first, then settled into place. A little awkward and uncomfortable, but he was adjusting.
He filled a plate, then looked for a table. His mother waved him over and he crossed the room to take a seat – then noticed the rest of the Club were also seated there. Food was picked at, but no one spoke until Lacey slapped a hand on the table and leaned in. “Y’all need to stop this shit and behave like the grown-ass adults y’all are. This is silly. You five are family and you’re acting like strangers on a bus. Get over yourselves. Is this the kind of celebration of life that Wes would want?”
“I’m the only one here that would know what Wes would want because none of the rest of you bothered to speak to him in the past twelve years,” Myke said. “Except for maybe Mrs. Foster. And you’re right, Mrs. Foster. He’d be pissed at us.” She looked as fierce as she sounded, her words hissed across the table. Her hair was shorter than everyone else’s, except Chase who had a brush cut. Tousled curls of medium brown with light purple streaks at the top, the sides and back shaved to stubble gave her an edgy look. Her wide brown eyes flashed angrily at them. Warm sable-hued skin stretched over sharp cheekbones, a slender nose and narrow jawline - her full lips drawn tight as she stabbed her fork into the potato salad. 
Logan leaned back and watched each person at the table, then took a quick look around the room. “We’re attracting a lot of attention. Perhaps we should work on being polite for now and we can have a real discussion somewhere less public?”  
“Always the peacemaker,” Chase muttered with a touch of humor. “You’re right. We all need to talk and somewhere that’s more private.” The two of them, Chase and Logan, were about as opposite looking as they came. Chase was a big man with tawny skin and dark eyes, hair about a quarter inch long on top, a trimmed goatee and mustache, and arms that looked like he could bench press the table if they all sat on it. He’d changed out of his dress blues into a dark gray suit over a black shirt that did nothing to soften the image – until he smiled, and a dimple flashed in his cheek.
Logan had a striking resemblance to the actor Scott Eastwood – when he was much younger, with dark blonde hair that curled on top, cut short on the sides and bright blue eyes. Freckles danced across his nose, giving him a youthful appearance – until you looked into his eyes. Those eyes seemed much older than Logan’s thirty-three years. 
“What about you, Zach?” Chase asked as he turned to the silent man seated to his right. “You going to brunch at Uncle Red’s tomorrow?”
“Yeah, I’ll be there,” Zach replied. Zach’s gaze kept drifting to two men in black suits and white shirts, black ties, that stood near the windows. 
Chase followed his gaze and leaned over to murmur near Zach’s ear. “Feds? Why would Feds be here?”
“I know one of them. Agent Martin Crosse. Ran into him down in Columbia a couple of years ago. No clue why he’s here, but he seems to know Uncle Red,” Zach murmured in reply. Zach narrowed his hazel green eyes in a darkly tanned face as Crosse turned to look at the table, then quickly away once more. “I think I’m going to go be friendly.”
“Want backup?” Chase asked.
“Sure, they’re less likely to give me the ‘no comment’ dance if you’re there. Fellow LEO and all that,” Zach replied. 
“We’ll be right back,” Chase said as he and Zach rose to their feet and wandered over towards the agents.
“Agent Crosse, what brings you to the mountains of North Carolina?” Zach asked as Chase stuck his hands in his pockets and gave the agents a smile. “Didn’t realize you knew Wes.”
“We know Red Jefferson more,” Crosse replied. “Sorry for the loss of your friend.”
“Are you investigating his death?” Chase asked.
“Detective Payne, are you here in an official capacity as well?” Crosse asked.
“No, Agent. I’m here for my friend. But once a cop, always a cop, right?” Chase replied.
“I would assume so, but then you’d have to ask Ms. Cutler about that, wouldn’t you?” the other agent spoke, and Chase’s smile disappeared.
“Who are you and what the fuck do you think you’re doing, shitting on my friend?” Chase snapped. 
“This is Agent Robert Wilson, my partner,” Crosse replied. “And he’ll shut up now,” he added with a glare at the other agent. 
Wilson chuckled and gave a half turn to look out the window, a sneer on his face.
“I suggest, Agent Wilson, that you wipe that sneer off of your face before I do it for you,” Chase offered, his tone quiet and deadly. 
“Assaulting a federal officer,” Crosse started to say, and Zach sighed. “Shut up, Crosse. You can both leave now, because you’re insulting our friend’s memory. Don’t make us help you leave.”
“Please,” Chase said. “Please make us help you leave.” He pulled his hands out of his pockets and cracked the knuckles of one hand with the other. 
Crosse put the cup he’d been holding down on a nearby table and tugged Wilson’s sleeve. They both made their way to the exit and outside.
“Guess we’ve got something else to ask Red about tomorrow,” Zach said.
“They’re assholes,” Chase replied. “And they were watching our table more than anything else.”
“Yep,” Zach said. “Something to ask Red about.”
They went back to their seats just in time for one of the catering staff to come around with coffee or water refills. 
Zach waited until they’d left before he spoke up. “Agents Crosse and Wilson were here as friends of Uncle Red, to pay their respects. Or so they said.”
“They were focusing pretty heavily on our table,” Grant said. “Any idea why?”
“Everyone knows we were Wes’s friends and that some of us haven’t been back to Lakeridge in over a decade. We’re the talk of the town,” Myke replied. “I got stopped three times by locals yesterday while I was out shopping, and you know how this small town likes to spread tales.”
“But you’ve been back a few times each year,” Lacey said to Myke. “Your aunt and I see each other fairly often at the coffee shop.”
“I’ve been around, yeah, but Zach has been here maybe once a year for a couple of weeks around the holidays, and Logan about the same. Chase used to come around when his parents were here, but when they moved to Florida five years ago, he stopped coming back, and then there’s Grant,” Myke replied. “The only one that stayed in Lakeridge was Wes. I’d spend time with him when I was in town, and he was the one who stood by me when I needed someone the most. So, yeah, people are gonna stare, and people are gonna talk.”
“That’s all fine and good,” Grant replied, “but why are Fibbies focused on us?”
“Something to ask Uncle Red tomorrow,” Zach said. “Not really something to discuss here, is it?”
“You’re right,” Grant replied. “Ma, are you ready to go?”
Lacey looked at her son in surprise, then wiped her mouth with a napkin and laid it on her plate. “It was wonderful getting to see all of you again. Come by the house before you leave town, would you? I’ve missed you all.” She got to her feet and Grant held her sweater for her to pull on. 
“I’ll see you all tomorrow morning,” Grant said and turned to escort his mother to the door.
“You know why it’s hard for him to be here,” Chase said, his voice low.
“It wasn’t his fault,” Zach replied. “But he’s going to need a crowbar against the back of his head to get it to sink in.”
“I’m out,” Myke said and got to her feet. “See y’all tomorrow.” She made her way over to Red, kissed his cheek, then left out the back. 
“Tomorrow then,” Logan said as he got up and made his farewells to Red.
“I need a drink,” Chase said. “Want to get one with me?” 
“That sounds like a good idea. Where are you staying?” Zach asked.
“I got a short-term vacation rental for a couple of weeks over by Creed Creek. Where are you?” 
“My brother’s guest room, but I can’t keep staying there. Sammi is due with their third in a couple of months and Zeke is turning the guest room into a bedroom for Gemma.” 
“Oof, three under five? That’s a lot. Come stay with me. The place has three bedrooms, so there’s plenty of space,” Chase said. 
“I may take you up on that. I’ll stop at the liquor store and pick up a few things, if you get the food. Give me the address and I’ll see you there in a few.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Chase replied, and they rose to say goodbye to Red and reiterate their promise to be there in the late morning.
Red watched the last of the Club leave, then turned to give a polite smile to another guest coming to give their condolences. He had been watching the dynamics of the group all day, and part of him wished he could keep the rest of it from them – but it could cost them their lives if he did. It was time to bring them all in. 
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Chapter three

Billie Halstead Morris, blonde hair perfectly coiffed, silk dress fitted just so, sat at the head of her dining room table and looked to her right where her husband, Mayor Jeffrey Morris, sat with his head in his hands. “Jeffie, if you don’t stop complaining, I'll have to move your things to the guest room again." 
"Billie, you don’t understand. Your brothers are going to get us all arrested,” Jeffrey replied. His brown hair was tousled where his hands had been run through it and his greenish-grey eyes were bloodshot. “They keep doing stupid shit and it won’t be something the Lake County sheriff’s department will handle – it’ll be the feds.”
It was a fine manicure if Billie said so herself. That nail tech at Shelby Sue’s Salon did a beautiful job. She admired her nails as they tapped on the glossy wood tabletop and her brown eyes narrowed. “You’re working yourself into a tizzy, Jeffie. Why on earth would the feds have any interest in our little town? As far as anyone’s concerned, absolutely nothing of importance happens here. Well, not unless you count the Old-Timey festival that happens each October. Now, why don’t you drink that fine bourbon I poured for you and take a breath. Daddy and my brothers will be here for dinner shortly.”
Jeffrey grabbed the bourbon and downed it as if it were water. “I’m not hungry. You can eat with the rest of them without me.” He got to his feet, swayed slightly, and left his wife alone in the dining room while he locked himself in his study and drank even more. 
“It’s okay, Jeffie,” Billie said, her words soft in the empty room. “You won’t need to worry about it all much longer.”
An hour later, her father and her two brothers were seated at her table, her father at the far end, her brothers on either side in the middle. They looked so very similar, except Byron was a good fifty pounds overweight and Junior was at least thirty pounds underweight. Her father looked fit and healthy for his age. All of them had blonde hair, brown eyes, and pale skin. For dinner, Cook had prepared pot roast with potatoes and carrots, a salad of spring greens, grape tomatoes, and sweet vinaigrette, with apple pie for dessert. Billie ate a bit of this and that, and watched as Byron ate enough for two while BJ pushed the food around and sniffed through the whole meal. Her father ate a decent serving and complimented the cook, then leaned back with a glass of whiskey and waited for his sons to finish their meals. 
“Where’s the mayor this evening, Billie?” Bernstrom asked his daughter.
“He had some business to tend to in his study,” Billie replied. “You know how it is, Daddy.”
“That I do, little girl, that I do. How’s his re-election campaign going?”
“Well, considering no one dares run against him, it’s going just fine. Barely had to spend a penny. Just enough for the signs and flyers,” Billie replied. 
“Don’t forget the vid ads, little girl. They’ll need to start running around the beginning of September and through October until election day,” Bernstrom said. “Do you think you could manage to get yourself visibly pregnant by then?”
Billie stared at her father in shock. The last thing she ever planned on doing was letting any man plant a baby in her. That was the most disgusting thing she could imagine. “No, Daddy. We’ve not planned on children yet. There’s plenty of time for that, and he needs to be mayor another four years before he moves to the senate. That’s when we’re thinking about a family, so we have perfect little children for the White House run.”
Bernstrom stared into his glass for a moment, then smiled. “Well, that’s about the smartest thing I’ve ever heard, Billie. You’re quite right. Sullen teenagers would not be a good look for a White House run, but adorable little elementary and middle schoolers? That’s perfect. Good plan.”
Billie simpered under her father’s praise, then tossed a bomb into the middle of the table. “Besides, Daddy, shouldn’t my brothers be the ones making babies? You want the Halstead name to carry on and my babies would be named Morris.”
“Yours could be named Halstead if you wanted them to be,” Byron said. “And if Junior didn’t keep fucking up, I’d have planted a baby or two in that Adler bitch already.”
“You couldn’t plant a baby in a fertility clinic,” BJ snarled. “And I was gonna plant one in her, but she stunned me.”
Byron came up out of his seat and reached across the table for his brother. He grabbed BJ by the collar of his shirt and pulled him half onto the table. “Listen here, you little drug-addled fucktard. Ellery Adler is mine. I’ll kill you, brother or not, before I let you put your shriveled up dick anywhere near my woman.”
“That’s enough,” snapped Bernstrom. “Both of you, sit down and shut up.”
BJ spat in Byron’s face, then Byron threw BJ back into his chair with enough force to tip his brother and the chair both backwards and onto the floor with a crash. 
BJ jumped up and went over the table after Byron, a steak knife in his hand, and Byron hauled back one meaty fist and punched his brother hard enough to knock him unconscious in the middle of his sister’s crystal and China dishware.
“Get out of my house!” screamed Billie as she jumped away from the table. “You’re both animals.”
“I’m sorry, Billie,” Bernstrom said. “I’ll get them out of here.” He slapped the back of Byron’s head. “This is no way to thank your sister for the fine meal we just had. Now pick up your brother and get out to the car.”
Byron didn’t say a thing, just hauled BJ up over his shoulder and stomped out of the room. Bernstrom pulled out his phone and tapped the screen, then Billie heard a chime from her phone. “There, I sent you some credits to pay for the damages. My apologies, Billie. The meal was wonderful and much appreciated. I’ll see myself out.”
Broken crystal glasses and fine China plates were scattered across the linen tablecloth. Billie stared at the mess, then sat back down and reached for her wine glass. That hadn’t been broken – or spilled – so she took a swallow of the fine vintage and sighed. 
That’s where Jeffrey found her, seated at the table with the damage spread out across the surface. “What the hell happened here? Are you hurt?”
“No, I’m fine,” Billie said. “But my brothers are going to wish they’d never been born.”
“If only we were so lucky,” Jeffrey muttered. “Fucking assholes.”
“Careful,” Billie said, a cold, warning tone in her voiced. “They may be assholes, but they’re still my brothers.”
“Ah, I see. So you can talk shit about them all you want, and I can’t?” Jeffrey replied. “Bullshit. In fact, I’m done with all of this. I hate you, I hate them, and I hate this life. I’m out of here.”
“No, you’re not,” Billie said as she slowly got to her feet. “You’ll go up to the guest room, shower, and get into bed. We'll discuss your options in the morning over breakfast."
"Fuck my options. You can have it all, I’m out,” Jeffrey said as he turned towards the doorway to leave the room.
“Jeffrey, I’ll see you at breakfast,” Billie said, her tone overly sweet. “You wouldn’t want what happened to your Daddy to happen to you, too, now…would you?”
At her words, Jeffrey froze for a handful of breaths, then shook his head. “No, not even a little bit. See you in the morning, Billie.”
As his footsteps faded on the stairs, Billie drained her glass and set it carefully on the table. Her family had cleared the path for Jeffrey Morris to become mayor, then senator, and eventually president of these United States. He wasn’t going to fuck this up for her now. Not even a little bit.
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Chapter four

Red’s house on the ridge sprawled across a steep slope with windows that captured the Blue Ridge mountain view from every angle. From the outside, the windows reflected the view and blocked any glimpse of what was inside the stone and log structure. A massive central chimney trailed vapor into the sky that promised rain before the morning was over. 
Grant parked the pickup truck in the wide gravel space beside the house and carried a bag up the stairs. Hand raised to knock, the door was opened before he could.
“Good morning, Grant,” Red said as he stepped back. “Come on in. Coffee’s on.”
Grant stepped inside and turned to Red. “Morning. Ma sent over one of her coffee cakes.” He handed Red the bag and turned to look around the space. “Am I the first one here?”
“Myke is in the bathroom, but yeah, you’re the first one.”
“Wait, Myke is staying here?” Grant asked. “You’re not – I mean, you and she?”
Red laughed. “No, we’re not. I’m flattered you’d think so. Her aunt rented out the cottage Myke uses when she’s in town for a few months to a new family getting a place built. I have more than enough room, so I invited her to stay here. I’m enjoying the company, to be honest.”
“I’ll get the rest of the food set out,” Myke called out as she stepped into the main living space. “Oh, Grant. Didn’t know you were here already.”
“Ma sent over one of her coffee cakes. It’s still warm, so she wanted me to bring it now instead of waiting twenty minutes,” Grant replied. “Need any help?”
“Naw, I’d hate to ruin your manicure,” Myke teased as she pulled foil-wrapped pans out of the warmer and carried them over to the island. 
“Bite me,” Grant retorted, then shook his head. “I’m back here for twenty-four hours and I’ve already reverted to teenage slang. Gods help me.” He picked up a tray and carried it over, then put it where Myke pointed. 
“We’re doing breakfast burritos, bagel sandwiches, cut up fruit, some pastries, and your Ma’s coffee cake. Coffee, tea, juice, or milk?” Myke asked.
“Coffee, black. I barely got three swallows of mine before Ma rushed me out the door,” Grant replied.
A knock sounded and Logan had arrived. “Morning, everyone,” he called out as he hung his leather jacket on a peg by the door. 
“Now you look like Logan,” Grant said. “Jeans and a Henley are more what I’m used to seeing you in.”
“Well, get used to it, because I’m on sabbatical and won’t be dressing in my vestments for a while,” Logan replied.
“Everything okay?” Grant asked.
“Fine. Shelve it for now, okay?” Logan asked.
“Sure. But you’ve got my number,” Grant said.
“Yeah, I do. Thanks,” Logan muttered and headed for the coffee pot. “Please tell me this is not decaf?”
“Full octane,” Red replied and handed a mug to Logan, then one to Grant. 
A faint chirp and Red looked up to a monitor tucked in a cabinet and grinned. “And the gang’s all here.”
Chase and Zach came in together as Red opened the door and chatter filled the space while they got coffee and plates of food. The main space of the house was an open-concept living-dining-kitchen area with a curved island that divided the kitchen from the rest of the space. A long table of gleaming oak offered seating for eight, and they all settled in with plates and mugs.  The view out the back, near the table, offered a gentle slope of flowering azalea and rhododendrons that ended in the rocky spill of Bear Creek. 
Grant took another swallow of coffee and let his gaze drift from face to face. It felt strange, but in a good way, to be seated here with these people. People that had, at one point, been his whole world. 
Red put his plate down at the head of the table and refilled his coffee from a carafe that he then passed to Myke. “I want to thank you all for coming here this morning. I know you might have had other plans, but this is important.”
“You’ve not asked us for anything before,” Grant said. “So when you do? It means something.”
“I appreciate that,” Red said. “I also need to state that whatever we discuss here today, has to stay within this space. No chatting up with your mom or girlfriend or whatever. You can only discuss it among yourselves or with me. If that’s going to be an issue, you can leave now.”
“Right,” Chase said with a snort of amusement. “A secret you’re going to share, and you think any of us are going to walk away before we hear it? You know us better than that.”
“I know more about the five of you than you might think,” Red said as he picked up his mug and took a sip. 
“That sounds ominous,” Zach muttered, then took a bite of food. 
“I know that none of you are currently married, engaged, or serious about anyone in your lives as things stand now. I know that while two of you have had engagements, they ended before a marriage.” He looked from Chase to Myke. “I know that you all have unique talents and skills that, when combined, could become something special. We need those skills to solve Wes’s murder.”
Chase slapped a palm on the table. “I knew it. I knew it was murder. The crap report that Halstead had sent over had holes big enough to drive a semi through.”
Red held up a hand. “Easy, Detective. Let me finish. And yes, Chief Halstead is part of the problem.” He took a breath and his gaze settled on Grant. “I need you all to understand something. This goes deep. Wes was a genius inventor and he worked on various contracts for DARPA. His workshop was highly secure and only a select few knew who he was, or where he was located.”
“DARPA?” Grant asked. “Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency for the US government?”
“Yes, that DARPA,” Red replied, tone dry. “Do you know of another?”
“No, but that’s just wild,” Grant said. “I knew Wes was good at creating things. I didn’t realize he was at that level.”
“He never spoke about it,” Myke said. “He couldn’t say much, so he just didn’t say anything at all.”
“How much do you know?” Chase asked Myke and she shook her head and turned back to Red.
“You can speculate and ask questions later,” Red said, then took a swallow of his coffee. “Let me get this out, please. It’s not easy for me.” His voice cracked then, and Myke reached over and put a hand on his arm for a moment before she wrapped both of hers around her mug and tucked one foot up on the chair, knee to chest. 
“I was Wes’s handler, so to speak. His day-to-day contact was with me, and other than a secured laptop that he used to transmit directly to DARPA, no one else was in the loop.” He raised a hand in a stop motion and said, “Yes, the laptop is missing. Which is why we believe someone who knew what Wes was working on is behind his murder.”
“Is this part of why Crosse and Wilson were eyeballing us yesterday at the reception?” Grant asked.
“Partly,” Red replied. “Wes’s body was found in his workshop. That shop is locked with biometrics, the lock wasn’t obviously tampered with, yet he was found face down on the floor, a hole in the back of his skull.”
Grant winced and looked down, fingers curled tight around the fork in his hand. “Just like Mr. Layton. Hole in the back of the head.”
“Yes,” Red said. “And drugs were found in the trunk of Wes’s car.”
Everyone spoke up at that, loudly denying that would be something Wes would do.
“Yes, yes. Please. We all know Wes wouldn’t do drugs, deal drugs, or have anything to do with anything in the realm of drugs. That means whoever killed him, didn’t really know him,” Red said.
“Halstead didn’t really know him, did he?” Chase said after a moment. Everyone went quiet around him and looked at Red.
“No. Halstead didn’t know him. Halstead didn’t know he worked for DARPA, or that I was as involved in his daily life as I was. We kept that to ourselves, for safety reasons,” Red said. “Halstead didn’t do this one himself, as he was in front of about a hundred and fifty members of the Chamber of Commerce when Wes was shot.”
“Doesn’t mean he wasn’t involved,” Chase said.
“True,” Red replied. “You really think Halstead is behind this?”
“I think he was behind Layton’s murder,” Chase said. “And I’d put him behind pretty much anything that involves drugs and money in his pocket.”
“Okay, I know you have a hate on for Halstead and his family, but what makes you say he’s behind this with so much confidence?” Grant asked.
“Billie,” Mykal said. “Billie Halstead Morris. First Lady of Lakeridge.” The sarcasm in her tone was hard to miss. “She kept hitting on Mr. Layton and he kept telling her no. Her brothers threatened him for being ‘mean’ to their sister.”
“A week later, he was dead,” Chase said. “And while we were all shattered, the Morris kids were smug and amused.”
“Is that why you beat the shit out of Byron before you left town?” Zach asked Chase.
“Exactly why. He was going on about how Mr. Layton got what he deserved, so I dragged his ass out of his truck and beat him until he shut up,” Chase said.
“And almost got jail time, which would’ve lost you your position at Duke,” Red said. “If your dad hadn’t been a State cop, things might’ve ended differently.” 
“Yeah, I know I got lucky. Then I got out of town. Moved to the Raleigh-Durham area and got a job and an apartment and started school that fall,” Chase said, then he turned to Grant. “Nothing you did or didn’t do would’ve changed what happened to Mr. Layton, Grant. We were kids. Adults were responsible for his death, not us.”
Grant shifted in his seat, then reached for the coffee carafe and refilled his mug. “I’m not discussing it, Chase. Sorry.”
“Right, just…,” Chase said and Red interrupted.
“Gentlemen, moving on,” Red said. “While Alexander Layton’s murder may be connected to Wesley’s, we need to work the case we have in front of us and follow the leads we find as we do so. Speculating and extrapolating are a good way to get way off the trail.”
“Yes, sir,” both men replied and fell silent. 
Mykal took a breath and spoke up. “From what we could tell, based on Wes’s notes and the things in his clean room – and no, that wasn’t breached – he was working on some kind of Master Key.”
“A Master Key for what?” Zach asked.
“Everything,” Red replied. “Algorithms he built would have allowed this to open anything. Crash a shuttle across the world, shut down power in any city, stop the water filtration for a whole region – you name it, this key could’ve done it.”
“Did they get the code for it?” Grant asked as he sat forward, forearms rested on the table.
“We don’t think so. We think that they got the idea of it, but not the actual workings of it. Wes was still in the prototype stage, as far as anyone can tell,” Myke said. 
“The problem is,” Red said, “That we don’t know how far into it Wes had gone, so we don’t know how dangerous the info that was stolen might be. Either way, the fact that the US government was looking into something that could shut down infrastructure across the globe is information that could destroy any diplomatic relations the country might have.”
“Imagine if any of our enemies learned of this,” Myke added. “The peace accords of the twenty-twenties would evaporate like mist in the sun.”
“Well, shit,” Zach said and thumped back in his chair. “This is twenty-twenty-five all over again, isn’t it?”
“Worse,” Red replied. “Much, much worse.”
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Chapter five

The next morning, Grant took his coffee out onto the back patio and sat at the table. The view of the mountains was breathtaking, and the cool morning felt refreshing. He pulled out his tablet and sipped his coffee while he got some work done.  
His mother found him there an hour later, cup empty and brow furrowed as he tapped out a reply to a message. 
“Grant, come upstairs and have some breakfast with me,” Lacey said.
“Oh, sorry Ma. I got caught up in work and lost track of time. I didn’t mean for you to have to come find me.”
“It’s fine, son. I’m assuming you’ll be heading out soon, so I wanted to spend some time with you. I’ve got to head into town to drop some packages at the post office later. Do you need anything while I'm out?”
“I’m good, Ma. Let’s go on up and eat,” Grant said and pulled her in for a hug. “It’s really good to be with you like this.”
“I just wish you were home for different reasons,” Lacey sighed. Once they settled at the table upstairs, she served the pancakes, fruit, and sausage she’d prepared.
“This is a feast, Ma. Thank you,” Grant said and started to eat. He got about three bites in before he realized his mother wasn’t eating. “Ma?”
“I was wondering if you’d go into town with me, just this time,” Lacey asked. 
“Why? You seem upset.”
“Lately, I feel like I’m being followed when I leave the neighborhood. I’m being a silly old woman, but it makes me skittish, and I was hoping you’d just come with me this time. You could tell if I had anything to be concerned with, right?”
“I might be able to,” Grant answered. “What do you think is going on?”
“It started after I was at Red’s, going over plans for the memorial. I felt like I was being followed from his place until I hit the gates at the entry to the neighborhood. It wasn’t just one car, though. I decided I was just being silly, but then it happened when I went out to get groceries before you arrived. There was a black SUV that was so close to the back of my car, I couldn’t see the front bumper. I pulled in to the turnout by the gates and they raced past me.”
“Ma, this is serious. Did you call the station?”
“Why? So Bernstrom Halstead could tell me I was being a hysterical female?” Her bitter sarcastic tone told him everything he needed to know about what his mother thought of the Chief Sheriff in town. 
“I’ll come with you today, and I’m going to ask you to let me come with you if you have errands, or get deliveries instead for a little while,” Grant said. “Please, Ma. I’ve been thinking I’d probably have to stay a while to help Uncle Red with a few things anyway, so let me take care of you?”
“You’re staying?” Lacey’s eyes went wide, and she blinked away tears. “That’s not why I was asking you about this. I’m not trying to guilt you into staying longer, Grant. I know you’ve got a life to live away from here. I wasn’t…”
“Ma,” Grant interrupted her babbling. “I’m staying for a while. I’ll need to grab a few things in town, but yeah, you’re going to have to put up with me for a bit longer. Is that okay?”
Lacey put down the shredded napkin bits and reached out to curl fingers around Grant’s wrist. “That makes me feel so much better. I didn’t want to bother you with it, but I started to feel the anxiety growing the closer it came time to go out.”
Grant reached out and covered his mother’s hand with his other one. “Ma, I’m always going to put you first, if you ever need me. You’ve not really needed me until now, right? So asking is good. I love you. I’ll do whatever you need. Now – do you want to go with me to the post office or just stay here and let me go?”
“No, I won’t let them make me afraid to live my life. I just don’t want to be stupid about it. I’ll go with you, and we’ll do my couple of errands. Maybe grab lunch at that new brewery restaurant in town?”
“That sounds perfect. Eat your breakfast. I’ve got a couple of calls to make, then we can go, okay?”
“Thank you, Grant,” Lacey said and picked up her fork. “So, what does Red need you to help with?”
“Just some questions he needs answered. Nothing important. But Uncle Red doesn’t ask for anything, so when he asked, I agreed.”
“It also gives you an excuse to stick around and help your old Ma,” Lacey teased. 
“I don’t need an excuse for that, Ma,” Grant replied. “I just need my Ma to ask.”
Lacey rolled her eyes and chuckled, and they both laughed. “You’re more like me than we both care to admit,” she said and shifted the conversation to lighter topics.
When they were finished, Grant helped clear the table, then went back downstairs to make his calls and get his weapon. He often carried a Quantum pulse weapon if he were headed into a risky situation. He had a shoulder holster if he would be wearing a jacket, but for this he put it in a holster that settled at his lower back, under a loose shirt. The pulse rate was set to medium, so it would incapacitate anyone without killing them.
“Jax, this is Grant,” he said as he left a voice message for his aide. “I need you to clear my calendar of any in-person meetings for the next three months. Make them all virtual, or reschedule for next year. I know nothing is critical right now, and anything that comes up that needs me in person will have to be handled remotely, or we can send someone as my representative. I’ll be staying in Lakeridge to deal with a family matter. Call me if you have questions.”
When he disconnected the call, he looked at his phone, then hit another button. “Red, it’s Grant. I’m staying for a while. We need to talk in person. Tonight, if possible. Call me when you get this? Thanks.”
Two messages and his whole world had shifted. For a little while, at least. He knew he could count on his aide to manage things. Jax Jones was brilliant, about five years younger than Grant, and they knew just how to keep him on track when it came to both his work and social schedule. Of course, Jax would tell him he didn’t have a social schedule and that needed to be remediated, immediately. 
They were in the truck when he got a notification on the console from Jax that said. “I’m on it. Call me when you can.” 
“Oh, who’s Jax?” Lacey asked. “A new girlfriend?”
Grant snorted and shook his head. “Jax is my aide. They’re brilliant, worth every penny I pay them, and not a romantic interest of mine.”
“Sorry, I wasn’t trying to pry,” Lacey said. “Just curious about your life.”
“You weren’t prying, Ma. You can ask questions. Jax is non-binary, and they are a good friend and my literal right-hand person. I can stay because Jax will cover things from that end and make sure I get the info I need to handle things from here.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Lacey said. She looked down at the bag between her feet. “One of these is a package for Chase’s parents. I promised them I’d pick up some of those preserves from Caroline Cutler’s shop and send them down. Lemar had a knee replacement a couple of weeks back and he wasn’t up to the travel for the memorial.”
“That’s nice of you, Ma,” Grant said. He kept his attention on the road – and on any cars that might be around. There was no using the auto-drive feature on these mountain roads, so he didn’t even bother setting it. They pulled into town, and he parked at the post office. “You want me to go in, or are you going to do it?”
“I’ll handle it. You just stay here, and I’ll be right out.”
Grant watched his mother carry the bag into the building, then looked around once more. It surprised him how much had changed since he’d left. For a small mountain town, they seemed to cycle through businesses and buildings with disturbing speed. 
About ten minutes passed and his mother came back out and got into the truck. She slid her purse onto the floor and buckled the seatbelt before Grant started to back out. 
“Where next?” he asked.
“Appalachian Café,” Lacey replied. “I want to pick up a couple of pounds of beans if you’re going to be around a while. I know it’s one of your favorites.”
“I’ll go in and get it, Ma. You don’t have to pay for everything. In fact, let me help while I’m here. I insist.”
“Grant Davidson Foster,” she chided. “You already pay for everything. I’ve got plenty of money and I want to do this. Let me.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. She was right. When his father died, the business had gone to him. They had both sat down and figured out how to clean up the mess left behind when Lee Foster had suddenly ended up dead. When he had made his first five million, he asked his mother where she wanted to live and had the house built for her to her specifications. She had nice clothes and a good car, but Lacey Foster had never been a fashionista or one who needed the finer things. Good quality furniture, a dependable vehicle, reliable health care, and good food were what she considered wealth. He’d spoiled her now and then, but his mother didn’t want fancy jewelry or lavish gowns. A trip to spend time with him, or a cruise with a couple of her friends were the kinds of gifts Lacey enjoyed. He sat back and let out a breath as she jumped out and went into the coffee shop. 
A black SUV pulled into a spot two cars down and Grant glanced up in the mirror to see it idle there. No one got out. He kept an eye on it and waited until his mother came out of the shop and got back into the truck. The aroma of freshly roasted coffee beans filled the vehicle. 
“I also got us each a to-go cup. I can’t resist when I’m in there,” Lacey said and tucked the cups into the holder before she buckled in.
“Smells great, Ma. I’m sorry if I upset you. I just don’t want you to think you have to worry about anything while I’m here. I know we didn’t discuss it before I just decided to stay.”
“I’m thrilled, Grant. I told you, you have that suite as your home for when you’re in Lakeridge and you don’t need to ask permission. I’m good for now, we can head back. I’ll set up a grocery delivery for later this week and you can let me know what you want added.”
He kept his attention on the SUV as he checked traffic and pulled out. Sure enough, it pulled out too and started to follow them. 
“I’m going to take a little scenic route,” Grant said. “I think we picked up that tail you were talking about, and I want to see what they’re up to.”
“Grant, please just take me home,” Lacey said, fear in her tone. 
He glanced over and saw that her face had gone too pale. “Okay, Ma. I’ll get us home safe. Just breathe. It’ll be fine. I’m trained for this, remember?”
He’d taken a defensive driving course when he’d made his first million. He’d brushed up on those skills every year since. Just like the weapon he carried, he trained and updated his permits every year to ensure he could protect himself and those around him. Wealth made him a target and he refused to be a victim ever again.
“I remember when you needed three surgeries to get the bones in your leg repaired when that lunatic drove you off the road all those years ago, so I know you probably did something to make sure that wasn’t likely to happen again.”
“I took defensive driving courses, and I trained in hand-to-hand combat and with a variety of weapons. I will keep us safe, Ma. Just don’t try to drink your coffee until we’re home, okay?”
His smirk had Lacey huff a soft laugh and she tightened the safety strap and held on. “Take them for a ride, son.”
The pickup truck was a sleek machine with a high enough clearance to manage some of the unpaved roads that still existed in the mountains. Because his mother loved helping people, the truck became one of the two vehicles in her garage for those moments when she needed to help collect plants for the local farmer’s market, or move chairs to the library from the town hall to set up for an author’s night. He chose the truck for today in the event they did pick up a tail. While the car did have better handling, his mother had said they were in an SUV and got up on her bumper. Having the truck meant their intimidation games wouldn’t work, and he’d have better visibility. 
Grant wove through the side streets of the town, keeping his speed to the posted limits. The SUV stayed on their tail, usually one or two cars behind. 
“Okay, I’ve confirmed that they’re following us,” Grant said. He tapped a button on the steering wheel and spoke out loud. “Call Red.”
“Calling Redmond Jefferson,” the AI voice replied. 
“Jefferson here,” Red answered.
“Uncle Red, it’s Grant. Ma is in the car, too.” “Hello, Red,” Lacey said.
“Good morning, you two. What can I do for you?”
“It seems we’ve got a tail. Ma spoke to me about it this morning and said it started after she’d left your place when she was there to discuss the memorial. It’s a black Argo Turbo 5 with chrome accents and the windows are tinted so you can’t see who’s inside. I’m leading them on a wander around town, but I’m about to hit Route 19 and if they’re going to make a move, it’ll be once we get off and head up the mountain road.”
“Don’t go all the way up to Lacey’s place. Cut across Rainview and come up the back way to mine. I’ll have the gate open and will be watching. Can you leave the line open, so I’ll be able to listen?”
“Sure can. Just don’t expect chatter because I’m going to have to focus. I’m trained, but even so…”
“Even so, you’ve got precious cargo. I hear you.”
“I trust my son, Red. And you,” Lacey said.
Everyone went quiet as Grant hit the highway and increased his speed. It was two lanes in either direction, with signals for cross roads. They got to the signal light for their turn-off and Grant ran the red light, cut the corner sharp enough for tires to squeal, and raced up the mountain road. The SUV was stuck at the light long enough for a semi to pass, then ran the light as well and followed.
“We’re off 19 and they’re a little behind,” Grant said.
“Roger that,” Red replied.
The mountain road twisted back and forth as it rose up the incline. Grant let the truck’s speed guide them through the turns, then floored it on the small sections of straight pavement. Even so, the SUV roared up behind them and attempted a PIT maneuver. Grant countered it and straddled the yellow line, giving them no space on the narrow road to try it again. The SUV dropped back a half-length, then sped up as if to ram them. 
“Hold on, Ma,” he murmured as he slid into the empty lane for oncoming traffic and braked enough for the SUV to pass them. 
“Capture plate,” he said, and the AI voice replied, “Plate captured.”  
He then said, “Send image to Redmond Jefferson.” 
“Sending to Redmond Jefferson. Sent.”
In the seconds it took for that to happen, Grant had spun the wheel and headed up Rainview. He heard the screech of the SUV’s brakes as they tried to course correct, but the maneuver had given him enough time to get out of sight. 
“Coming up to the gate,” Grant said.
“Gate’s open. Don’t stop, just head to the house.” Red replied. 
Grant slid on the gravel entry to the gated road, then roared through the opening and up the steep incline. He glanced back and the gate closed before the SUV passed, so he slowed his speed and let out a breath. “I think they’re going to be confused for a bit.”
“Here’s hoping,” Lacey said, then reached over to pat Grant’s arm. “You did good, son.”
“Disconnecting call. See you shortly,” Red replied. 
The screen reset and Grant glanced over at his mother. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Lacey replied, then pulled down the visor to check her hair in the mirror. 
Grant just arched a brow and didn’t say a thing. If his mom wanted to look good for Red, he wasn’t going to open his mouth and shove his foot into it.
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Chapter six

He backed the truck into a spot in front of Red’s place and hit the button to shut it down. He got out and went around to get his mother’s door, hands curled into fists for a moment to try and stop the faint tremble. Sure, he’d trained in case he needed to do this, but this was the first time he’d really had to put his training behind the wheel into action. If something had happened to his mother? He never would’ve forgiven himself.  
When he opened her door and helped her out, she took a moment to just hug him. “Thank you, Grant,” she whispered, then reached in for her bag. “Let’s get inside.”
Red stood in the doorway and hugged Lacey when she approached, then stepped back to let them both inside. He waved a hand towards the coffee machine that had a fresh pot brewing, his gaze on the monitors that showed the entrances to his property. All of the gates were closed now, and they could see the SUV pulled up in front of the back gate, the occupants still inside.
“Grab some coffee, if you want. I’m going to monitor things for a bit,” Red said. “That plate is registered to Univy.”
“Well, fuck,” Grant said with a sigh.
“Grant Foster,” his mother said with a sigh. He was sure she was going to chide him for cussing, then she said, “You forgot the rest of it. Well, fuck those fucking fuckers.”
That brought a smile to Grant’s lips, and a chuckle from Red. 
“Truth, Lacey. Ever since Univy bought out DESCO, they’ve increased the size of their private army and some of their hires are the worst of the worst,” Red said. “When a dishonorable discharge from the military brings you to the top of their hire list, it’s a problem.”
“Why are they following me?” Lacey asked as she brought mugs of coffee over to Red and Grant, then collected her own and found a seat next to Red at his workstation. 
“Before you answer that, where’s Myke?” Grant asked.
“She’s in the gym. I told her we had a situation and she said she’d shower and be up shortly,” Red replied to Grant, then turned to Lacey and took her hand in his. “It’s probably because you’ve been seen with me.” He pressed a kiss to her fingers, then turned back to the monitors while Lacey looked over at Grant.
Grant gave her a smile and shrugged. “Uncle Red is good people, Ma. You could’ve done a lot worse. I’m fine with it. How long have you been a couple?”
“Since the First Night party at the community center on New Year’s Eve,” Lacey said. “And this threatening crap didn’t start until around the time Wes was murdered.”
“So you know it’s a murder, too? Okay, when Myke gets up here, can we get the cards all out on the table so we’re not tripping over each other?” Grant asked. He sank into a comfortable chair and sipped his coffee. “Red, I’m staying in Lakeridge, with Ma, until things are settled out. I have already set things in motion to work remote and be here for the next three to six months. If there’s a crisis that needs someone in person, my aide, Jax, will handle it. If it absolutely needs me, I’ll jump on my shuttle and go, then come right back.  Since the Ascension merger is all tied up, I don’t foresee my personal presence needed anywhere anytime soon. I’ll have more clothes and gear shipped from my office condo, but otherwise I’m all in. I’ve got the resources to do whatever you need to do. Just tell me what needs doing.”
“They drove away,” Red said after a moment. “I’ve got all of the alarms set and the gates up.” 
Myke came in as Red spoke and went to give Lacey a hug before she waved at Grant. “Hey, you two. Red said you had a little excitement?”
“Yeah, someone’s been tailing my mom. Today they tried to run us off the road,” Grant said.
“Want me to call our friend?” Myke asked Red. “They’ll need an escort to get home safely.”
“Go ahead,” Red said to Myke. 
“I’ve got to go grab my phone,” Myke replied and left the room.
“Who is she talking about?” Grant asked. 
“A local contact of ours that has been exceptionally helpful,” Red said. “Myke will see if they can give you a police escort home, so you get back to the Highland Estates safely. It won’t look like an escort, but having a cop car following you home will hopefully keep Univy off your ass.”
Grant watched his mother and Red as they murmured to each other. Red worked while his mom sipped her coffee and kept one hand on his knee. It made him feel something close to happy that his mom had found someone special after his dad. It had been thirteen years since his dad died and left her a widow at forty-two. She was still young and vibrant, and he was glad she had left herself open to the possibilities. It wasn’t something he would ever do, but for her? He liked it.
“Sergeant Adler will patrol nearby, and I’ll give them a call when y’all are ready to leave,” Myke said as she came back into the room. “Did you expect Univy to get so bold, so quickly?” That last question directed to Red.
“Honestly, I thought they were being nice to have not raided the memorial service. Although that was probably because the feds were there and they didn’t want to open up that particular can of worms,” Red replied. 
“What about the rest of the Club? Should we warn them?” Grant asked from his spot in the recliner.
“Logan and Chase have both headed home this morning to pack what they need and tie up loose ends so they can return in a few weeks. Zach left about an hour ago for the shuttle base and will be back as soon as he can arrange it,” Myke said. “I’m supposed to talk to Aunt Caro and see if she knows of anything for sale or long-term rent that can be picked up for them to stay in.”
“And I told you that I’d handle it,” Red replied. 
“How about I handle it?” Grant said. “What did you have in mind, Red?”
“I have some old RV lots that start about a half-mile up the road, over the creek bridge. I’ve had friends that needed a place to unwind that had connectivity and security, without being in public. If you can pick up something to park there, they’ll have their own space. I already have one residence pod coming in this week.” Red turned to Myke. “It’s yours. I was saving it for a surprise for your birthday.”
Myke sucked in a breath, then went to hug Red. “You’re the best, Uncle Red.”
Lacey gave Myke’s back a pat, then kissed Red’s cheek. “You are the best, Red.”
“Well, everyone needs a place they can call home, and Caro’s big heart means Myke is never sure where she’s going to land. I felt it was time to make sure she landed somewhere safe that was all her own,” Red replied. “It has all of the amenities, a room for a bedroom and a smaller space to use for your office. There’s even a generator for those rare times the power is interrupted.”
“Do you want to have the rest of the spots filled with similar?” Grant asked. “I can do that. Just pass the information and I’ll take care of it. They can be delivered over the next couple of weeks so everyone is set – and you can use them for your friends or whatever when this is done.”
“I’ll pay you back,” Red started to say, and Grant shook his head. “Consider this a gift and let me do it, okay? Just let me know the parameters and limitations, since this is your land. I’ll work with that.”
“Okay,” Red said, his voice soft. “Appreciated.” He ran a hand over his goatee, then turned to Lacey. “You raised a good man, Lace. Now, you two should probably head home. Don’t want to keep the sergeant waiting too long.”
They got to their feet, and Red and Lacey embraced as Myke made the call. “They’ll be waiting at the end of the drive at the main gate. Stay safe, you two.”
“I’ll call you when we get home,” Lacey replied, then they headed out to the truck. “That was very kind, and generous of you,” she murmured to Grant once they were buckled in, and he had started it up. 
“He’s done for all of us whenever we needed it. It’s the least I could do, to show how much he’s appreciated.”
They pulled out as the gate opened and the patrol car was parked to the side. Grant waved and turned onto the main road to take them home, and the car pulled out and followed. He could feel the tension ease in his shoulders as they turned onto the mountain road that would lead up to the gated community his mother’s house was in. Ten minutes later, they were pulling through the main gates into the neighborhood and the police car stopped outside and waited until the gates closed behind them before it pulled away. 
“I’m surprised the sergeant didn’t follow us to the house,” Grant mused. 
“Ellery is a busy woman,” Lacey said as she got out of the car and collected her bags. “She manages a team of officers and is either investigating a case or behind her desk.” 
“You know Sergeant Adler?” Grant asked as he took the untouched cups of coffee out of the holder and carried them inside. 
“Ellery Adler graduated a couple of years after you. Her parents moved to the city when she went to the academy. She’s got an apartment over Hazel’s bakery now, since Byron cheated her out of her parent’s property. I really despise that family,” Lacey said as she put the coffee beans away, then leaned against the counter. “I’m also sorry I didn’t give you a heads up about Red and me. I didn’t know if you were staying, and I wasn’t sure it would matter in the short time you planned to be here.”
“Ma, it’s fine. Seriously, I’m glad you’ve found someone that makes you happy. I’m even more glad that it’s someone like Red. I just wish there was less risk for you, right now.”
“I wasn’t looking for it,” Lacey said, her gaze now on the view beyond the wide wall of glass doors. “We were friends. We liked some of the same books and vids, and he made me laugh. It’s been a long time since a man made me laugh. The romance started slow, and we’re still exploring this relationship.”
Grant went over to her and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Ma. I’m glad you found this. It may not be for me, but I know it’s something you’ve missed over the years. I’m going to head downstairs and get some work done. Jax has sent me at least five messages since this morning, so I need to take care of that. Don’t go out without me, okay?”
“I’m not going anywhere, except to do some laundry and maybe read a book,” Lacey replied. “If you get hungry, there are leftovers in the fridge. Dinner tonight will be steaks on the grill.”
“Sounds great, thanks, Ma,” Grant replied and headed downstairs. 
After spending an hour on the vid call with Jax, Grant changed and went out to the swim spa. His mother’s favorite exercise was to swim, and this was a good way to give her the option without digging up the yard or damaging the view. Her words, not his. The fact you could also make the water warm for the colder months was a good thing. 
Grant did a good forty minutes before he turned off the current and leaned back to just relax. He was going to have to thank Ellery Adler without making too much fuss that might cause trouble at the station. He’d find out more information from his mother and see what would be appropriate, then send it to her home. A nod to himself as he decided the next course of events made him feel like he’d checked all of the boxes.
Little did he realize that Ellery Adler didn’t fit into anyone’s box.
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Chapter seven

Elle stretched, then detached her laptop from the system and packed it into her bag. It was almost an hour past the end of her shift, but she always waited to make sure Assistant Sheriff Byron Halstead had left the building  and the parking lot before she would leave. He’d cornered her one too many times for her to want to repeat the experience, and while one knee to the balls could be excused as a panicked reaction, two would be considered insubordination and get her fired. That piece of trash had already stolen her family farm, she wasn’t about to let him steal her career, too.
Once outside, she found her little car and slid inside, the sound of the locks snapping into place giving her a moment of peace. Sure, she could walk home from the station, but this was safer, so she pulled out, drove the three blocks, then parked in the alley behind the bakery. Up the stairs and inside, the security armed once she was in, and Elle sighed. 
“Home, safe again,” she murmured. First things first, she fed her roommate, a sleek black cat she had named Quinn. Since he was a male, she couldn’t name him Queen, like the old-time fiction writers’ penname – and character, Ellery Queen. When she’d been a teenager and read anything and everything that had a cop or detective character in it, she’d found the Ellery Queen stories and thought it was amazing that her name was in a book. 
While Quinn ate, his fur gleaming in the kitchen lights, she took off her boots and went to shower and change. Pulling her long, silky black hair out of the bun she kept it in for work, Elle ran her fingers through the strands and sighed in relief. Long black hair, tanned skin, high cheekbones and a slender nose spoke of her father’s Cherokee ancestry, while her light grey eyes matched her mother’s – and her mother’s Celtic bloodlines. 
The water steamed up the bath, so she stepped into the shower and groaned as the heat eased the tension in her muscles. Times like this, she missed the lap pool and sauna she’d grown up with at the farm. The tension spiraled upwards again until she breathed it out, whispering her mantra of “I’ll reclaim it someday” over and over to herself. Then her stomach grumbled in hunger, so she finished washing her hair and body, dried off, and braided her damp hair out of the way. An oversized sweatshirt and leggings were sufficient since she didn’t expect company and simply wanted to get some dinner and curl up with a book or a vid. 
“How was your dinner, Quinn?” Elle asked the cat. He sat on a stool at the counter, cleaning his paws. “I think I’m going to do beef tips with herbed rice and veggies tonight,” she told him as she pulled a prepackaged dinner out of the fridge, scanned it, and slid it into the warmer. The kitchen in her apartment had the trappings to actually prepare and cook a meal, but she rarely bothered to buy raw ingredients, preferring to get the prepackaged stuff since it didn’t go to waste with her demanding schedule.
The apartment was larger than most single-occupancy places, and it suited Elle just fine for now. The main room was the living space with a high counter that ran in an L shape to separate the kitchen from the living room. The kitchen had enough room for a small table and two chairs under a window that looked to the back, and the living room had two large windows that faced the street on one side and one window that looked out over the building next door and gave her a sliver of a view of the mountains. A bedroom, bathroom, and a small, windowless room that she used as storage, completed the layout. There was a fire escape outside the bedroom window, and the one door off the back where she’d come in – that also had a small porch area – but she preferred the fire escape balcony when she wanted to sit outside. It was partially protected by an overhanging roof, and she’d put an all-weather cushion and a small table out there, so she could sit below the railing height and put her coffee cup or book on the table and be comfortable. It was also the only spot, other than the side living room window, that granted her a view of the mountains and made her feel closer to home. 
That’s where Elle went now, with her dinner, a bottle of beer, and a book. Her phone sat just inside on the windowsill, always near to hand. She may be off the clock, but with a smaller department and being in a position of authority for some of the officers, she made sure to always be available. 
The light of the moon lit up the night, and the glow from the lights inside her home were sufficient for her to see what she was eating. As for her book? The tablet had its own glow for her to read. The sounds of the spring peepers and night birds soothed her as she fed her body with food and her soul with the story. Now and then a car would pass on the road in front of the shop, but traffic didn’t really exist after about six at night in Lakeridge.
Quinn found his spot on the mat near her one outstretched foot and added his rumbly purr to the symphony of night sounds. Time passed and she’d finished her food, two chapters, and most of the beer when she heard a vehicle slow down and pull into the lot behind the bakery. Quinn darted back into the house and Elle followed. She swapped her reader for her phone and put her dinner container on the counter as she passed, then stood to the side of the kitchen window, in the shadows, to watch the vehicle.
It looked like a dark sedan as it circled the small lot, then pulled up next to her car. She let out the breath she’d been holding when she saw a couple get out and move to unload some boxes from the trunk. The back of an artists gallery also faced into the lot, and they often moved new products into the shop this way. Her suspicion was confirmed when the back door opened and the owner, Kali Simms, waved them inside.
“I really need to relax,” Elle said to Quinn. “That shit earlier today up at Mr. Jefferson’s has me jumping at every sound.” She cleaned up after dinner, then went and shut the window before dropping down onto the couch and turning on a vid. 
She was going to do her best to try and relax before bed, but she had a gut feeling that something was coming and there was nothing she could do to avoid it. The last time she’d felt like this was when she was in training, and her parents called to tell her they’d lost the farm and had to move. She was a cop – she knew she had to trust her gut – so she double-checked the locks and the security system, and slept with her weapon next to the bed. 
For Elle? Knowing the stunner was nearby gave her a reassuring feeling and she eventually fell asleep. 
[image: image-placeholder]Grant took his mother’s advice and sent Ellery Adler a gift card inside of a thank-you note. He ignored her advice and made it for more money than she suggested. He knew what cop salaries were and wanted to do something nice. Which was why he was very surprised to find the sergeant outside the front door the next morning when he went to answer the knock. 
What he saw when he opened the door made his breath catch. She was stunning – even in the stiff uniform with the wide-brimmed hat on her head. He missed the first thing she said, but assumed she was asking him if he was Grant. “Yeah, I’m Grant Foster.”
Elle was furious – but not too furious to notice the guy was seriously hot. Even in jeans that highlighted muscled thighs and a t-shirt that stretched over his broad chest, he had that sense of polish to him that spoke of boardrooms and business deals. She decided to hate him right away. It was safer.
“You’re ridiculous and I won’t be bought,” Elle said and shoved the gift card at him. “Take it back or I’ll arrest you for attempting to bribe an officer.”
Grant took a step back and Elle followed him into the foyer. “It’s a thank you gift. Ma suggested a gift card instead of flowers or something that would get you teased by the other cops.”
“It’s too much money. A thank you gift card is like twenty-five credits, not five hundred,” Elle snapped. “Are you trying to bribe me or something?”
“Jaysus, no,” Grant snapped back. “I wanted to do something nice to say thank you. I needed to keep my Ma safe, and you helped me do that. She’s the world to me, so yeah, I didn’t think it was too much.”
Well, shit. Now Elle couldn’t hate him. He was grateful for her help in protecting his mother.
“It’s still too much,” Elle said. “And I was just doing my job.”
Grant ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Look, I’m sorry you thought I was trying to bribe you or something. I didn’t want to send flowers or something that would get you teased. I have a few friends that are in law enforcement, and I know how rough, even now, they can be on women in some areas. I can take it back, but it’s going to cost me to cancel it, as well as the cost to buy it. Can you just accept it and maybe donate some or something?” 
Elle looked at the card in her hand, then shoved it into her pocket. “I’m sorry I came at you like that. You’re right about women in law enforcement, and around here it’s generally assumed that something is a bribe, not a gift.”
Grant held up his hands palm out, then extended one to her to shake. “Let’s start again. Hi, I’m Grant Foster. Thank you for helping us out yesterday. Would you like a cup of coffee? I just made a fresh pot.”
Elle chuckled and took off her hat with one hand, the other reached out to shake his. “Hi, I’m Sergeant Ellery Adler, but you can call me Elle. I’m glad I could help you yesterday, and yes, I’d love a cup of coffee.”  
He led her into the kitchen and Elle’s gaze dropped to his backside. She had to swallow a groan as muscles shifted under tight denim, then nearly died of embarrassment when she heard his mother’s voice.
“Ellery Adler, how lovely of you to stop by,” Lacey said, her grin spreading as she saw Elle’s gaze snap up and her cheeks flush.
“Hello, Miss Lacey. How are you doing?” Elle replied. 
“I’m just fine, darlin’. What brought you by today?” Lacey asked.
“She was mad at me for the gift card, Ma. We worked it out. I’d just made some coffee, so we were going to have a cup. Do you want one?” Grant said as he put two mugs down on the counter.
“Why were you mad about the gift card?” Lacey asked Elle, then turned to Grant. “Grant Davidson Foster, what did you do?”
Elle choked on a muffled laugh and pressed her lips together. The look on Grant’s face was priceless. 
“I was really grateful, Ma,” Grant said, and Lacey just closed her eyes and sighed. 
She turned to Elle and shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Elle. Don’t be offended, please. He meant well, but sometimes my son’s concept of reality is skewed.”
“It’s okay, Miss Lacey. Really. We worked it out,” Elle said, then looked down at the cup Grant had just slid in front of her. “You know how it is, these days. I’m jumping at shadows left and right.”
Lacey reached out and curled her hand around one of Elle’s. “I know, shugah. I’m sorry. You know you can come to me about anything, right? Your mama and pappy love you and worry about you. I talk to them about once a month, these days.”
“Ma, you want coffee?” Grant asked after a moment. “And is it something we could all discuss? Maybe I could help?”
Elle shook her head, then picked up the mug to take a swallow of the coffee. “This is great coffee, thank you. And it’s not smart to discuss things with strangers. You may be Miss Lacey’s son, but I don’t know you, Mr. Foster. Anyway, I’ll get out of your hair. Stay safe, Miss Lacey.”
“You, too, Elle,” Lacey replied as she watched Elle down another couple of swallows, then put the mug in the sink and reclaim her hat. “I’ll see you out.”
Grant watched them leave the room and picked up his coffee to take a sip. He’d not felt that pull of attraction with anyone in a very long time, but now was not the time to let his dick think first. He turned to watch through the window as Elle got into her police issued vehicle and drove away. 
“She’s had a rough road,” Lacey said as she came back into the kitchen and went about fixing her own cup of coffee. “The younger Halstead has been harassing her since she landed in the Lake County department, and lately he’s been bordering on stalking behavior.”
“She’s a beautiful woman,” Grant said. “And if she’s told Byron no, then he thinks it’s a game he has to win. He’s always been that way.”
Lacey carried her coffee through the archway to the sitting room where the wall of glass framed the mountain view. “He’s gotten worse.”
Grant followed her and settled into a seat. “What do you mean? Byron’s worse? What’s been going on, Ma?”
“You should probably talk to Red about this stuff, too. He’ll have a different perspective than I do,” Lacey started, then stopped and sipped her coffee. “There are things I haven’t told you, because I didn’t want you to worry – and because I’ve handled it, some of it with Red’s help. The Halsteads are evil. There is no other way to say it. Bernstrom was always a horrible human being, and he’s raised his children to be just as evil. It’s a blessing that Eloise died before she could see her children become what they have.”
Grant took a slow breath and stilled his expression so as not to derail the conversation. “Tell me?”
“You know I’ve always avoided Bernstrom. That’s because when we were in high school, he tried to rape me. Your father interrupted him and beat him nearly to death. They never dared bother us while Lee was alive, but once he’d passed, he got bolder.”
“I’d heard that he’d done something when you were teenagers, but Pa just said to watch the Halstead boys and make sure I never left a girl alone with any of them. I figured out for myself what it must’ve been he was warning me about.”
Lacey didn’t look at him. Her eyes were on the mountains beyond the wall of glass, but she wasn’t really seeing the view as she spoke. “When we were first getting the trucking business started, we worked out of the trailer next to the warehouse. There were some very late nights in those early days, and your father didn’t like to leave me alone when it got dark.
“One night, he had to go help a driver whose truck had broken down just outside of town. I told him I’d be fine, and I’d finish up and head home soon. I heard the work truck pull out and then maybe ten minutes later, another car pull in. It was Bernstrom in a police car. He got out and pounded on the locked door. He demanded I let him in, to ‘investigate a call about a disturbance’. I told him it was just me and I was fine. There was no disturbance.
“He pounded on the door so hard, the whole trailer shook. He insisted I open the door, or he would break it down. I was terrified. I knew if I opened that door, I wouldn’t make it out of that trailer alive – and I was six months pregnant with you. I called your father, and he raced back to the lot. The minute his truck pulled up, Bernstrom got back in his car and drove away. He never said a word to your father.” 
Lacey looked up at Grant then. “I was never left alone in the trailer again, your father put a gate up on the lot with a biometric lock, and I did the paperwork from the home office after that.”
Grant reached out to take his mother’s hand. “I want to kill him just for that, and it was years ago.”
“Things were quiet for about a year after your father died. Then it was little things. A warning for rolling through a stop sign – when I know I hadn’t done it. A speeding ticket for going three miles over the limit. Finding things moved around on the deck or patio of the old house overnight or when I’d get back from running errands. Things that, at first, had me wondering if I were perhaps having some mental issues after your father’s death.”
“That’s when you asked me about the cameras, right?” Grant asked. He’d remembered his mother calling one night while he was in the middle of exams and asking about various security measures. 
“Yes. I got the system you’d recommended and set it up to record. The next time I thought something was moved, I looked at the recording and spotted Byron and Bern moving shit around and then running through the Orson’s yard to get into a truck and drive off. I took a couple of screen shots from the video and went to the station the next day. I told Bernstrom to keep his children in line or I’d be filing charges. He laughed at me. Then I went to the regional offices and reported it. They stopped for a while, but there were always little things. Mail going missing, packages damaged on the front porch, windows broken – and I couldn’t identify them any longer, because they wore masks and gloves, black hoodies and so on. That’s why when you offered to build me a home in a gated community, I jumped at the chance.”
“And now the gate doesn’t mean much when your tormentors wear uniforms,” Grant snarled.
“It does and it doesn’t. They’re afraid of you. Your resources and the fact you’re known both on and off planet means they can’t mess with you and get away with it,” Lacey replied. 
“I’m going to have one of my people bring a heli over. I know there’s enough space in the side yard for one. That way you can use it to get to Red’s place if there’s an emergency. You still have your license, right?”
“Grant, you don’t need to do that,” Lacey started, then stopped and let out a breath. “Yeah, I guess you do. With everything going on, you do. I have my license, but I’ve not flown one in a while. I’ll need you to take me up for a refresher. Red has a landing pad on the roof of the extension on his place, so I know where to go.”
“Remember, they’re not that popular around here because of the storms. Too much lightning makes them risky – but having you run off the road is just as risky,” Grant said.
“Go ahead and get us one and I’ll make sure to be careful. Thanks, son. I’m going to go get a swim in. I’m sure you’ve got work to do,” Lacey said as she rose from her seat. She leaned over and kissed Grant’s cheek. “I love you, Grant.” 
Grant watched her leave the room and murmured to himself, “I love you too, Ma.” He got to his feet and headed in the other direction. Time to turn up the heat on the Halsteads and remind them that they were very small fish in a very tiny pond. He knew how to deal with people like this – business was business, even if the business was law enforcement. 
Everything was about power and money. This? This he could do.
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Chapter eight

“Now that Foster is back in town, we have to step lightly,” Bernstrom said to his sons. “I still want to get my hands on Lacey Davidson, but that won’t happen if her son is in town. Maybe we need to figure out a way to get him to leave again.” 
Byron gave a short laugh. “Maybe you need to just get someone else killed. I mean, the whole Chess Club left when Layton was killed. Grant hasn’t been back since his father’s funeral.”
“We didn’t kill Layton, but you might have something there,” Bernstrom said, then looked over at his youngest son who was asleep on his folded arms at the table. 
“Wait, you didn’t kill Layton?” Byron asked. “I thought it was you and…”
“No,” Bernstrom said. “I wasn’t there. And you don’t speak those names. Not here, not anywhere. It’s like that old superstition. Speak the devil’s name and he appears. We do not need those people showing up here again.”
Byron didn’t ever remember seeing his father afraid, but he saw it now. “Understood, Daddy. What do you think we should do?”
“We need to keep them afraid and reacting in fear. That’s how you keep the status quo, son,” Bernstrom said. “When people are afraid, they will do everything they can to protect themselves and stay out of the line of fire. That’s how we got Lacey to back down before – and we’ll do it again.”
“It’s how you kept Red Jefferson from acting out all these years,” Byron said. 
“When I killed Lee Foster, and told them it was a drug cartel that was threatening our town, they all crawled back into their corners,” Bernstrom said. “Even though there haven’t been cartels running drugs in over fifty-something years. It’s all corporations now.”
“Like ours,” Byron said. “Halstead Holdings is going to make us all richer than Grant Foster someday.”
“I don’t know,” Bernstrom said. “That boy’s done surprisingly well for himself. But when I get my ring on Lacey Davidson’s hand, her son will be under my control, and I’ll get a healthy portion of Foster Consolidated in my own pocket. Then we’ll be richer than Grant Foster.”
“You know, Daddy,” Byron said. “You’re going to have to do something about Red Jefferson if you plan on getting Lacey Foster into your bed. She’s awful sweet on him.”
“It’s Lacey Davidson. She might’ve been a Foster once, but she was born a Davidson and I’ll make her a Halstead.”
“And Jefferson?” Byron asked.
“He’s going to meet with a tragic accident. As soon as your brother sobers up from his drug-induced nap long enough to be useful,” Bernstrom said. 
“Good luck with that,” Byron replied. 
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Chapter nine

Wes had no real concept of time as a ghost. He couldn’t tell how long he’d been dead or if he missed whole days at a shot. So when he showed up at Red’s place and found Red and Lacey Foster out behind the house at the shooting range, with Red showing Lacey how to fire a pulse weapon, he had no real context for what brought about this change.  
Wes knew Miz Lacey didn’t like weapons, and he knew that she and Red had started a relationship, but now he wanted to know what was going on that had Red teaching her how to fire kill shots versus disabling shots. He wandered closer to listen.
Red had Lacey’s back against his chest and corrected her stance, then held her elbows to help steady her stance. “Now slide your finger down to the trigger button and press once – and release.” 
The beam shot out and hit center mass on the target, leaving a smoldering hole through the holographic image. “That’s a good shot,” Red said. “I’m going to step back, and I want you to do it again.” He reset the holo target and gave Lacey a nod. “When you’re ready.”
Lacey took a breath, let it out slow, and fired. Another body shot, more to the right this time. 
“Again,” Red said.
Wes applauded as she went through the drills and nailed the target nine times out of ten. He was proud of Miz Lacey and wished he could hug her and tell her so. Then Red started to speak again, and he crept closer to listen.
“If any of the Halsteads come near you again, you set it to medium power and take them down. Anyone asks, what do you say?” Red asked her.
“I was in fear for my life and defended myself to the best of my abilities,” Lacey replied.
“Excellent. Okay, let’s clean the weapons and go get some lunch,” Red suggested.
“How about you clean the weapons and I go make us some lunch?” Lacey replied as she set it down on the prep table and turned to wrap her arms around Red’s neck. “I promise to make it worth your while,” she wheedled softly.
Now, Wes felt like he was being a creeper, so he went into the house and let them have their moment. He found Myke in her suite, seated at her console. He watched her work for a few minutes and sighed. He missed having his fingers on a keyboard or giving commands to the system to develop his creations. While Myke wasn’t writing code, she was researching something, and Wes leaned in to read over her shoulder. He looked from the screen to Myke, his mouth dropped open and eyes wide. 
“Well, shit. I never thought to look in that direction. Good work, Mykie. Damned good work.”
They still didn’t know who had killed him, but Wes had a good feeling about the direction they were going. Everyone knew the Halsteads were corrupt motherfuckers, but he never thought they’d go as far as murder. Maybe, this time, they had? 
[image: image-placeholder]Red drove Lacey home and joined her in the kitchen to prepare dinner. While most people used the prepackaged meals, they enjoyed working together over a meal. Raw ingredients may be harder to find and more expensive than the packaged meals, but both agreed the taste was superior – and there was just something about doing it yourself. 
Salmon with rosemary and lemon, baked until flaky, served with steamed fresh asparagus and an herbed butter rice was the main course, but it was the strawberry shortcake made with home-whipped vanilla cream and fresh strawberries that won the prize. 
Grant, Red, and Lacey sat around the table together and enjoyed the meal with a good local wine and some relaxed conversation. Once dessert was finished, they cleared the table and Lacey poured them all coffees that they took into the living room. 
It made Grant smile to see his mother snuggled into Red’s side, Red’s arm around her shoulders. Then he took a breath and dove in. “Red, I’m getting a heli delivered tomorrow and I’ll be giving Mom a couple of refresher courses so she can handle it in the mountains. I want it available for her to get to your place if she’s in danger here.”
“That’s a good idea,” Red said. “They can’t run her off the road if she’s not on the road.”
“That was my thought,” Grant said. “And you’ve got the landing pad, so it’ll be easy for her to put it down, even if she’s shaky.”
Lacey chuckled. “She is sitting right here, gentlemen. But you’re both correct in that it’ll be easier to get away, and to land. Red’s also been giving me target practice.”
“And she’s damned good,” Red replied. 
“What are we going to do to help Ellery?” Grant asked.
“Has she asked you for help?” Red replied. “Because unless she’s asked for it, stay out of it. You don’t want to undermine her position in the department - one that she’s fought hard to obtain.”
“Then let’s help her without getting in her way,” Grant said. “This is an election year. I think we’ve got the time, and I have the resources, to make sure there isn’t a Halstead in the department by the time we’re done.”
“Who are you going to back for sheriff then?” Lacey asked.
“I’m working on that. I don’t want to say until I’ve had a chance to talk to them first,” Grant said. 
“Well, I know he’s looking for a change,” Red replied with a smirk. “Come on, you think I don’t know you’re talking about Chase?”
Grant just ran a hand over his face and sighed. “Just…keep it between us for now, okay? I want to talk to him about what’s going on and why we need him before he can just up and shoot it down.”
Red chuckled and gave Grant a nod. “Understood. Oh, the first couple of pods were delivered. They’re really nice. Customizations are being handled on-site, but by the time they’re all needed, they’ll all be ready. It’s amazing how quickly stuff gets handled when you have the kinds of resources you do.”
“If Myke needs any funds to customize her place…,” Grant started, and Red raised his hand to stop him. 
“I’m taking care of Myke. She’s got her own income, but if she needs any help, I’ll see to it. She’s become like a daughter to me, so let me handle it,” Red said.
“Yes, sir,” Grant replied. 
“I’m making sure there’s a screen porch set up for her, and I’m getting the road up there paved and putting parking spaces near each pod. I’m also getting some plantings done to add to the privacy for each place. If my chosen family is going to be living nearby, I want them to be comfortable,” Red said.
“It’s going to be beautiful,” Lacey offered, her voice quiet. “And having y’all back in Lakeridge? I’m hoping that will reset the balance this town desperately needs.”
“While it may have been a slow, gradual decline at first, it’s been speeding up the past few years. When good people are chased off their land, out of their homes, or terrorized for speaking up against bad behavior, it’s time to clean house and get rid of the bad elements,” Red said. 
Grant sipped his coffee and stared out at the twilight shadows over the mountains. “I hadn’t realized how bad things had gotten,” he murmured. “Then again, I was never here to find out for myself. I blame myself for that one.” He turned to Red and his mom, and gave them a wry smile. “I’m going to help fix things – for all of us.”
When Grant got up to head back to his desk, Red looked at Lacey, concern in his eyes.
“He does realize that just throwing money at the problem isn’t going to fix it, right?”
“Logically?” Lacey replied, “Sure, he knows. But his heart isn’t fully in it yet. He won’t let it be in it. Until he forgives himself for Alex Layton’s death, nothing is going to heal for Grant.”
Red sighed softly. “That’s what I was afraid of.”
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Chapter ten

Ellery slowed her running speed in the holo-suite, then settled into a walk as the views of the white sand beach spread out around her. The sound of the waves, a warm breeze, and the scent of salt water made it seem as if she had truly been for a run on the beach – even though she was physically in a holographic room at Astrogym in Lakeridge, North Carolina. It wasn’t safe to run along the narrow, winding mountain roads. Most of them didn’t have sidewalks, or guardrails. This was the best option for someone looking for a relaxing workout without worrying they’d get run off the road or harassed.  
Elle called out, “Hologram end” and the room reverted to the dusky blue sphere with a code panel by the door. She grabbed her towel and bag off of the bench, wiped her face, and tapped in the code to release the room to the next person. 
It was early evening, with enough light to see that someone stood next to her car in the parking lot of the gym. Elle’s feet almost stuttered to a stop before she recognized it was Mykal Carter. 
“What can I do for you, Myke?” Elle asked.
“Red was wondering if you’d come by for dinner so we could talk,” Myke said.
“You know that if I keep hanging around Red’s place, they’re going to get suspicious. That wouldn’t be good for any of us,” Ellery said as she tossed her bag into the back seat. 
“And talking on the phone or in text messages isn’t safe either. In person is the most secure. You can get to Red’s through the back gate, and no one will notice unless they’re tracking your car – and you check for that regularly. We scan daily, to make sure there are no devices on the property or near the gates,” Myke replied. “Look, you’re the one who asked us for help. We’re trying to work with you, within the limitations of the situation. It’s not an official, federal investigation – yet. You want everything to stay low profile, and we’re doing that.”
Elle sighed. “I know. I get it. But Byron has been cruising by my place at night – then commenting the next morning that I was up late because he saw the light on in my bedroom. Shit like that. It’s really getting on my nerves.”
“More reason to get that fucker and the rest of them. Come to dinner,” Myke said.
“Okay,” Ellery sighed. “I need to go home, shower and change. I’ll be there in about an hour.”
“I’ve set the gate sensors to your car. The back gate will auto open when you pull up. See you soon,” Myke replied as she walked to her motorcycle parked a few spots down. 
Elle watched her drive off, then headed home, wondering if this was even close to being over. She seriously doubted it. 
[image: image-placeholder]Grant was late getting to Red’s place. The call with Jax had taken longer than he’d planned, so he jumped out of the truck and jogged up to the door, the bottle of wine in his hand. 
His mother opened the door before he could knock and shook her head as she took the bottle from him. “We were about to sit down. I’d given up on you getting here.”
Grant leaned in to kiss her cheek. “Sorry, Ma. The call took longer than I’d planned.” He pulled off his jacket and hung it on a peg before he noticed the other people seated at the table. Red and Myke he’d expected, but he hadn’t expected to see Ellery. “My apologies, everyone.”
Ellery looked annoyed as he came in, so he gave her an overly bright smile as he sat down. “Nice to see you again,” Grant said as he settled beside her.
“Yeah,” Ellery said, her hands under the table. A chirp notification came from her phone, and she pulled it up, glanced at the screen, then slid her chair back. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go. Work.” 
“Will you come back?” Myke asked.
“No, I probably won’t. I’m sorry. We’ll talk more later,” Elle said as she pulled on her jacket and stepped outside. 
Myke jumped up and ran out the door to catch her in the parking area, and Grant watched until they were out of his line of sight. 
“Well, that was awkward,” Grant muttered.
Red half-shrugged and took the basket of rolls from Lacey. “These smell great, thank you.”
“Leave the girls alone, Grant. Just dish up some food before it’s cold,” Lacey said as she handed him a bowl of mashed potatoes.
“Yes, Ma,” Grant replied as he took the bowl and started to pass around the food. 
“Ellery’s a bit skittish,” Red said after a moment. “Somewhat understandably so, but I agree that was a bit much. The stalking behavior of Byron, and the fact his father won’t make the rules apply to his son as they do to everyone else has created a lot of tension in the sheriff’s department.”
Myke came back inside as they heard Elle’s car drive off. She dropped noisily into her seat and glared at Grant. “What the hell did you do that has her so upset?”
Grant arched both brows and just looked at Myke, then shook his head and picked up his fork. 
“Not okay, Mykal,” Lacey said. “Grant didn’t do anything wrong. I was there, I know.”
“You don’t need to explain it to her, Ma. If she’s going to accuse instead of have a discussion like polite people, she can deal with not knowing,” Grant said. 
Myke leaned forward and glared at Grant. “Do you know how hard it is to get her to come here at all? Then you show up and she rabbits. That’s bullshit. You did something.”
Lacey slapped a hand on the table and made them all jump. “Mykal, that’s enough. Ellery is as skittish as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs. She doesn’t know Grant as well as she does the rest of us, so she bolted. That’s not on Grant. He’s met her once before when she showed up at the house to yell at him for sending her a thank you gift card. It’s all on her this time. Trust me, if Grant fucked up, I would call him out for it, but he didn’t. Now, dish up your food and stop being a bitch.”
Red made a soft snorted sound of amusement and looked up at Myke with a ‘well, you asked for it’ expression when she grunted and reached for some food. 
Grant rolled his eyes and leaned back in his chair, gaze locked on Myke. “You owe my mother and Red an apology for your behavior.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry,” Myke said. “I’m frustrated and stressed out by this whole mess. We’ve been trying to help Ellery for months now and instead of pulling up her big girl panties and getting the job done, she takes off over a fake notification and won’t even admit she’s freaking out.”
“How do you know the notification was fake?” Grant asked.
“Because I activated the dead zone when she got here so they couldn’t track her phone and see where she was,” Myke replied. “There is currently zero wireless or cell service in an almost two-mile radius around the place until I release it.”
“I think it’s time we brought Grant up to speed,” Red said. “With some of you having only partial information, that’s a good way to cause all kinds of issues.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Grant said as he started to eat once more. “This is an excellent meal, by the way. Thank you. Maybe you’d be willing to package up some for me to run over to Ellery’s place after we’re done? I think Sergeant Adler and I need to have a chat.”
“I’ll make sure there’s some set aside for her,” Lacey replied. 
Red took a drink of water, then looked up at Grant. “I know your mother filled you in a bit on some of the Halstead issues. There’s a whole litany of abuses we’ve recorded, but until we can get someone else in the top cop seat, we have to step lightly. I’ve got Judge Endicott on our side, and she said she’ll take care of any legal documents we need when we’re ready to move on this.”
“I have a holo chat with Chase tomorrow and I’ll talk to him about what we’re dealing with and see if he’s willing to take that step,” Grant said. “And don’t worry, I’ll make sure it’s a secure chat.” 
They all fell silent for a few moments, enjoying the meal, before Red started to speak. “As you all know, I moved back to town from Virginia when Wes was twelve and Martie needed some help with her first round of cancer. My sister was a strong woman, but she didn’t want Wes to worry, so she never told him what was going on beyond that she wasn’t feeling well.
“She’d asked me to step up as Wes’s guardian if anything happened to her, and I agreed. I started spending more time around their place while I was getting this one built – and that’s when I first ran into the Halstead bullshit.”
“I remember hearing that Bern was upset you’d bought the land he had, apparently, planned on purchasing,” Lacey said. “Even though he’d never spoken to anyone about it. They just like to assume they can own anything they want around here, whenever they want.”
Red made a rude, snorting sound. “Ain’t that the truth? They sabotaged equipment, stole building materials – the usual crap they’d pull when they wanted to throw a wrench into things. Then Bern had the kids go after Wes in school.”
“That was the first time we really talked to you,” Grant said. “You brought the three of us together then, me, Wes, and Scott Nolan. The others didn’t go to the same middle school, so we didn’t know them back then. You asked us to keep an eye on things. The next time Byron tried to go after Wes, Scott beat the snot out of him. I didn’t do much then because I wasn’t really Wes’s friend then, but when Bern Junior slammed Wes into the lockers, I threw him across the hallway, and he ran off.”
“Why haven’t I heard about any of this?” Myke asked.
“You weren’t in our school,” Grant replied.
“Don’t feel bad, Mykal. I didn’t know about any of this either,” Lacey said as she gave Grant one of those looks. The kind of Mom look that meant you were on thin ice.
Grant playfully blew his mom a kiss to diffuse her annoyance and turned to Red. “Okay, so they went after Wes, and we shut that down. Then what?”
“Bern had a few of his friends in the sheriff’s department start to harass friends and family. Nuisance stops that didn’t end up with tickets, just warnings. Marked patrol cars following all of us at various times – but mostly tailing Martie to her chemo appointments or sitting parked on the driveway so trucks and workers had trouble getting in and out of the construction site. A lot of petty shit that just kept going,” Red said. “Until I had the Director send a couple of agents down to the sheriff’s office and talk to Bern’s boss at the time, Jack Rydell. Rydell threatened to fire Halstead and arrest his kids if he kept it up.”
“You were friends with the Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation and Security back then?” Myke asked. 
Red just gave her a look that told her to not derail the conversation. 
“Didn’t Sheriff Rydell die in a car wreck the year before we were freshmen?” Grant asked.
“Yeah,” Red said and sighed. “I’m pretty sure it wasn’t an accident. By then, Halstead was working with Mayor Jonas Morris, running meth and heroin through town. Rydell was trying to shut down the pipeline and get Halstead out of the department. He’d been working with the FBIS, and the day the warrants for Halstead’s arrest came through, Rydell was killed. None of his files or reports could be found. The data had been wiped and any paper copies disappeared. Sure, the feds had their copies – but without Rydell’s testimony, it ended up their word against the new sheriff, in a town grieving their loss.”
“That’s bullshit,” Myke grumbled. 
“Wait a minute,” Lacey said as she turned to Red. “Didn’t Eloise Halstead die right around then, too?”
“She did. She’d turned on her husband and when Rydell was killed, she packed up a bag and was on her way to my place when she went off the road and into a tree,” Red said. His voice cracked as he added, “She was on the car phone with me when I heard the crack of the bullet and her scream. Her last words were ‘I can’t believe my husband just shot me’, then I heard the crash and the call cut off. I ran down the road and saw the car go up in flames. I didn’t dare get too close because I figured Bernstrom was still out there with his rifle. I ran back to the house, called it in, and then called my boss and told him what had happened.”
“That’s when they put together the special investigations team, right?” Myke asked. “To go after Halstead Holdings and the family?”
“Yep,” Red said and looked at Grant. His next words fell like stones into the middle of the table. “Alexander Layton was an undercover federal agent.”




[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter eleven

Grant felt his whole body go hot, then cold. He stared at Red and the words he’d just said echoed in his head. Layton was an undercover federal agent.  
Myke gasped and pushed her chair back, eyes wide as she looked from Red to Grant. “How?”
“No,” Grant said. “Because that means nothing he said or did with us was for real. It was all part of his undercover act.”
Red shook his head. “That’s not true. He was a teacher, and he loved the Chess Club. The connections he had with all of you were true. The Club wasn’t part of the job, it was something he did out of love.”
Grant kept shaking his head, then got to his feet. “I need some air.”
“Grant, wait…,” Lacey called out and Red put a hand on her arm.
“Let him go. He needs to process this,” Red said as the door banged shut behind Grant. 
Myke got to her feet. “I’ll go.” She grabbed her jacket, and Grant’s, and darted out the door after him. 
It only took her a minute to figure out which direction he’d gone in, and Myke jogged up to him and silently handed him his jacket. They walked together, the only sound the crunch of their steps on the gravel that led from the driveway to the bridge that crossed Bear Creek. Beyond the bridge, the road continued further up the ridge to where the pod homes were being set in place. 
Grant stopped on the bridge and watched the light from the safety lamps gleam on the dark water that raced below. His mind felt as chaotic as the water beneath their feet, the surety he’d once held as firmly as his own sense of self, now shifting sand. He wrapped his hands around the railing and gripped tight enough to turn his knuckles white, the need to scream tearing at his throat. 
Then Myke put a hand on his back, and he let out a huff of breath and bowed his head. “He loved us,” Myke said. “I know that. You know that. No matter what put him in our path, that is something we can be sure of.”
“No, I don’t think so,” Grant said. “We can’t be sure of anything anymore.”
“Yes. That is one thing I can be sure of,” Myke said. “He loved us. He cared about us. He died doing his job – not because of anything you did or didn’t do. It’s time to let that go.”
“I was supposed to meet up with him and give him a ride home. His car died and I…”
“You got caught up with Sela Markham and you were late. It happens. You did that whole thing to ask her to prom and she said yes, so you celebrated,” Myke said as she leaned her back against the railing so she could look up into his face. “You weren’t even that late – just ten minutes. If you’d been ten minutes earlier, he’d still be dead – and you probably would be, too.” 
Grant took another breath, closed his eyes, and let it out slow. For some reason, this time, the words sank in, and he really heard them. “His death wasn’t my fault.”
“No, his death was never your fault, Grant. It was the fault of the person that killed him. I’m pretty sure the person that killed him was Bernstrom Halstead, our illustrious sheriff.”
“Then there’s even more reason to take that fucker down,” Grant grumbled.
“Oh, yes. There are plenty of reasons, but that is a big one. So, are you in? Or are you just going to keep throwing money at shit and expect that to fix things?” Myke chuckled a bit and nudged his arm with her shoulder. “Not that I mind you throwing money at shit. It’s made my life a lot easier.”
“Ha ha,” Grant retorted and nudged her back. “I would’ve helped sooner, if I’d known. But y’know, some people don’t like to ask for help.” He gave Myke a look and she laughed out loud. 
“I know. I have a hard time asking for shit. It’s a thing. But I am beyond grateful. Having my own space again is something I didn’t realize I needed as badly as I apparently did. I feel more solid, having my own place. Like I belong somewhere, y’know?”
Grant didn’t say anything for a long time, then nodded. He understood exactly what Myke meant. He’d avoided having a place he could call home for over a decade and now he felt the ache in his belly to belong somewhere start to grow. His mom’s place was fine, for now, but it wasn’t his and maybe it was time he stopped running around the universe and put down some roots. 
“Money fixes a lot of things,” Grant said, “But it doesn’t mean shit if you don’t have friends and family around you. I’m figuring that out for myself.”
“Come on up and see my place. I don’t have a lot of furniture yet, but I can make you a cup of coffee and we can sit and talk,” Myke said. She held out a hand to him and Grant looked at it, then gave her a soft smile. 
“I’d like that. Thanks, Myke,” Grant said and took her hand. They walked the rest of the way up to her place in companionable silence. He forgot all about taking dinner over to Ellery. 
[image: image-placeholder]Elle sat on her fire escape, the only light from a small candle lamp that glowed on her bedside table. She’d turned off all of the house lights and as an added redundancy, turned on the privacy glass so no one could see inside. 
A mug of tea was cradled in her hands, and she sipped as she watched clouds scud across the sky, the dim moonlight silvered the edges as they heralded the approaching storm. Thunder rumbled in the mountains, one of Elle’s favorite sounds. Yet nothing seemed to help her find that center of calm she so desperately sought. She finally picked up her phone and sent a message to Miss Lacey to apologize for leaving so abruptly and to say that she’d try to come by tomorrow and talk. Her mother, Saoirse Riordan, would have been so ashamed of her behavior. Hell, she was ashamed of her behavior. She should’ve expected Grant to be there, but it hadn’t occurred to her and when he’d shown up, she couldn’t deal with the sudden rush of feelings she had for the man. That was all on her, though. Just because the man made her feel things she’d thought she’d never feel again? That wasn’t his fault. That was no excuse for her rudeness. 
Elle decided to stop at the bakery in the morning and bring a peace offering over to Miss Lacey’s house and try to talk to Grant then. Maybe some fresh cinnamon rolls would sweeten the apology enough that he wouldn’t think too poorly of her. With that decided, Elle took a swallow of her tea and finally relaxed against the cushions. Quinn perched behind the curtains on the windowsill, not willing to brave the slight breeze that brought the damp chill from the approaching storm. She reached out to stroke Quinn’s sleek fur, then jumped as he suddenly bolted away when a boom of thunder sounded close by. 
“Well, I guess it’s time to get inside,” Elle said to herself. She climbed in through the window, grabbed her mug and the extra cushion from the fire escape, and slid the window down just as another flash of lightning and roll of thunder rattled the old building. “It’s gonna be a gully-washer,” she told Quinn as she paused to pull everything inside so it wouldn’t get blown around. They may be waterproof, but she didn’t want to find her seat cushion or table on the roof next door. 
“It’s okay, Quinn. It’s just a storm,” Elle said to the cat as he paced from her room out into the apartment and back again. Another crash of thunder overhead made Quinn dart under her bed and was loud enough to make Elle jump. She let out a breath and muttered, “It’s okay Elle, it’s just a storm.”
The air pressure in the apartment suddenly shifted and Elle reached for her weapon on the bedside table, then pressed herself against the wall near the door. She could hear the wind howling into the house and the rattle-thud of the back door as the wind caught it. One hand held her weapon and the other pressed a button on her phone to send an alert to Red’s place.
The alarm system hadn’t gone off, which meant that they’d bypassed it somehow. Elle tightened her fingers on her weapon and crouched down to peer around the corner. She could see a darker outline against the night sky as it moved further into her home – tall and broad, so likely a male intruder. She had the Quantum set to stun, so she aimed for the thighs and fired. 
He yelled and dropped to his knees. Before Elle could get to him, another figure stepped into the apartment, grabbed the fallen one, and dragged him out the door. Elle ran towards the doorway and watched as the second man had the first in a fireman’s carry as he hurried down the steps. He dropped the one Elle had stunned into the back of a truck, jumped in and drove off. 
“Dark truck, a Ford EV, spotlights on top, plate hidden,” Elle recited. “Two men, both at least six feet tall based off of height comparison to doorway.” She shut the door and locked it, then went to find an old security bar and wedged it tight. Only then did the shakes come and she called Red.
“I’m okay. Two men came into my place. I stunned one and the other grabbed him and they left in a dark Ford EV pickup with spotlights on top. The plate was obscured, but it looked like BJ’s truck,” Elle said into the phone. “Bernstrom Junior, I mean.”
“I’m still coming out there. I’m about a minute out – I took the heli. I’ll land in the lot across the street and come up the back. Watch for me,” Red replied. “See you shortly.”
The call disconnected and Elle put the phone down, then turned on her kitchen lights – and poured herself a shot of whiskey. The alcohol burned, but the shakes stopped, and she took a couple of slow breaths before she rinsed the glass and put it away.  Moments later, she heard the familiar step of Red’s boots on her stairs and went to open the door once more. 
He took one look at her and gave her a hug. “You’re okay, Elle-bee. Let me take a look out here, then I’ll come in and look. Did you touch anything?”
Elle welcomed the hug and shook her head. “I grabbed the security bar out of the closet and wedged the door shut until you got here, but that’s it.”
“I’ll be right back,” Red said and pulled out a pocket beam as he inspected around the door, then down the stairs and around the whole building. 
Elle pulled out a couple of mugs for tea and started a fresh pot. By the time Red returned, Elle had two mugs on the table and a pot of tea between them. 
“How far inside did they get?” Red asked.
Elle turned and walked into the hallway and stopped. “I hit him here and he fell.” Her gaze took in the scraped paint on the wall where the man had slid to his knees, then she paused and pointed to a glint of brass on the floor. “That looks like a button.”
Red pulled out an evidence bag and used it to scoop the button up without touching it, then held it up in the light. “Look familiar?” 
Elle leaned in and sighed. “Lake County uniform button. But the sound the guy made when he fell wasn’t Byron’s voice. I’d recognize that.”
“Maybe it was Junior’s voice and he’d borrowed a jacket or something?” Red asked.
“That’s the most likely scenario,” Elle replied. “Did you find anything outside?”
“No, nothing,” Red replied, then walked back to look at the security panel. “Your alarm was disabled with a police-issue master key.”
“Then what’s the point of having a security system?” Elle snarled as she stomped back into the kitchen and poured the tea. A heavy dose of honey and she dropped into a chair and took a sip. She had to calm down before she went to Byron’s door and shot him in the nuts.
Red followed her and fixed his own mug before he leaned against the door frame and watched her. “I promised Hawk I’d keep an eye on you. I’m going to suggest you maybe come stay in one of my guest houses for a while.”
“Since when do you have guest houses?”
“Since I have a bunch of guests coming and going these days. They’re two bedroom, one and a half baths, your own laundry facilities, a full-sized kitchen and private parking. You’ll have the highest security in Lakeridge, and you can come and go as you please.”
“What about not wanting them to know we’re working together?”
“They know I’m friends with your parents, your father in particular. You’ve just had a break-in. It would look odd if you didn’t come stay with me,” Red said as he walked over and crouched next to her chair. “We’ll move as much or as little of your stuff from here to the pod as you want. It’s rent free, so you can let this place go and stay there as long as you wish. Just don’t make me pull rank because I need at least one good night’s sleep and I won’t get it if you stay here.”
The wind howled and rattled the window frames, and Elle sighed as she looked into Red’s eyes. “Okay. But I need to grab Quinn and a few things. I know the storm is going to make using the heli difficult, and I’ll need my car anyway – so I’ll pack up and be there tonight. You go ahead and get home and if I’m longer than thirty minutes, send help.” She gave him a wry smile with the last words and reached out to pat his cheek. “You’re my hero, Uncle Red.”
“Thirty minutes. Any longer and I’m coming in hot,” Red replied as he finished his tea and rinsed the mug. “Bring just what you need for tomorrow and we can get the rest of it in the daylight, okay?”
“Okay. I’ll bring my stuff and Quinn and his stuff. Thanks for this.”
“No, Elle-bee. Thank you. See you soon,” Red said. He paused to kiss her forehead, then left as the wind gusted and thunder rumbled across the valley. 
“Be safe,” Elle whispered, then got to her feet. She had to change clothes, pack, and get on the road before the rain hit. As much as she loved this place, the sense of security from being at Red’s compound eased some of the tension she’d been carrying for months. 
“It’ll be okay, Quinn. You’ll see.”
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Chapter twelve

Grant woke late the next day, confused when he didn’t recognize his surroundings. The sound of Myke’s voice on a call in the next room reminded him that he’d crashed on the couch in her office the night before. She’d left towels on the chair and his gear bag from his truck, so he got to his feet, folded the blanket, and went to take a shower.  
When he got out and stepped into the main living space, he saw Myke grabbing her bag and keys. “Where’re you headed?”
“Oh, good. Let’s go. We’ve got to help Red with something,” Myke replied.
“I can’t even get a coffee first?” Grant asked as he sat to pull on socks and shoes. 
“Right, fine. I’ll grab you a go-cup. Ellery Adler’s place was broken into last night and Red moved her to one of the pods up here, but she needs her stuff out of the apartment and she has to go into work today. At least, that’s what Red said.”
“Wait, is Elle okay?” Grant asked.
“She’s fine. She stunned one of the perps and the other dragged him out. We’re pretty sure it was BJ and one of his buddies, on Byron’s orders.”
“What were they hoping to gain from doing that?”
“No idea,” Myke replied as she handed him a cup of coffee with a lid. “Let’s go.”
“Are we taking my truck or what?” Grant asked as he pulled on his jacket and took the cup from her, then grabbed his bag. 
“Red got a Foster truck we can use from your mom. Just one of the box trucks. She doesn’t have a lot of furniture, so we should be able to get it all easily.”
“Why don’t I just hire someone to pack it up and move it? I can have them do it today, even,” Grant said.
“Because Ellery’s already freaked out about people being in her stuff and it’s easier for her to deal with it being friends doing it for her and not strangers,” Myke replied. 
“Got it. Okay, let’s go,” Grant said and followed Myke.
They got the furniture moved down with a couple of air dollies that Grant requisitioned from the shipping office, and Myke was packing up dishes and kitchen stuff when Ellery came in around lunch time. 
“I brought sandwiches from the bakery downstairs,” Elle said as she stepped into the chaos. “Wow, you’ve got a lot done already.”
“It’s easy when you have a team doing it,” Red said as he carried a box out and set it on the dolly by the door. “Thanks for the food.”
“I got the rest of the day off, so I can get this done. I reported the break in as an attempted break in and the lack of alarm was blamed on some kind of failure due to the storm. I don’t think anyone believed me, but they didn’t argue my leaving to pack up,” Elle said. 
“The last of the books are packed,” Grant said as he carried a box from the living room, then paused when he saw Elle. “Hey. Are you okay?”
“I’m good, thanks for helping,” Elle replied. 
“I packed your clothes, not one of the guys,” Myke murmured to Elle. “So they could move the dresser down. The only things left are a few pieces in here, and your bathroom stuff.”
“I’ll grab a change of clothes out of the car and do the bathroom myself,” Elle said as she headed back outside.
“What is it with you two?” Myke asked Grant.
“My incredible animal magnetism?” Grant snarked back. “I have no fucking clue, Myke. Move so I can put this box down, please?”
Myke shifted out of the way and Grant added the box to the pile. “I’ll get this load down to the truck. You almost done in here?”
“Yeah, here - take food for you and Red with you so we can get the last few things sorted. I’ll call for you when we’re ready for the last load to come down,” Myke replied.
“Ah, I see. Need to girl talk. Whatever,” Grant grumbled and tapped the controls for the dolly to float him and the boxes up and over the railing, then down to the truck level. He stepped off when it settled inside the truck, then handed Red a sandwich and a drink before he sat on the back of the truck to unwrap his own. 
“Got banished?” Red asked as he took a swallow of his drink.
“Yeah, seems my presence makes Ellery nervous,” Grant muttered.
“That’s because she likes you,” Red said. “And the last time she fell for someone, her whole family suffered.”
“What?”
“It’s not my story to tell, really, but basically she fell for Austin Mackenzie, and they were about to get engaged, but Billie Halstead wanted him, so she had Byron and BJ beat Mackenzie with a tire iron, and they nearly killed him. Austin’s family moved him to Raleigh, where there was better medical care, and Ellery went into the academy. Shortly after she started training, the Halsteads and Mayor Morris stole the family farm, so her parents ended up making the move to the city.”
“And Billie ended up marrying Jeff Morris and becoming the mayor’s wife. So she didn’t end up with Mackenzie either. Jaysus, we need to stop this family,” Grant said.
“Yes. Yes, we do,” Red replied.
“Where’d the men go?” Elle asked as she came out of the bathroom, the supplies all packed up and set next to her bag of clothes.
“I sent them down with the dolly load and their lunch. Figured we could have ours up here and get the last few things with them out of the way,” Myke replied.
“I really appreciate y’all helping with this,” Elle said as she pulled herself up to sit on the counter and unwrap a sandwich. “I hadn’t realized how much the constant, low-grade fear and tension had been weighing on me until Red told me I had to move.”
“Being stalked can make you worry about everything. Every email, phone call, note in your mailbox, random person saying hi – all of it has you on the edge every time. I get it,” Myke said.
“You’ve been…?” Elle asked, her voice soft.
“Yeah, but I don’t talk about it. Let’s just leave it at me understanding exactly what you’re dealing with,” Myke replied, one hand lifted to rub at her throat. “So let’s get the last of this stuff done and go unload in your new place.”
“We have to clean it too. I won’t leave Hazel or Harriet with the cleanup,” Elle said.
“Grant hired a cleaning service to come in and take care of everything, so don’t worry,” Myke told her. When Elle gave her a look, Myke chuckled. “Hey, he needed to feel like he was doing more than just floating boxes up and down the stairs, y’know?”
“What’s his story?” Elle asked.
“That’s not mine to tell. He’s like a brother to me – all of them are, or were. Grant, Chase, Logan, Zach, and Wes. We’re family. With any of them in your corner, you’re going to be just fine,” Myke said. 
[image: image-placeholder]Everything was unloaded back at Red’s and Myke put her motorcycle in the back of the truck and drove it to the Foster depot to drop it off. Red ordered pizza and beer for all of them, and went to pick it up. That left Grant and Elle alone to sort boxes and help her get her own bed set up. She’d slept on a fold-out cot the night before and was looking forward to her own mattress and linens tonight.
“You don’t have to help me,” Elle said as she shook out the sheets.
“I don’t mind. We’re all tired and it’ll go faster with two of us,” Grant replied. He did his best to not visualize Elle laid out nude against the soft, white linens – but the tightening of his jeans told him he was failing miserably.
Elle noticed he was shifting a bit and then felt her face flush when she noticed why he was shifting around. “Okay, well I think we’re all set,” Elle said, her tone too bright. “You can go now.”
Grant saw her blush and stepped into her space, one hand lifted to brush a loose strand of hair back from her cheek. “I’m not ready to leave, yet.”
His voice was a low vibration that ran from Elle’s ears all the way to her lower belly, and stirred something she’d left buried for years now. She tipped her cheek into his hand for a moment and closed her eyes, then took a breath and stepped back. “Now’s not the time.”
“Then soon,” Grant said and moved past her. “We should clear boxes off of the couch and chairs before they get back with the pizza.”
They worked in silence for a few minutes before Elle went to open the door for Myke and Red. 
“You’ve cleared a lot already,” Red said. “I hope you’re going to be comfortable here.”
“I’ve got Quinn set up in the spare room for now, but I’ll let him roam tonight after everyone leaves,” Elle said.
“I’m in the next spot down the hill,” Myke said. “Chase is going to be on your other side, then Logan across from him and Zach up behind Logan. Two more will be dropped later this year after the foundations are set. It’ll be our own little village.”
“Chase Payne?” Ellery asked. “He’s moving back, too?”
Grant felt a flare of jealousy that he quickly quashed with a swallow of his drink. She wasn’t his yet, he had no right. “Yeah, that’s the plan. He’s hoping to be back in a few weeks,” Grant said.
“I’ve decided to put screen porches and side patios on all of the properties so you can have a semblance of privacy in the outside spaces of your homes, too,” Red said. “I’ll make sure to use special screening for yours, Ellery, so Quinn is safe.”
“Thank you, that’s very kind,” Elle said. “He loved the fire escape on my old place – it was safe for him to be out there, and no one could get to him, nor could he get down from there. It’s going to be an adjustment for him to not have that access here.”
“I might have something that’ll help until the screen porch is done. I’ll bring it by tomorrow,” Grant said. 
“Thank you,” Elle replied before taking a bite of pizza. Tomorrow. She’d have to make sure she showered before bed tonight, and at least moved some of the boxes out of the way.
Conversation centered around getting settled, where a good deal on household goods was currently running, and on how old they all felt after doing manual labor all day. 
“I’m going to call it a night,” Red said as he got to his feet. “You’ve all got the pass code to get in and out – so get home safely and thank you all for helping each other today.”
Soon they’d all left, but Myke came back over a few minutes later with a small grocery bag. “I picked up a few things when I brought the truck back. Had them at my place and almost forgot. Some milk and a few odds and ends is all.”
“That’s really sweet of you, thank you. I had a bunch of stuff from the old place, but you know that,” Elle started to say and trailed off. “You knew what I’d need because you packed the kitchen. Thank you.” She took the bag and carried it into the kitchen area, then turned back to Myke. “I have wine if you want some?”
“Tomorrow night,” Myke said. “I need a shower and my massage chair tonight. Welcome home, neighbor.” She stepped out and shut the door behind her, and Elle smiled. Things were looking up already.
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Chapter thirteen

Ellery stepped into her office and put down the cup of coffee before she removed her jacket and hung it on a hook, then locked her bag in a drawer of her desk. She turned on the command center and scrolled through file requests, case records, and data reports while she sipped her coffee.  
It was a good two hours into her day before Assistant Sheriff Byron Halstead walked into her office without knocking and shut the door. “You need to update your personnel file,” Byron said, glowering at her.
“Please open the door. It’s against policy to shut the door and you know it,” Ellery retorted as she slid her phone part way under one of the folders and tapped the record button while her other hand tapped controls on her console.
“I can shut the fucking door if I want to,” Byron snarled. “Where the fuck did you go? Your apartment is empty, and Hazel doesn’t have your forwarding address.”
“I have a post office box now. My physical address doesn’t exist.”
“That’s not good enough,” Byron said as he leaned his fists on her desk and hovered over her.
“Back. The fuck. Up,” Ellery said as she opened her drawer and rested a hand on her weapon. “Or I’ll make you back up.”
“Threatening a superior officer? That’s gonna go on your record, Adler,” Byron said with a smirk. “I’m also wondering where the report is for your break in.”
“I didn’t file one because I know it’s pointless. The minute I out your brother, BJ, for breaking into my home, the report would disappear.”
“You can’t prove anything, and if there’s no report, there was no break in. I’m docking your pay for the hours you took off. Better get yourself right with God and the department, Adler, or you’ll be job hunting,” Byron replies as he stands up and licks his lips. “I can think of a few ways you could smooth things over.”
“The only thing I’ll be smoothing over you is the dirt over your grave if you don’t leave my office in the next thirty seconds,” Elle snarls. “Get. Out.”
Byron sauntered over to the door and opened it a crack, then smiled at Ellery. “One of these days you’ll see the error of your ways and come crawling. Of course, then, it might be too late.” 
He strolled out of her office and Ellery slammed her drawer shut. She was pissed that he got to her so easily and curled her trembling hands into fists. After a few moments, she pulled out her phone and sent the recording to Red. Every bit of information they could collect against the Halsteads was one more brick in the wall of their prison.
She just wished she didn’t have to be the bait so often.
Twenty minutes later, Red called. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just pissed,” Elle said.
“I’ve got Myke scanning your car for tracking devices and bugs. She found a bug behind the rearview mirror and a tracking device inside your trunk under the lip on the side. She’ll hang out in the shop across the street and watch in case someone else tries to tag it, but those two devices are now disabled and in her pocket.”
“We need to shut these assholes down sooner rather than later. I hate living like this.”
“I hear you. The case is building, but you need to be careful. Your office is probably bugged, too.”
“Oh, it is, but I run a mute machine when I’m in here. Unless I’m trying to record something. For them? Static is all they’ll get from any recordings done in here.”
“Smart move. Be careful coming home.”
“I will, thanks.” Ellery disconnected the call and got to her feet. It was time to talk to her team and see where they were at with their cases. The job didn’t stop just because the higher-ups were criminals. 
[image: image-placeholder]Grant found himself staring into space during the holo-meeting with Jax and a couple of their newer acquisition leaders. He nodded when necessary and when the meeting finally wrapped, Jax waited until the others had disconnected before they turned to Grant.
“What the hell is going on with you, Grant? Are you sick? Is your mom okay?” Jax asked.
“Sorry, Jax. I’ve just got a lot on my mind and some big decisions to make. It looks like I’ll be staying in Lakeridge a lot longer than I’d anticipated. Also something to note - living in my mother’s basement, as incredible as it is, is not my thing.”
“I dunno, my friend. Nerdy guys living in their mother’s basement used to be a goal for some guys,” Jax teased.
“Yeah, but as empty as my love life is right now, I’m no incel,” Grant snorted and pushed to his feet. He thought better when he could pace. “I need to find something of my own, but I’m not sure what I’m looking for as of yet.”
“Well, take a look at the real estate ads. I can send you links to the top agents in the area, and you can go from there,” Jax said. “Now, go swim or run or something. You need to work out so your brain can find its flow again.”
“You’re exactly right, Jax. Thank you. Talk to you soon.”
The call images faded, and Grant stepped out of the holo suite and into the sitting area of the lower level. He changed into swim trunks and went out to the lap pool and started to swim. The exercise eventually cleared the chaos in his mind and gave him a new plan. He needed to up his game and be a friend for Ellery before he tried for anything else. He’d made assumptions with her, because she’d been pulled into the group of friends he was getting to know once more, and that wasn’t okay. 
Grant showered, pulled on jeans and a shirt, and set up to make some calls. First things first, he had to talk to Red.
“Hey, Red, it’s Grant. I was wondering who you had working on the screen porches and such? I had an idea for a gift for Ellery and I wanted to talk to them.”
“It’s Biddix and Riddle, they’re doing the construction, road paving, and landscaping,” Red said. “Why, what’ve you got in mind?”
When Grant told him, Red thought it was a brilliant idea and gave him the contact information. A few more calls and Grant sat back with a satisfied smile on his face. Then he headed upstairs to recruit his mom for the next part. 
“If we’re going to do this right, Grant, you’ll need to get your hands dirty,” Lacey told her son as they drove from the garden shop to Red’s place. “Just throwing money at something that’s meant to be a gift from the heart won’t work.”
“I know, Ma. That’s why I asked for your help, so I could get stuff that’d be just right,” Grant replied.
They pulled up outside Ellery’s new place and Grant smiled as the work was already in progress. He unloaded the containers and bags of soil while his mother laid out the plants the way she wanted them to go. Two containers were for Ellery’s place and two for Myke’s, with low-maintenance plantings for each one. Myke came out to see what they were up to and was excited to see the new additions.
“Let me go change and I’ll come help,” Myke said. “This is so mag, thank you.”
“I’ll help you with yours, Myke,” Lacey said. “And Grant can do Ellery’s. It’s his gift to you both.”
“Thank you, Grant,” Myke called out over her shoulder as she ran inside to change. 
“It was really sweet of you to do this for the ladies,” Lacey said, her voice low.
“I want Elle to know I’m her friend first, and Myke is so excited about having her own space and putting down roots – I wanted to make sure she got something nice, too,” Grant replied.
Lacey patted Grant’s arm, then looked up at Ellery’s roof. “Are you sure she’s going to like that?”
“Pretty sure. I know she liked the fire escape because she could look up at the mountains and the stars, and she felt safe there,” Grant said. “I figured a small area on top of the screen porch that gave her a place where she was safe and could do the same would help with the transition to a new space.”
“And if she doesn’t like it?” Lacey asked.
“Then she can move the ladder and close it off and forget it’s there. It’s also going to be designed so that Quinn can come up and hang with her and not get into trouble.”
“You’ve put a lot of thought into this,” Lacey said.
“I have. I want her to be happy – and safe. I don’t want her to feel as if she’s lost control of her life because of those fuckers. And I want her to see me as a friend before I see if she wants something more. I’m taking my time, Ma. No rushing on this one.”
“I knew I had a smart son,” Lacey said. “I hope it all goes as planned.”
Myke came out then and clapped her hands in garden gloves. “Okay, where are we putting these things?”
“That, my dear, is up to you,” Lacey replied and made her way over to Myke. 
Grant took that as his cue to get his own ass in gear, and went to put the containers so they’d get the right amount of sun and be visible from the screen porch or a window. He read the plant tags, pulled out his phone to check the amount of sunlight based on the coordinates, and set up the boxes before he started to fill them with the mix of drainage material and soil. 
When he was small, he’d help his parents with the raised bed gardens they kept in the back yard of their old house. Tomatoes, cucumbers, and green beans fresh from the plant tasted so much better than anything you’d find in a store. He decided right then to find some seedlings and have a small garden wherever he landed. 
“What are you putting in there?” One of the workers paused to watch Grant mix the soil. 
“A couple of rosebushes in this one, then the other will get a couple of vegetable plants. I wanted to leave room for Ellery to pick what she wanted to grow.”
“That’s a great idea. This area is perfect for that. Good sun and protection from the wind,” he said. “I’m Jake Fraser, by the way. My folks run Lovat Hill Farms.”
“Grant Foster,” Grant replied. “That’s a nice setup your folks have. I was there a few years back with my mother.”
“They’ve grown quite a bit. Tell Ellery if she wants more seedlings, to come by and ask for Esther or Ian and tell them Jake sent her. They’ll give her a discount,” Jake said.
“That’s awful kind of you. Much appreciated, Jake. How’s the added project coming?”
“It’ll be done tonight. Wasn’t much of an adjustment – and a brilliant idea. Works great with what was already planned and will be a great view of the creek in one direction and the mountains in the other.”
“Ellery used to like the fire escape off of her apartment because of the view of the mountains. I wanted her to have something similar so this new place could feel more like home,” Grant said.
“She’s a lucky lady to have a friend like you. Take care, Grant. I’m gonna get back up there and finish it up,” Jake replied.
As Jake walked away, Grant took a breath and muttered to himself, “I hope she agrees with you, man. I really do.”
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Chapter fourteen

When Ellery got home, she dragged her butt into the house, fed Quinn, and stepped into a shower. A new place had new sounds, so when she came out of her room in sweatpants and a hoodie, she paused to listen. It was warm enough to open a couple of windows for Quinn during the day, so as she stood in the main living space, she could hear voices from Myke’s place, but not exactly what was being said. 
The day after she’d moved in, Grant had brought by a window attachment that allowed Quinn to crawl out and get some sun and fresh air – but kept him safe from predators – and the birds safe from him. Her little house panther finished his food and jumped back up into the window box perch, clearly happy with the new addition.
She scanned her choice for dinner and stuck it into the cooker before she poured a glass of wine and took a sip. Aware that work had been done during the day, she decided to step outside and see what they’d accomplished. The side door opened into a beautiful ten-by-ten-foot screen porch, a door on one side of the screened area led to a walkway that curved around to the back of the building, and on the other side, a stair-ladder led up to what looked like a sliding hatch. 
A voice behind her made her jump. “There’s a control pad on the side of the ladder to open or seal the hatch so if it rains, it won’t leak.”
Elle turned to look at Grant on the other side of the screen door and pressed a hand to her chest. “You startled me. How do you know about this?”
“It’s a gift from me to you,” Grant replied. “May I come in?”
“Uh, sure. Gift?” Elle asked, confused.
Grant stepped inside and made sure the door closed behind him, then turned to look at her. “I picked up a few things to help my friends feel more at home in their new places. I wanted to do something nice for you, and I remembered about the fire escape being a favorite place, so I asked them to add this for you.” He reached out and tapped the button on the ladder, and the hatch slid open. “Care to go up and look?”
Elle handed him her glass of wine and made her way up the ladder. She stopped at the top and sucked in a breath, then ordered herself not to cry. “How…?”
Grant started up behind her, so she went up the rest of the way and settled on her cushion, then took the glass of wine from Grant so he could sit on the edge of the opening, his feet on the ladder. 
“Myke had packed the stuff from the balcony, so she knew what went out there. I had her dig it out and we put it up here when they were done,” Grant said. A five-foot square area was framed in with glass panels and metal-looking rails, open to the sky and decorated with her cushions, table, and Quinn’s little rug. 
“This is perfect. It’s like a fancy penthouse balcony. Thank you,” Elle said. 
“There are also a couple of containers set up for flowers and vegetables on the side patio. Ma helped me pick out a few things, but Jake Fraser, one of the guys working on these places? His parents are Esther and Ian and run Lovat Hill Farms. He said to go by and tell them Jake sent you, and you can pick out some more stuff to put in the planters. Myke has already filled hers up with about ten different things.”
Elle wanted to feel weird about the gift, but if he did stuff for all of them, she couldn’t. “What else did you do?”
“Well, I ordered patio furniture for everyone, because I know Chase is going to want to hang out on his porch all the time, and I’m not sitting in one of his ratty camp chairs. I figured if I got stuff for everyone, he couldn’t bitch too much.”
Elle laughed at that and shook her head. “What kind of furniture did you get?”
“It’s heavy-duty framing that looks like wood and has thick cushions you don’t even have to put away in the cold weather. So you can put a heater out on the porch and curl up with a blanket and enjoy it all year round. I forget all of the stuff, but Ma helped pick it so you can ask her if you want.”
“That sounds perfect, thank you. Even if it is self-serving so you don’t have to sit in one of Chase’s camp chairs,” Elle teased. 
Grant looked down at his hands, then off into the distance. “I know it’s hard to make a place feel like home. I haven’t always been there for my friends, and I regret that. So, I’m trying to make up for it now.” He turned to look at Elle. “I’d like to count you as one of those friends.”
Elle’s stomach tensed for a moment, then she forced a smile to her lips. He wanted to be friends. She had been thinking about how his hands would feel on her skin. She knew better than to daydream - not with the Halstead clan still in positions of power. “Yeah, I consider us friends. Well, new friends – but we’ve all got to start somewhere, right?”
“That’s it exactly. I want to be your friend, first,” Grant started and then stopped. “Well, I’m glad you like the space. The patio furniture will be delivered in the next day or so. Just call me if it’s not right and I’ll take care of it.” He started down the ladder, then paused and looked up at Ellery against the fading light of peach and rose. 
“Thank you, Grant,” Elle said, her voice soft. “It’s perfect.” 
He smiled and continued on his way back to his truck while Elle sat on her pretty little balcony with her wine and tried to not read too much into his words. 
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“I’m good. I’m finally set up for a holo call if you’re someplace you can do one. I’ll leave the connection up for a bit if you need some time,” Chase said.
“Naw, give me about ten minutes. Just pulled into the driveway and will be ready to connect shortly. Talk to you then,” Grant replied.
“Talk to you soon,” Chase said and disconnected the call. Once inside, Grant reset the alarm and jogged down the stairs to the holo-suite. He stepped inside and punched in the code, then dropped down into the chair as it connected him to Chase. Grant smiled when he saw his friend seated across the table from him, looking healthy, if not a little stressed.
“Hey, man,” Chase said. “What’s up? What’s so secret squirrel that you needed a secure holo chat?”
“Shit around here is bad, my friend,” Grant replied. “When do you think you’ll be coming back?”
“I’m hoping to be there in a week or two. I can’t just drop everything here – I’ve got people that depend on me, and I need to make sure they’ll be taken care of. I’ve packed up everything except the stuff I need on a day-to-day basis. Do you have an address for me to ship the container to?”
“Yeah, just ship it to Red’s place. The village, as we’ve come to call the stretch up beyond his place where all the houses are being dropped, is getting close to finished. We can take care of unloading the container into your place and getting it picked up before you even get here, if that works for you?”
“That sounds great, actually,” Chase said. “I plan to hit the ground running when I get there.”
“Has Red filled you in at all?” Grant asked.
“Some. He told me about Mr. Layton being an undercover agent, and that the Halsteads were probably involved in his murder. He said he also plans on having the Halsteads all arrested and picked up soon. The county will be without a head sheriff for a bit - but you’re supposedly handling the election stuff?”
“Uh, I’m handling the financing, and I can hand-carry paperwork, but we can’t file anything until Halstead is arrested and booked. You need to be here, letting the town know you’re back for good, before they’ll even consider voting for you. I can send you the link to the forms to fill out, but you can’t move on it until you’re actually living in Lake County.”
“Oh, right. I hadn’t considered that. Think I should get myself hired into the department when I get there?”
“I don’t know – will that help?” Grant asked. “I mean, I don’t know much about how law enforcement hierarchy works. A big city detective with multiple awards would be a big catch for a small county department, right?”
“Yeah, it would be. They won’t be able to match my salary, but since Red’s got us rent free up there, I’ll be fine. Besides, if I’m working there when the Halsteads are rounded up, it won’t look like I just slid into the spot left so conveniently open for me by my friends.”
“I’ll help any of you that needs it, and you know it. I can’t do what you can, to fix this mess, but I can help make it easier for all of you to do your thing. Having Foster Consolidated handle the moving and shipping? That’s just part of my contribution.”
“And it’s appreciated. I’m hoping I don’t have to call on you for anything else, but this move has become more complicated than I’d expected, so I might have to. I’ll let you know if the need arises. Now, what can you tell me about what’s going on there?”
Grant sat back and shared the stories his mother had told him. He watched Chase’s face and then cleared his throat. “Those stories aren’t the only thing. Apparently, Byron threatened Ellery Adler and her family, then beat up her almost-fiancé, Austin Mackenzie. The kid was so messed up, he’s permanently disabled, and his parents moved with him to Raleigh, for treatment. Byron also stole the Adler family farm somehow – I have Jax digging into that for me. Now he stalks Elle and had BJ break into her place one night – she stunned one of the intruders, and they took off. He’s making her life hell, and we’ve just moved her into the village, right next to Myke. He can’t get to her there, but he’s her boss at work. She’s a sergeant in the department.”
“That’s wrong on so many levels. Can you connect us so I can ask her some specific questions?”
“I can do that, but bro code here. I’m working on becoming her friend before I take it further.”
Chase chuckled, then gave a nod to Grant. “Understood. I had no plans on taking it anywhere, anyway. If I’m going to be her boss, that would just be all kinds of wrong.”
“See? You’re already better than Byron. He’s tracking her car and bugging it and her office. It’s crazy, Chase. Seriously fucked up.”
Chase looked down for a moment, then squared his shoulders and looked back up at Grant. “I’ll be there in ten days or less. I’ll get the container shipped out tomorrow. Just do me a favor and make sure there’s some good brew in the fridge because I’m gonna need some hangout and beer time when I get there.”
“You’ve got it, my friend. I’ve even ordered outdoor furniture for the screen porches for everyone. You can toss those nasty camp chairs of yours and enjoy true comfort for a change.”
Chase laughed. “I still have those two from our college days. They’re antiques.”
“No, Chase,” Grant said with a laugh. “They’re relics. Toss them. If you need me, just hit me up. I’ve got the holo-suite wired to send an alert to my phone and I can be in front of you within a few minutes. Take care, my friend.”
“You take care, too. You’re the one within striking distance of the assholes. I’m not interested in burying another friend anytime soon.”
“Hells yeah,” Grant replied and watched Chase’s image fade as the connection ended. He scrubbed a hand over his face and reached out to start a new call with Red. 
Red was at his command center console and looked up as the call connected. “Grant, what can I do for you?”
“We secure?” Grant asked.
Red took a moment, tapped a couple of keys, then nodded. “We’re secure and even if someone walks in, I’ve got the screen up. What’s up?”
“I just spoke to Chase. He’s adjusted his timetable and will be here in about ten days. He’s going to have the container of his stuff shipped to your place. I had him – and the others – go through Fosters, so it won’t cost him anything and I can make sure the security of the items is maintained. The container should get picked up tomorrow, and be at your place in two days. I told him I’d see that it was unloaded and returned before he got into town.”
“Did you tell him he’d be walking into a shit storm?” Red asked.
“I did. I filled him in on Mom’s history with Bernstrom, and the shit going on with Ellery right now from Byron and BJ.”
“An update for you. Billie got Jeffrey to question the permits for our little development up here. I took care of it, but they’re doing their best to fuck us up.”
“We don’t just need a new sheriff and assistant sheriff, we need a new mayor. How do you feel about running for mayor, Red?” 
Red snorted amusedly and shook his head. “Nope, not me. But you know who’d make a great mayor? Your mother.”
Grant opened his mouth, then paused and blinked at Red. “Damn, that’s a brilliant idea. And we can start her campaign now because no one has dared run against a Morris and if she’s already running when he’s arrested, it won’t look so suspicious. Have you spoken to her about this?”
“I’ve brought it up once or twice, but she’s politely laughed at me and changed the subject. I don’t think she believes she’d be a good candidate.”
“I can work with that. I know just how to present it to her,” Grant said. “I mean, it’s one of my strengths – getting people to see exactly what I need them to see.”
Red laughed low and gave Grant a nod. “That is definitely one of your gifts, my boy. Now let me get back to work, and I’ll help unload Chase’s stuff when it gets here. Stay safe.”
“You too,” Grant said as the call faded. “Mayor Mom,” he muttered to himself, then laughed and clapped his hands as he got to his feet. “Time to start the spin.”
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Chapter fifteen

“How could I have two sons that are so completely inept?” Bernstrom raged as the two sons under discussion cowered in the seats across from his desk in the sheriff’s office. “You’ve managed to fuck this up so badly, even I’m going to have a hard time fixing it.” 
“Aw, come on, Daddy. You can fix anything,” BJ said. 
“I’m not so sure,” Bern replied. “I think you two might need to step back and let things cool down a bit.”
“I disagree,” Byron said. “Sure, they’re circling the wagons, but that means we’re having an impact. They can’t stay holed up on the ridge forever. Besides, I think Ellery Adler is starting to warm up to me. I can’t back off now.”
“You two will do as you’re told,” Bernstrom growled. 
Byron sat up and leaned forward to face his father. “And what if we don’t? You can’t do this without us, and I’m not going to wait another year for a wife.”
Bernstrom narrowed his gaze at his eldest son and nearly growled. “You’ll wait as long as I tell you to wait. Men can father babies when they’re seventy years old, women can’t. That’s why your sister got married first. It didn’t hurt that we needed a wife for the new mayor, and she was available. Now the two of you get out of here and leave them all alone. Let it cool down some, ya hear me?”
Byron got up and stormed out of the office without replying to his father. BJ rose more slowly and turned for the door. 
“Keep an eye on your brother, Junior. Neither one of you has enough brain cells to let some of them use your dicks for brains, hear me?” Bernstrom said.
“Yes, Daddy,” BJ replied as he stepped out of the office. 
Byron was waiting outside for his brother and pulled him into Byron’s office, then shut the door. “You and me? We’re going to fix this.”
“But Daddy said…”
“Daddy’s getting old, remember? He’s being cautious and that’s not how we work. You go oversee the loading of the shipment tonight, and I’m going to take Miss Adler out to dinner. When the shipment is all loaded and headed out, let me know. Then you can go scout out Ellery Adler’s new place while I keep her occupied.”
“I ain’t going onto Red Jefferson’s property alone. I ain’t no idiot,” BJ snapped. “I’ll take care of the shipment, but then I’m going home.”
“Pansy-ass,” Byron snapped. “Fine, I’ll get her to let me drive her home after you disable her car. Then I can check it out for my own self.”
“Good luck with that. I’ll take care of her car and then the shipment. If she don’t cut your dick off, you’ll be doin’ good,” BJ said and left the office before Byron could say anything more.
BJ checked on Sergeant Adler’s location, then slipped out the back towards her car. A quick look around and he dropped down and slid underneath to slap a disruptor in between the battery and the side panel, then slid back out and sauntered away. He tapped a code into his phone and the disruptor activated. Ellery’s car wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon. BJ had plenty of time to get to the farm, so he decided to take himself over to The Watering Hole for a couple of brews. 
Byron hadn’t been able to find Sergeant Adler in the building, so he looked up her location and found her out at the site of a recent robbery with one of her detectives. It wasn’t the first time he found himself annoyed at cops doing their job. He sat at his desk and buried his face in his hands, then let out a breath and put out a request for the sergeant to report to his office when she came back in from the field. Then he got to work.
A couple of hours had passed, when he looked up as his father stepped into his office, then frowned at the expression on his father’s face. “Dad, what’s wrong?”
“The Corporation is in town, and they want to talk. Tonight. I have to go meet them in thirty minutes. I’m supposed to come alone,” Bernstrom said.
“Alone is never good,” Byron replied. “Where’s the meet?”
“At the farm. They want to go over the shipment and verify that it’s complete before it goes out. Seems the last few have been off by small amounts, and they can’t tell if it’s before it heads out, or happens somewhere in transit.”
“I sent BJ to the farm to oversee tonight’s shipment,” Byron said.
“Call him and tell him to just go home instead,” Bernstrom replied.
Byron pulled out his phone and tapped his brother’s number. No answer. He sent him a message to not go check the shipment and go home instead. No answer. “He’s not answering, Dad. I’m tracking his phone and it must be turned off.”
“I’m going out there now. If your brother contacts you, make sure he doesn’t show up,” Bernstrom said as he headed out the door. 
Byron ran his hands through his hair and turned to stare out the window behind his desk. Everything had been going so well for the Halsteads and now it was feeling shaky as fuck. He didn’t like that. Not one bit. 
[image: image-placeholder]Elle pulled the police issue vehicle into the slot next to her car and moved her gear bag from her car into the SUV. Myke had told her that BJ had messed with her car, and she figured it was a disruptor, but she couldn’t get out to look at it until later, so Elle just moved her stuff over and left the car where it was, then drove the SUV home. She saw the message from Byron when she’d left the scene of the robbery, but didn’t bother replying since he never stated his reason for needing to speak to her and she was already on overtime. She could stop in, in the morning, and find out what he needed. The last thing she wanted to deal with was Byron Halstead after comforting Stella Rydell after her home was broken into and robbed. They’d tied the poor old woman up and trashed her house, then took anything of value, including her wedding rings.  The one thing Ellery couldn’t understand is why they’d trashed the file cabinets in Stella’s office, leaving papers strewn across the floor and old case file folders empty and torn. 
The wife of the late sheriff, Jack Rydell, Stella was like the neighborhood grandma. She had been one of Ellery’s supporters when she’d gone into the academy, and sat with her over many a cup of tea to discuss what it was like to be married to a sheriff. Two of her sons had followed their father into law enforcement, but were in nearby counties, not in Lake County. They couldn’t stand to work under Halstead. 
Elle had waited until John Rydell had arrived to take his mother to his house for the night. Ellery promised they’d do their best to find the thieves – and she told John that she’d help straighten up the place if he needed it. John had assured her that the family would take care of Stella, but he appreciated her offer. That’s when Elle had left.
She pulled in to her spot and shut off the SUV, then hauled her butt out of the vehicle and over to her door. 
“Want some fried chicken?” Red asked. 
Ellery yelped and dropped her phone, then turned to look at Red. “You startled me. And yeah, that sounds great - but I need to feed Quinn and take a shower first.”
“Grant and I are next door, doing some work on Chase’s place. Come on over when you’re ready and join us for dinner,” Red said, then paused. “Are you okay, Elle-bee?”
“It’s been a day. Someone tied up Miss Stella Rydell and robbed her place. Broke her finger taking her wedding rings off of her. John picked her up and he said the family will take care of things, but I just feel badly for her. The whole place is a mess.”
“I’ll reach out to Stella later and see if I can be of any help. Did she say what they took?”
“Jewelry, electronics, and a bunch of old papers from the file cabinets – or so it seems. There were a bunch of empty folders scattered around and torn papers, but it was hard to tell what belonged where. They dumped food out onto the floor and broke dishes and framed pictures on the walls – it’s a real mess.”
“Papers?” Red asked.
“Yeah, I mean, who keeps paper files these days? Stella said the old cabinet was all of Jack’s stuff. I found old case file folders, but not the contents.”
Red gave her a smile. “Go shower and tend to Quinn. I’ll see you in a bit.” 
He turned and walked back out to the road and up to the next house while Elle let herself in and reset the alarm. A shower and a few minutes to snuggle Quinn before she braided her damp hair, pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt, and decided she felt a bit better.
“I’ll bring you back some chicken,” she told Quinn as she slid into her sneakers and locked the door behind her. The path from her door led to her parking space and from there it was a short walk to the road and up the hill, past a small cluster of trees, to Chase’s place. The door was open, and the sound of a power tool could be heard.
Elle tapped on the door and stepped inside. “Hello?”
“Hey, Elle,” Grant said as he stood up from behind the kitchen island. “Let me get Red.” He stepped into the hallway and yelled. “Red, Ellery’s here.”
Elle winced and laughed. “What are you guys doing?”
“I’ve been putting cabinet hardware on, and Red’s been doing doorknobs and closet rods, stuff like that. Chase will be in town in about a week, and his container of stuff should arrive tomorrow, so we wanted to get the detail stuff done before we moved in his things.”
“What’s he going to do when he gets here?” Elle asked. “And how can I help?”
“There are disposable plates, utensils, and napkins on the island, beer in the fridge and the food is in the fridge or the warmer. Pull it all out and we’ll go wash up,” Red said.
Elle gave Red a nod and went to do just that. She opened the containers and set out the mashed potatoes, coleslaw, gravy, biscuits, and chicken – then started to fix herself a plate. She found an upended bucket to sit on and used a cabinet box as a table, then smiled as Grant brought his own loaded plate over and sat on the floor next to her. 
“Thanks for the dinner invite, Red,” Elle said. “I’m going to have to start working out on weekends instead of just during the week, if I keep eating like this.”
“Where do you work out?” Grant asked.
“Astrogym over on Hiker’s Grove Road. I like to use the holo-suites and go for a run on the beach or something,” Elle said.
“You do know I have a gym you can use here, right? It’s in the barn next to the main house. Has a holo-suite with some great programs, a couple of multi-machines, weights, and so on. You’re all welcome to use it,” Red said.
“Well, if Byron fires me like he keeps threatening to do, I may have to take you up on that offer,” Elle said. 
“Why does he keep threatening to fire you?” Grant asked.
“I keep refusing to fuck him,” Elle replied bluntly. “After what he and his brother did to Austin? I wouldn’t touch him if he were the last dick on earth. Men like him are why the gods created batteries, right?”
Grant blinked at her, then chuckled. “I’m sorry, I can’t answer that – but I agree he’s a total waste of a human being.”
“Chase is hoping to get a job as a detective with the Lake County department,” Red said. 
Elle swallowed a mouthful of coleslaw and chuckled. “They won’t be able to afford him. Highly decorated and from the city? He’s probably used to making three times a detective’s salary out here.”
“Oh, he understands the differences,” Red replied. “And he won’t have rent or a mortgage, so that’ll help.”
“Right, that’s true. Well, all he has to do is fill out the form online and submit it to the county human resources department. We’re massively understaffed, so he’ll be hired without question,” Elle said. 
Red’s phone buzzed and he pulled it out to look at it, then shook his head as he got to his feet. “I need to go. Elle? Keep your phone on you – I may need your help.”
“What happened?” Grant asked.
“Crosse and Wilson are under fire and Wilson’s been hit. They’re calling for backup,” Red said.
“I’m coming with you,” Elle replied as she got to her feet.
“You can’t, yet,” Red said. “It’s a federal investigation. That’s why I said keep your phone on you. If I can pull you in, I will. I’ve got to go.” Red ran out the door and within minutes, they heard the heli take off and zip away. 
Elle looked at Grant as she got to her feet and started to clean up the food. “I need to go pull on socks and my boots, and get my gear bag ready in case he calls. I’ll be back over in a few minutes.”
“If you have to go, I’ve got my heli here, too. I can get you there fast,” Grant said.
“Where’s your ma?”
“At Red’s place, working on his books. That’s why the heli is here. It’s just safer to bring her over in that, these days.”
“Why don’t you take some of this chicken dinner down to her while I go get ready, then we can come back here and work so I’m not pacing and waiting for Red to call,” Elle suggested.
“That’s a good idea. I’ll bring some soft drinks back up with me. Can’t be drinking beer if you’re about to be called out,” Grant replied. “If you get called before I get back, be safe.” He stepped close and leaned in to press a quick kiss to her lips, then took the bag of food from her and headed out the door. 
Elle’s fingers pressed to her lips, and she smiled, then shook herself and ran next door to get her gear together and change her sneakers for boots. It took every ounce of her self-control to keep from dancing around and yelling, ‘he kissed me’ to the stars. Instead, she kissed Quinn and ruffled his fur, then got herself together.
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Chapter sixteen

Red arrived outside the old Adler farm and joined the five other agents that had answered Crosse’s call. “Special Agent Jefferson here. What’s the situation?” Red asked. 
“Yes, sir, Agent Stone here. Crosse and Wilson followed a tip and came out here. They were shot at when they got out of their vehicle. Wilson took a kill shot to the head and Crosse managed to get back behind the vehicle. He called in for support and fired on the shooters, then ran for the trees when one of them pulled out a launcher and blew up the car. He’s been flown out to University medical center, and they say he’ll be fine. Wilson’s body was incinerated by the vehicle fire, and a heli dropped flame retardant on the mess and took off before it could spread to the trees or the other structures.”
Red lifted the scope to his eye and took in the scene, the heat signatures inside the house and the still-warm ruins of Wilson and the car. “There’s just three inside?” 
“There were four. Then we heard a scream. Now there’s only three warm ones. One looks like it’s tied to a chair, the other two keep walking around,” the agent replied.
“Is HRT here?” Red asked. “What about the entry team?”
“This is it, sir,” Stone said. “Anyone else is a good two hours out.”
“Well then, let’s see what we’ve got to work with,” Red replied and turned to the other agents with a gesture to pull them in close so they could get to work.
A few minutes passed while Red organized the agents he had to work with and then he picked up the mic and spoke. “This is Special Agent Jefferson of the FBIS. You in the house, come out with your hands up. You’ve got one warning before we come in after you.”
“Fuck you,” was shouted from one of the open windows. Another voice yelled, “Get me out of here!”
“Is that Sheriff Halstead?” Red asked. 
“There’s a county car parked behind the house, according to the heli pilot. He didn’t get a good enough look to see which one it was,” Stone said.
“Eaton, you and Garcia work your way around inside the tree line and get me some info on that car. Call it in, then stay back there in case they try to run,” Red said, then turned to Agent Stone. “Anything else you’ve forgotten to mention? Like a heli parked somewhere nearby?”
“Well, the heli also said there’s a private maglev train with three cars on the spur about two hundred yards from the barn,” Stone said. “But how’s that got anything to do with someone holding the sheriff hostage?”
Red closed his eyes and took a slow breath. “Anything else?”
“No, sir. I think that’s it,” Stone said. 
“You and Sherman go check out the maglev and see why the fuck it’s here. Let me know as soon as you learn something,” Red ordered, then turned back to the house. He watched the two figures that were pacing, move towards the back of the house. 
“Sanderson, tell Eaton and Garcia they’re about to have incoming,” Red said. He listened as the one remaining agent near him reached out to the two around the back of the house, then turned to look at Sanderson as he tried again. And again. “No answer.”
“No, sir. Something’s blocking the transmission,” Sanderson said.
“Let’s go,” Red replied. He pulled his weapon and started to work his way towards the front of the house. The sound of weapons firing and yelling from out back had Red racing towards the structure and around the side. He pulled up and peered around the corner, then jerked back as a pulse beam tore a chunk of the corner of the house off where his head had just been. He dropped down to a crouch and looked again, then cursed as he took off running. Eaton and Garcia were both down and the sheriff’s vehicle was tearing up a paved road behind the barn. 
He stopped to check on Eaton when he saw him move, then nudged him towards Garcia. “Go help your partner,” he said as he raced after the car. By the time he got to the car, it was idling next to the maglev tracks and the train was speeding off into the distance. Stone sat on the platform, a look of shocked surprise on his face and a fatal pulse hole in the middle of his forehead. 
Sherman stumbled across the tracks from the other side and fell against the steps to the platform. “I jumped off the train when they started it up. I was in the rear car. The last two cars were full of drugs, the first car was all decked out like an apartment.”  
“Call it in, Agent. I’m going back to the house to see who they were holding, even though I already suspect who it is. Don’t touch the car, we’ll need ERT to collect the evidence and any prints they might get off of it,” Red said. He shook his head at the sight of yet another dead agent, then walked back to the farmhouse. 
Eaton and Garcia were both standing when Red returned, so he gestured for them to each go around the house while he went in the back. 
What had once been a family home was now the base for what Red had quickly determined was a drug business. A command center sat in the dining room and the windows were all blocked with privacy screens. On the side of the command center lay a couple of pieces of mail with Halstead Holdings and this address on them. For Red? That just confirmed his suspicions.
“Who’s there?” a man’s voice called out and Red stepped into what had been the living room. He found Sheriff Bernstrom Halstead, bound to a chair – and the body of his son, Bernstrom Junior, lay on the floor at his feet. 
“What happened here, Sheriff?” Red asked as he opened the front door to let the other agents in. “Clear the house, then the barn. I’ll take care of the victims.”
Red holstered his weapon and took pictures of the bindings, and the sheriff in the chair, the body on the floor, then he stood to face the man. “I’m waiting for an explanation,” he said.
“This is county business,” Bernstrom said. “I don’t have to tell you a thing.”
“Well, Sheriff, that’s where you’re wrong. Federal agents were killed tonight, so this is now a federal case, and you are a victim – and a suspect. If you don’t tell me what happened, then I’ll have to keep making assumptions and those never go so well for you, do they?”
“Fuck you, Jefferson. They killed my boy! Untie me so I can get to work.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Red said as he heard a heli come in for a landing, then a few more vehicles pull up. “Bernstrom Halstead, you’re under arrest for suspicion of narcotics distribution and sales and an accessory to the murder of two federal agents.” He put cuffs on the man’s wrists, and only then did he undo the tie wraps that held him to the chair. 
“You can’t do this,” Halstead yelled. “I’m the sheriff.”
“For now,” Red said and escorted the man outside. The yard was now organized chaos, full of helis and agents. He handed Halstead off to a pair that would fly him to the city for processing. 
Red found Crosse seated on the back of a medic bus, getting his arm bandaged. “You able to get back at it?”  
“Yes, sir,” Crosse said. 
“Keep that clean and get your regular doc to check it in a week,” the medic told Crosse, then gave Red a nod. “He’s cleared, sir.”
“Thanks,” Red said to the medic, then gestured for Crosse to follow him. “Sheriff Halstead is in custody and BJ is dead on the floor inside. I need you to find Byron Halstead and bring him in for questioning. He’s not under arrest yet, but he needs to cooperate. Tell him we need his help to find his brother’s killer, but don’t tell him his father is in custody. Just say he’s…”
“He’s already cooperating and answering our questions,” Crosse interrupted Red to finish his sentence. “I’ve got this, sir. They didn’t even give us a chance to announce ourselves, they just opened fire. I want to take these assholes down.”
“Take Sanderson with you. He’s the only one that wasn’t shot at today,” Red said. “That way you can use Sanderson’s car.”
Red stepped back and just watched. Crosse and Sanderson got a couple of vehicles to move so they could drive off. A heli took off with a medic’s tag on the side – looked to Red like Eaton and Garcia were inside. The coroner’s van and two Evidence Recovery Teams were going over the house, the burned-out car, and the barn. He pulled out his phone and sent a message to Ellery that she should make sure to stay home and not go anywhere for her safety, then went to find the various team leads and share contact information so people knew who was in charge. 
It was going to be a long damned night.




[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter seventeen

Elle tapped her wrist console so the notifications for the sheriff’s department and her phone would show up on her device, then dropped her bag by the door and got to work with Grant. They got all of the cabinet hardware finished in the kitchen and the bathroom, wiped the construction dust out of the cabinets and made sure the appliances all worked. Elle went over to her place and grabbed cleaning supplies and they made sure everything was ready for Chase’s arrival.  
“No word from Red?” Grant asked after a couple of hours had gone by.
“No, nothing. Nothing on the county alert system, either,” Elle said. She laid out some plastic over the floor in the main room and Grant helped tape it down. “This will protect the floor when we’re moving stuff in.”
“Good idea. Okay, it’s…,” Grant started to say just as Elle’s wrist beeped. 
“It’s a message from Red. He says to stay put and not go anywhere, no matter who calls,” Elle read with a frown. She tapped back and spoke near her wrist. “Red, this is Ellery. Let me know what’s going on when you can. Thanks.”
“I guess that means you can have a beer,” Grant said and pulled two out of the fridge.
“I guess so. Something’s going on, but if he’s telling me to stay put, I’m gonna listen. I may be a cop, but I’m not all that eager to dive head-first into trouble.”
“I’m glad to hear that. Red would ask for you if he needed your help, and he wouldn’t tell you to stay put without a good reason.” 
“Very true. Okay, gimme that beer and let’s close things up here and go to my place. At least I have comfortable chairs to sit on,” Elle said as she grabbed her bag.
“I’ll carry the beers and get the lights. You just get your gear bag and the bucket of cleaning stuff,” Grant replied.
Soon they were sprawled on Elle’s sofa, Quinn purring between them as they put their feet up and opened the beer. Elle turned on some music and they sat quietly and listened to the music and the cat purring and didn’t say a thing. 
When half of his beer was gone, Grant spoke up. “Thanks for helping out with Chase’s place today.”
“It was my payment for a chicken dinner,” Elle replied. “But I would’ve helped anyway. What Red is doing here, for all of us? That’s special. I want to be a real part of this little community, not just some interloper.”
“The hope is that Chase can step into Halstead’s seat once we get him arrested,” Grant said. “What do you think about that?”
“I think that’s a brilliant plan. But you’re also going to need to get rid of Byron and the mayor. Cassidy Redbird would make a great Assistant Sheriff, by the way. She’s been around longer than most and knows the ins and outs of the county and its people.”
“How old is she?” Grant asked.
“About your age,” Elle replied. “But she worked for the Nashville PD right out of academy and was ranked up pretty fast. She wanted to come home when her father got sick, so she took what she could get, and it was a patrol position. She’s made lieutenant in about four years, but with the Halsteads in place, no woman can go higher. They’re very strong proponents of the Initiative.”
“Ugh. Those Tuckers need to stop their crazy shit. I’ll get a file started on Redbird for Chase,” Grant said and made a note in his phone. 
Elle yawned and finished her beer, then leaned back and closed her eyes. Grant watched her face as it relaxed into sleep. He stayed where he was, then reached out and found a throw blanket to tuck around her before he got to his feet and sat in the chair next to the couch and pulled out his phone. He sent a message to Red, and silenced his notifications while he waited only a few moments for the reply.
Grant: Elle’s asleep. I’m still at her place. Need me to stay here?
Red: Yes, please. Bernstrom Halstead is in custody, BJ is dead, and Byron is in the wind. I don’t want her alone if you can manage it. 
Grant: Roger that. I’m here until you give the all clear. Stay safe.
Red: I am safe – now. Watch our girl and I’ll let you know when I can. Out.
Grant leaned back, then got to his feet and checked the doors and windows. He sent a message to Myke, then went to make a cup of coffee.
Grant: I’m staying at Elle’s until Red gives the all clear. If you hear something, let me know please?
Myke: Will do. I’m monitoring communications channels for several counties and agencies. The BOLO is out for Byron across four states so far. His car’s tracking was turned off and no one’s seen him. I’ll keep you updated as best I can. 
Grant: Appreciate it. 
So Byron was missing, everyone was looking for him, and the proverbial shit had hit the fan. He stepped into the hallway and called his mother.
“Ma, it’s me. I’m staying at Ellery’s until Red says it’s clear. You’re all secured at his place still, right?” Grant asked.
“I’m curled up in bed with a vid going and my phone right next to me. Everything’s locked and the security system is armed. Try and get some rest when you can. I love you,” Lacey said.
“I love you, too, Ma. If you need anything, just call, okay?”
“I will. Goodnight, son.”
“Goodnight, Ma.” Grant disconnected the call and tucked his phone into his pocket, then picked up his mug of coffee and sat back down in the living room. Elle was curled on her side now, Quinn perched on her hip as she slept. He thought about something quiet he could do – so he pulled out his phone, found the book app, and started to read. 
The next morning, Grant took a shower and pulled on the same clothes he’d worn the day before. He started a pot of coffee, then crouched beside the sofa and gently woke Ellery. 
“Good morning,” he said as her eyes fluttered open. 
“Oh, my gods, did I sleep here all night? I’m so sorry,” Elle said as she pushed to sit up.
“Relax. I fed Quinn and opened the door so he could go out on the porch.” He handed her a mug of coffee, then shifted to sit beside her with his own mug. “I’ve got some more information, but Red has requested that you stay put for today. Why don’t you have some coffee, wake up a bit, and I’ll catch you up.”
Elle nodded and sipped the coffee, the life-giving magic bean juice doing its job and helping her brain cells come alive. 
“Did you get any sleep?” Elle asked him.
“A little. I’ll grab a couple of hours on your sofa once I get you up to speed. Just promise to wake me when the container gets delivered today,” Grant said.
“Okay, I’m awake. What’s going on?”
“Red said that Bernstrom Halstead is in federal custody, BJ Halstead is dead, and Byron is in the wind. They’ve got a BOLO out on him that now covers multiple states and any transit station of any kind. His car tracking is disabled, and no one’s seen him since he left the sheriff’s station yesterday.”
“Good gods,” Elle said and shook her head. “Has anyone checked their lake house? It’s under Eloise’s family name, Chisolm. Up on Crow Lake near the landing.”
“I don’t know, why don’t you send that info to Red?” Grant said. “Oh, do you need to call in to work today?”
“I probably should so they’re not looking for me, too. Let me call in, then send the info to Red. Did he say how BJ died?”
“No, not a lot of info was shared,” Grant replied. He fell silent as Elle told her team she was taking a personal day, then listened as she reached out to Red. 
“I left him a message, he’s not answering,” Elle said. “Probably busy as hell.” She got to her feet and stretched, then picked up her mug. “I’m going to take a shower. Feel free to sleep in the guest room if you want. It’s a daybed but it’s more comfortable than the sofa.”
“I need to make sure I can hear you if you yell,” Grant said with a yawn.
“Trust me, you’ll hear me. Just leave the door open and go get some rest.”
“Don’t have to tell me twice. Thank you,” Grant said and padded barefoot down the hall to the guest room. 
Elle listened to the springs squeak on the old bed, then went to grab some clean clothes and get her own shower handled. 
It was hard to not know what was going on, but she’d had enough close calls with the Halsteads to not want a repeat performance. She remembered visiting Austin in the hospital, just after the beating that nearly killed him. His father wouldn’t look at her, and his mother begged her to just leave him alone. She touched one of Austin’s fingers, whispered that she loved him and was so sorry, then left and never saw any of them again. 
Elle didn’t think she could handle it if anything happened to Grant because of her. She let the hot water beat on her shoulders and bowed her head. She’d kept people out of her life for so long, just so they’d be safe. Yet, here she was, letting Grant weasel his way into her life and her heart, and things were getting riskier every day. What was she thinking? She had to put some distance between them and keep him safe. 
Keep all of them safe.
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Chapter eighteen

Red sat across from Bernstrom Halstead, dressed in a bright orange jumpsuit, and smiled. “Hello, Bern. Fancy meeting you here.” 
“Lawyer,” Bern said.
“Yeah, well, that’s going to take some time. You see, you’re here on federal charges, and finding a lawyer willing to take that on is not easy. From what I understand,” Red said, “your lawyer refused to take this case and said, and I quote, ‘he didn’t know anyone stupid enough to take on a fed murder charge for you’, end quote. So, you’ll have to get a court-appointed attorney and the closest one is about two hours away.”
“That fucking little weasel,” Bern snarled. “Well, I’m not talking. I’ll wait.”
“That’s fine with me. You can sit in a cell until we find someone willing to take your case – and that may be a few days. Of course, you’ll be sitting in gen pop with the rest of them. You know how much they just love cops in jail, right?”
Bern slammed his cuffed hands onto the table and yelled at Red. “I’m a victim here! I was tied up, my son killed right in front of me – I’m not the one that shot those feds.”
“I said federal charges,” Red spoke calmly, a faint smile on his lips. “I never said federal murder charges. How about you talk about the drugs we found in the house and the barn? Talk about who did shoot my agents and who had a private maglev parked up the back road?”
Red watched Bern’s face go pale as he realized just how deep he was in. 
“I don’t know who they were,” Bern said.
“But you saw their faces, right? I know they weren’t masked because I caught a glimpse of them as they shot at me. So you could describe them for a sketch artist?”
Bern shook his head no, squared his shoulders, and let out a breath. “I didn’t see their faces – they were masked when I saw them. They were both white and at least six feet tall. That’s all I’ve got.”
Red made a few notes on his tablet, then leaned back and looked at Bern. “Tell me about the murder of your son. What happened?”
“He was an idiot and they shot him,” Bern said.
“Because he was skimming drugs from the shipments?” Red asked.
Bern looked up at him, surprised.
“He had drugs in his pockets that matched the packaging in the barn. It’s not hard to put it together when you have so much evidence to work with. It’s also not going to be hard to put together how involved you and your family have been in the drug business in Lake County. Which is also a federal crime since all drug trade is federal since the late 2020’s. It never stays in one place, crosses state and country lines, so yep. Federal. Tell me about it, Bern. I’ll see if I can get the prosecutor to take a few years off of the drug convictions.”
“They’ll kill me if I talk, so no, not talking,” Bern said. 
“Tell me about the murder of Wesley Davenport,” Red said. 
“That loser? I don’t know nothing about that. We didn’t even open a file on it ‘cause you feds grabbed it up so fast. Figured it was because y’all had something to hide,” Bernstrom said.
“There were cameras,” Red replied. “A black SUV with muddied up government plates took off from his place shortly after the estimated time of death. One figure in hooded gear and one driver. A couple of hours later, your son Byron drove up, opened the door, took a look inside, then left. We know he didn’t kill Wes because of the time of death, but he could be considered an accessory after the fact.”
“He didn’t do it. I didn’t do it. Keep talking, because the more you focus on me, the less time you have to stop Byron,” Bern said with a smirk.
“Okay. So, how about you tell me about the murder of Alexander Layton?”
Bern’s head snapped up and his eyes widened. “Excuse me?”
“The murder of Alexander Layton, fifteen years ago. Tell me about it.” Red’s voice hardened as he watched Bern’s face.
“He got shot in a drug buy. Everyone knows that,” Bern scoffed. “A teacher, too. Using drugs.” He tsked softly and shook his head.
“Alexander Layton was an undercover agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and Security. The FBIS takes the murder of their agents very seriously. We know you were involved in his death, so you can make this a whole lot easier on yourself by talking.”
Bern went silent and still. 
Red watched his face as he went from angry to terrified and after about ten minutes of silence he got to his feet. “Take him back to his cell,” he said out loud and the door opened to allow two officers to enter and unchain Bern from the table. “Good luck, Bernstrom. You’re going to need it,” Red said as he stepped out of the room and made his way down the hall. 
Once back at his office, he checked to see if anyone had found Byron yet – with zero results. He started to wonder if they’d be finding another Halstead body before long. 
[image: image-placeholder]Billie came out of the holo-suite, a towel around her neck, and paused as she saw her husband of six years carry two suitcases to the front door.
“Jeffrey Stillman Morris, where the hell do you think you’re going?” Billie asked.
Jeffrey froze, then set the suitcases down and turned to look at his wife. She was beautiful, if you only looked at the outside. It was once you saw the inside that the ugly came out. “I’m leaving, Billie. I told you, I was done. You can have the house, I’m moving to the cottage in town.”
“No, you’re not,” Billie hissed as she stormed up to him and got right in his face. She felt a moment of satisfaction as he visibly flinched. “We have a plan. You’re not about to blow it all up on me.”
“I don’t have to,” Jeffrey replied. “Your father already did. He’s in federal custody in the city.”
Billie’s hand lashed out and Jeffrey caught it before the slap could land. “No more, Billie. I suggest you go shower and change. The feds will probably be here shortly to talk to you, too.”
“You won’t get out of this unscathed either, mister,” Billie said. “I’ll make sure you’re buried up to your neck in all of this.”
“Yeah, good luck with that,” Jeffrey replied. “You forget that while your family was doing its best to pull strings, I was actually doing the work of being a mayor. I have records of everything.” He smiled at her then, opened the door, picked up his suitcases and walked out. He heard her scream of fury and the slam of the door – and then he started to laugh. He tossed the last two suitcases into the SUV, got in and drove away. He hadn’t felt this free in seven years. It was a heady feeling.




[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter nineteen

Byron had never had to think so hard in his whole life.  
He’d spent the night at the lake house, then stole the Michaelson’s car because he knew they’d be looking for his. The Michaelson family wouldn’t be in town until late May, so he knew he had months before it was reported stolen. With his truck parked in the lake house garage, he moved the supplies to the hatchback sedan and threw a blanket over it all. One last check of the house and the truck, then he got in and drove away. 
He turned up the police alert station and listened as some of the county employees complained about the feds all over the farm and barn, blocking the road and all. He heard someone ask about the sheriff and another replied that Sheriff Bernstrom Halstead was in federal custody, and BJ was dead – and that there was a BOLO out for Assistant Sheriff Byron Halstead. 
He had figured they’d be looking for him soon enough. 
He headed north and west, towards Tennessee, and hoped he could get gone before any of the people looking for him, could find him.  The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. He could hear the voices in his head, telling him he was only the assistant sheriff because of his daddy. That he would never find a woman because he was pathetic. The voices in his head grew louder until he turned around and drove back towards Lakeridge. He had to show his daddy – show everyone - that he wasn’t completely useless. 
A few miles later, he’d pulled the car into an old campground and tucked it behind the overgrown rhododendron bushes that hid the space from the road. A dark jacket with the hood pulled up over a cap, a good pair of gloves, and a backpack filled with things he suspected he’d need, and Byron was ready to put his new plan into action. He pulled back his cuff to look at his watch device, checked the trail map, and started to move. For a big man, he moved quickly and quietly as he worked his way up along the side of the ridge towards the top, then stayed in the trees as he started on the downward slope. 
As he walked, his fury coalesced into something solid in his belly. The Fosters and Adlers of the world had fucked with his family and his life for long enough. It was time to take back everything they’d stolen from him. He paused in the trees and watched as Ellery, Grant, and that freak, Mykal Carter, carried boxes and furniture from a shipping container into a small house. 
They were all together. Byron hadn’t expected that. He only wanted Ellery.
He listened to them laughing and joking, and saw the little touches between Ellery and Grant. His hands fisted as he thought about beating that smile off of Grant Foster’s face. Foster never should’ve touched his woman. He started forward, then stopped when he saw a fourth person. Miss Lacey. His Daddy wanted Miss Lacey for his own. She should’ve been Byron’s mama instead of the one that tried to betray them all and ended up dying for it. He’d have to be careful with her. He hoped she didn’t do something that made him hurt her. That would be bad. 
Byron put down his backpack and pulled his second weapon out and slid it into an empty pocket. He found plastic cuffs and put them at the top of the bag, then pulled the bag up over one shoulder. With a pulse weapon in his hand, he moved towards the house.
Grant helped Myke set the loveseat into place and stretched his back. “It didn’t look that heavy,” he grumbled.
“It’s well-made. Chase may not have much in the way of furniture, but he has some quality pieces,” Lacey said. 
“Except for his outdoor furniture,” Grant replied, and they all laughed. 
“That was the case until you bought them all new stuff. Now you can safely sit and enjoy your beers outside,” Lacey told him. “Speaking of drinks, I’m going to go back to the house and grab another pack of soft drinks and the sandwiches I made.”
Myke stepped out on the screen porch and pulled out her vape pen, then realized it was empty. She made her way from the porch, around a couple of bushes and down the back path of Ellery’s place towards her own. She was about to open the door to her own place when she heard a cry of fear and stopped. Then she heard a man yell out, “I said, where is she?” and she started to run. If she could get to Red’s command center in his house, she could call in the cavalry. It wasn’t the first time she wished his house wasn’t so far away, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.
Lacey had started towards the front door when Byron stepped inside, and it had caused her to cry out in surprise. She backed up into a stack of boxes and Grant had turned to catch her against his chest, so she didn’t fall. 
“Easy, Ma,” Grant said and gently pushed her behind him. “You need to leave,” he said to Byron.
Byron pointed one of the pulse weapons at Grant and smiled tightly. “I don’t think so. Where’s my Ellery and that other freak, Carter?”
“I don’t know. We were just taking a break to eat,” Grant said.
Byron lifted the weapon and yelled at Grant. “I said, where is she?”
“Which she?” Grant asked. “Elle and Myke aren’t here right now.”
“I just saw them come in,” Byron said.
“They went out through the screen porch,” Grant replied. “You wouldn’t have seen them because it goes around the back.”
“Fine, they’ll be back. Go sit on that couch thing,” Byron said and waved the weapon towards the loveseat. “Both of you. Sit.”
Grant gently helped his mother over to the couch, then sat beside her, his gaze locked on Byron. In his peripheral vision he saw Ellery slip down the hallway and disappear into the back bedroom. “What’s this about, Byron?”
Byron tossed a pair of plastic cuffs to Grant. “Put these on your mother.”
Grant shook his head. “No. She’s not going to do anything, and these would hurt her. You can put them on me, but leave her alone.”
Byron shook his head at Grant and pointed a weapon at Lacey. “Put the cuffs on her, or I’ll shoot her. Don’t think I won’t.” He then looked over at Lacey. “I’m sorry, Miz Lacey. If you don’t struggle, they won’t hurt you. My daddy would be upset if you were harmed.”
“Shooting me would harm me, Byron,” Lacey said. 
“I said my daddy would be upset. I didn’t say he wouldn’t get over it. Put the cuffs on,” Byron replied, and Grant slid them over his mother’s hands and tugged them into place. He left some give so they wouldn’t cut into her skin, then held out his wrists to Byron. 
Byron tossed the second set to Grant and kept the weapon pointed at him. “Put them on, then I’ll tighten them.”
Grant slid his hands into the cuffs, then interlaced his fingers so when Byron tightened them, he’d still have some room. 
Byron reached over and pulled on the strap to tighten them, then stepped back. “How long does it take to grab food and come back?”
Grant shrugged. “I have no idea. Might as well get comfortable. There’s coffee on the counter over there if you want.”
“Good idea,” Byron said and went to pour himself a cup of coffee. He set the weapon down on the counter and picked up a clean cup to fill from the pot. 
Grant launched himself off the couch and tackled Byron from the side, driving him into the counter and causing him to drop the pot, but the mug in Byron’s hand was slammed into the side of Grant’s head. Pain flared bright as Grant roared, lifted his bound hands and brought them down on Byron’s neck, knocking the man unconscious. He crouched beside Byron and pulled the other weapon out of his pocket and held it on him as he groaned and tried to move. 
“I’d stay where you are, if I were you,” Grant said. “I’m not adverse to killing you and I can’t change this to stun with my hands bound.” He took a breath and yelled. “He’s down! I need help in here.”
The front door opened to Myke and Ellery in body armor, carrying weapons as the entered the house. Myke crouched beside Byron and bound his hands behind him while Ellery went to Lacey and cut the ties from her hands. 
“Dammit, Grant. You ruined our big entrance,” Myke teased as she looked up at her friend, then rose to her feet and took the weapon from him. “Let’s get you out of those,” she said as she cut him free of the ties.
“Sorry to ruin the big surprise,” Grant said, “But he gave me an opening and I took it.” He turned to his mother and wrapped her in a hug as she hurried over to him. “See, Ma? All of those training classes I took paid off. We’re all okay.”
“You’re not okay, Grant, you’re bleeding,” Lacey said. She found a clean cloth and pressed it to the cut on the side of his head. 
“I’m fine, Ma,” Grant replied as he took the cleaning rag from her and dabbed at the blood. “It’s just a cut.”
Ellery stepped up to Grant and wrapped her arms around him, then gave him a kiss right there in front of everyone. “Our hero,” she whispered.
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Chapter twenty

It took a while to untangle everything, but Myke had a heli with two agents come in and pick up Byron while everyone went back to the main house. Lacey got a hot meal together while agents questioned Myke, Grant, and Ellery after Lacey had had her turn. Agents Mark Sherman and Ophelia Winslow stayed for dinner before they headed back to file the paperwork.  
“Were there some sparks I saw between you and Agent Winslow, Myke?” Lacey teased as they cleaned up the dishes.
“Fee is a friend from my training days. We were just catching up,” Myke replied. 
“Uh huh,” Lacey said as she wiped her hands on a towel, then reached out to cup Myke’s cheek in one hand. “Thank you for doing your job so well. I appreciate you.”
Myke froze, then stepped back out of Lacey’s reach. “Uh, thank you. I’m gonna go update Red.” She hurried away and Lacey watched her go, her heart aching for the child that so desperately missed a mother’s love.
“Why don’t you walk Ellery home,” Lacey said. “I’m going to take a hot bath and go to bed. It’s been a long day and we still have more to do at Chase’s place tomorrow, since we were interrupted.”
“We’ll take care of Chase’s stuff tomorrow, Ma,” Grant said. “You have some paperwork to fill out, don’t you?”
“I don’t know about that,” Lacey said. 
“What paperwork?” Elle asked.
“Grant and Red think I should run for mayor,” Lacey said with a sigh.
“Oh, that’s fantastic,” Elle said. “What a brilliant idea. Yes, please. I’ll help in any way possible. We need someone who actually cares about the town and isn’t in bed with the Halsteads.”
“You really think it’s a good idea?” Lacey asked.
“I do,” Grant and Elle both said at the same time, then laughed. 
“Yes, it’s a really good idea,” Elle said. “You’re mature but not too old to handle the position – and that maturity means you’ll be more calm and level headed when it comes to making decisions. You have experience running a major business organization and understand what businesses as well as locals need from their local government – and what they don’t.”
“She’s almost as convincing as you,” Lacey said to Grant. “I know you can sweet talk anyone into about anything, but if you all think it’s a good idea, then maybe I’ll do it.”
“I sent you the link with all of the paperwork you needed to fill out, and I’ve already attached the account information so you can get started,” Grant said. “You know I wouldn’t have suggested this if it wasn’t a good idea, Ma. Let’s face it, you need something besides church socials and library functions to keep you happy.”
“You are right about that. I was getting bored,” Lacey said with a smile. “Okay, I’ll take care of the paperwork in the morning while you finish up Chase’s unloading. Goodnight, you two.”
Grant walked Ellery to her door and watched as she unlocked it and stepped inside.
“Do you want to come in?” Ellery asked.
“I should probably go check on Ma’s place and get some work done,” Grant said. He stared at her gray eyes and the long braid of black silk that draped over a shoulder – and those lips he wanted to taste once more.
“That’s not what I asked,” Elle said. “I asked if you wanted to come in. Because I want you to come in. I want you, Grant. In my home, in my bed, in my arms. Stay with me tonight.”
The first words that came to mind were ‘are you sure?’ but he was smart enough to not speak them out loud. Instead, he stepped inside and pulled her into his arms, head tipped to kiss her lips. When they finally paused for breath, he smiled. “I’d love to stay with you, but I want to do this right, Ellery.”
“I could’ve lost you today,” Ellery whispered. “I crawled out through the window and ran for my gear, then saw Myke come back up with her own gear on. We met up and decided to try and get two angles on the main room when you called out that you needed help.” She reached up and her fingertips brushed the edge of the bandage on his head. “I saw you, bloody and victorious, and I wanted to kiss you right then. It was at that moment that I realized I’d been keeping a distance between us because of my own fears.”
Grant shut the door and set the locks, then led her over to her sofa. “What fears, Elle? Tell me.”
“Austin Mackenzie. We had agreed to get married, he was just waiting on the custom ring to be finished. His parents called me their daughter, my parents called him their son. We wanted to get married on the farm, in the shade of the rhododendron trees and have a big party for all of our friends and family in the barn. I had already planned to go into the academy, but I was waiting until after we got married.” Elle got to her feet and pulled two beers out of the fridge, then handed him one. She took a swallow of hers, then kept talking as she paced. “Byron had been trying to get with me since high school, even though I was a couple of years younger. He never took no for an answer, and when he overheard my mother talking about the wedding plans, he snapped. Austin was home from school for the weekend and he went to pick up some take-out for us while I set up for watching a vid at home. He never made it. Byron and BJ ambushed him behind the restaurant and Byron beat him with a crowbar while BJ kept people from interfering. Someone called emergency services and an ambulance showed up – but no police. Byron was a year or two into being a sheriff’s deputy by then. Charges were filed and dismissed.”
Grant let out a breath and shook his head. “That’s horrific. I’m so sorry you all went through that.”
“When I went to see Austin in the hospital, his parents didn’t want me to go near him. They blamed me for the attack. I left the promise ring he’d given me on the blanket over his chest and never went back.”
“So, you’ve been afraid to be with me because you were worried about the Halsteads coming after me?” Grant asked.
“Pretty much, yeah,” Elle replied. “They took Austin, then they took my family home. They’ve tried to take everything that ever meant anything to me. I came back here to try and stop them, and ended up being buried under the sheer amount of power and pressure they hold over the town.”
“Well, it looks like the work you, Red, Myke, and the team Red’s put together, may have finally broken that hold,” Grant said. “With Bernstrom and Byron in custody and BJ in the morgue, that leaves Billie and her husband – the mayor.” He paused for a moment, then grinned. “I’ve also sent a bunch of files to the Department of the Treasury that Jax and I have pulled together. Seems the Halstead family has a bad record of managing their financials. I mentioned that we’d been investigating a possible corporate buy-out and discovered some discrepancies. Treasury will be taking over the investigation into Halstead Holdings’ financial assets and records.”
“I never liked Billie, but the sheer amount of crap that’s just been dumped on her plate? I don’t envy her having to deal with that at all,” Elle said. “She’s never done anything to me personally, but I’m sure she’s been involved in the shit that’s landed on my side of the fence. I don’t trust her, but I wouldn’t wish this on her, either.”
“You’re too kind. No, seriously, you are. Billie is just as deep in this as her brothers and father. I guarantee it. I’ve had Jax digging into the financials and a few other things. That family is as crooked as a mountain road.”
“You’re helping Red?” Elle asked.
“I am. More like, I’m helping Ma who has been helping Red. She kept running into roadblocks that my resources could get around.”
“I’m glad to hear it. It’s been a long road to get here,” Elle said with a sigh, then dropped back down to the sofa next to Grant. “I was going to seduce you, and here I am, talking your ear off.”
“I told you, I wanted it to be right the first time I take you to bed. I don’t think tonight is the right time. I’ve got a headache that the meds are not quite touching, and we’ve both been through trauma,” Grant said as he put his untouched beer down on the coffee table. “I want you, Ellery Adler, more than words can say. But for tonight, I’d rather take a shower and just hold you in my arms and sleep. I’d like to know you’re safe with me.”
Elle cupped his face in her hands and brushed a soft kiss over his lips. “You’re amazing. You really are. Yes, let’s shower and go to bed and just sleep. Thank you for being so considerate and mature and…well…wonderful.”
“You’re making me blush. I’m going to go next door and get my bag from Chase’s place, then I’d love a shower and a good ten hours of sleep.”
“I’ll put some towels out for you,” Elle replied.
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Chapter twenty-one

Wes sat on the roof of Red’s house and kept watch. It wasn’t like he would get hurt if he fell off, right? So why not? Besides, it made him feel like he was being useful.  
For years he’d wanted to see the Halsteads pay for all of the damage they’d done to his town, but not even in his wildest dreams did he think they’d pay this high a price. 
Junior, dead. 
Bern and Byron in Federal custody. 
Billie abandoned by her husband and about to join her father and brother in prison. 
From what Wes could tell, the only way Jeffrey Morris would keep his ass out of prison would be if he turned states’ evidence against the Halsteads and got a deal. 
What surprised Wes the most? The sheer amount of terror Bern had shown whenever the conversation crept close to any mention of the people that were controlling them. The ones responsible for Junior’s death, and the deaths of those agents. 
Fear made people do a lot of things they otherwise wouldn’t do. Like put up with the antics of the Halstead and Morris clans. 
Drugs in the Appalachians had been a problem for over a hundred years and people would generally shake their heads or look the other way when it came to that particular problem. Hell, before it was drugs, it was illegal booze. Moonshine was born in these hills. So many mountain towns were full of people living off of the basic income that finding any way to make a little more money to support one’s family was considered personal business. 
Sure, some would make a lot of money with drugs, and those people generally had connections in law enforcement or government – like the Halstead and Morris families. Two generations of Halsteads and three generations of Morris’ had solidified their position and pushed people into being afraid enough to just keep looking the other way. When people tried to push back, they ended up dead, like Lee Foster and Alex Layton. 
Wes wished he’d known all of this before he’d been killed. He might’ve been able to make some kind of difference. 
Or not.
Who was he trying to kid? He had no balls for going up against people like Bernstrom Halstead. He was a tech nerd from beginning to end. You want to talk about fear? Wes understood fear. He had avoided people to the point where some questioned if he even still lived in the area. 
The thought of that level of fear from someone like Bernstrom Halstead had him concerned, though. Who would be in a position to make a man like that so very afraid? 
It also had him concerned because he knew the SUV that drove off after he was killed had government plates. That meant someone in official channels was likely involved. Vehicles with government plates weren’t easily stolen. Someone higher up was in on all of this.
Someone Red hadn’t found yet. 
That meant his friends were still very much at risk, even with the arrests made so far.  That’s why he sat on the roof and kept watch. Not like he could do anything to help if someone did show up, but he could at least bear witness.
It wasn’t much, but it was something.
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Chapter twenty-two

A rainstorm had passed through in the night, and the air through the open windows smelled fresh and clean. Elle felt the warmth of Grant tucked against her back, one of his arms wrapped around her waist. She really needed to get up to pee, so as much as she wanted to stay put, she slid out from under that arm and made her way into the bathroom. Once finished, she tapped the panel to set the shower to 39C and peeled off her sleep shorts and tank top. The hot spray soothed and invigorated as she washed her hair, then stood with the spray on her face for a moment.  
That’s how Grant found her, face tipped up to the water, body gleaming in the morning light. He dropped his sleep shorts and joined her. He slid a hand under the soap dispenser, then rubbed them together before he began to stroke her skin from her shoulders to her hips. 
Elle turned and placed her hands on his chest, then reached up for a kiss. Soon they were exploring each other with hands and mouths. Elle had never known soap and water could be so erotic as he slid his hands under her backside and lifted her against the wall. She wound her arms around his neck as he slid into her and they both gasped, eyes locked. Then he started to move. 
Every inch of her yearned for his touch as the water pulsed and pounded against tile and flesh. Her hands tangled in his hair as his hands triggered needs and sensations, only to find – and own – her every need. 
Her heart beat against his chest where they pressed tightly together, and Grant knew this woman had the power to destroy him. He could swear he heard the lead snap on his control, and he drove into her. Trapping her against the tiles, her cries echoed around them. Drops of water shimmered on skin as steam rose to blur them into one desperate form before that last mad rush sent them over the edge. 
She rested her head against his chest until he lifted her chin to press a kiss to her lips. She smiled and he felt his world steady on its axis. 
“Shower sex is better than I’d imagined,” Elle said. 
“That was a first for you?” Grant asked, surprised.
“Never had a shower large enough before,” Elle replied as they finished washing up and turned off the water. 
Gentle now, almost reverent, he wrapped her in a towel before he took one for himself. “I’m not a chef, but I can manage eggs and toast if you have the supplies.”
“I have waffles your mom made the other day and froze for me. We can toast those, and I have fruit?” 
“That works. As long as there’s coffee.”
“I couldn’t function without coffee,” Elle replied. “No worries there. Let’s get going because I want to finish up Chase’s stuff before your mom decides she’s going to come help again.”
They dressed and got the food prepared before they sat at her table and started to eat. They both checked their messages and Grant put down his coffee to scroll through one message in particular. 
“Elle, was there a track spur near your parent’s farm when you lived there?”
“A track spur? You mean for a train? No. The tracks are about half a mile away. There are some really old two-rail tracks that ran a little closer, but most of that had been pulled up and turned into a bike-hike trail before my mother was born. Why?”
“I was reading a report that said there’s a maglev spur that runs within a hundred yards or so of the barn. I was wondering how long it had been there. I can get Jax to check it out,” Grant said.
“That wasn’t there when we owned the property – but my family hasn’t owned that property in about twelve years now.” Elle took a swallow of her coffee, then frowned. “Why would someone do that?”
Grant finished his waffles and picked up a berry. “Easy transport of goods. Pull the cargo cars onto the spur, load them up, then head off and unload elsewhere.”
“Drugs,” Elle said. “That’s where Halstead and his crew were processing and packaging the drugs.”
“That’s what Red found when he was out there,” Grant said. “A whole manufacturing process set up in the barn, with the office part in the house. They even grew some of the organics on the farm itself.”
“I can’t believe they’d use my family home for that kind of crap. Wait, yeah, I can believe it. Fucking Halsteads are something else.”
“Well, now that the feds have discovered what was going on there, they’re processing and cleaning up everything. It’ll take them a couple of weeks at least. Then you can go take a look if you want. Can’t go there now, but soon.”
“I want to see it. I want my family’s land back. I don’t know if I have enough to buy it yet, but I’ve been saving for a while. I can at least put in a good bid.”
Grant leaned over and took one of her hands in his. “Let me help you with this. I want you to have it back, too. I know you probably want to do it yourself, but there will be plenty of work to do once you do get it back.” He could see the indecision on her face. “Think about it, but once the feds release it, it’ll go up for auction unless you put in a bid for restitution. You may need to move quickly, and I have the resources to help. Let me know what you decide.”
“I appreciate the offer, I do. But you’re right. I’ve wanted to do this myself, to show my parents I didn’t abandon the family or my birthright.” Elle got to her feet, mug of coffee cradled in her hands as she paced. “I’m also not so proud as to turn down help if it means getting it back before someone else claims it. I’ll just pay you instead of a bank.”
“Whatever you decide, I’ve got Jax keeping an eye on things and the minute we have an opening, we can jump on it,” Grant said.
“Okay, just do what you do, and we can work out a payment plan or something afterwards. As long as I don’t lose it to some stranger,” Elle said. 
Grant reached out and pulled her to him. 
She sat in his lap and put her cup down so she could run her fingers through his hair. “You’re so good to me. I’m almost afraid to believe this is real.”
“Oh, Ellery, this is very real. I had wanted you to see me as a friend before we took things to this level, but I’m not about to keep saying no, either,” Grant replied.
“I do see you as a friend, and something more. I’m still afraid to let too many people know about this thing between us, or to be too public with it, but I’m happy.”
“The Halsteads can’t hurt you now, Elle,” Grant said.
“They’re not convicted and locked up yet,” Elle replied. “There’s still a chance they could get free. I can’t go through what happened to Austin, again. Not with you. I think it’d break me in ways that would never heal.”
“I’m not some college kid with no training,” Grant reminded her. “I’m a grown man, capable of taking care of myself and those around me. Granted, that doesn’t make me invincible, but it does make me less of a target.”
“I understand that,” Elle said with a smile. “I saw that in action last night. However, my trauma and fears are not logical. It’s taken me time and a good therapist to get past a lot of it, but I could never truly put it aside because Byron wouldn’t let me.”
“Would you think less of me if I told you that I had a moment there where I was holding that weapon on him, where I really, really wanted to fire?”
“No, because I almost wanted him to try something, too. But that’s not who we are,” Elle said and curled against him as his arms wound around her. “We’re better than that.”
“Yes, yes, we are,” Grant agreed.
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Chapter twenty-three

Red was gone for two days before he finally landed the heli and made his way into his home. He was both exhausted and exhilarated at having Byron and Bernstrom hopefully locked down at last. All he wanted right now was a shower and his own bed. Hotel beds never felt right, and the showers never quite got hot enough.  
He stumbled towards his bedroom and dropped his bag, then toed off his shoes. Something smelled really good, and his stomach growled, but he needed a shower and sleep first. Red made it into the shower and leaned against the wall as the water pounded him with heat and massage. 
“If you’re not careful, you’ll fall asleep in there,” Lacey said with a smile as she held a glass of juice out to him. “Here, drink this. I’ve got more and a breakfast sandwich for you when you get out.”
“A goddess among women,” Red said as he leaned out of the shower to kiss her, then drained the juice and handed the glass back. “I’ll be out in a moment. I just really needed a shower before I did anything.”
“No worries, love. Finish up and I’ve got you,” Lacey replied.
Showered and with the blood sugar boost from the juice, Red felt a little more human. He toweled off and pulled on his favorite sleep shorts, then went into his room. The bed was freshly made and turned down, and Lacey sat at his little study table with a breakfast biscuit and another glass of juice for him. 
“I know you prefer coffee, but you need sleep, and the caffeine won’t help. Just eat and rest. We can get caught up after you’ve slept.”
Red leaned in to kiss her, then sat on the edge of the bed and took a bite of the biscuit. Egg, sausage, and cheese were done just right, and he finished it in about four bites. “Everyone is still good, yeah?”
“Yeah. Everyone is fine,” Lacey replied.
“That’s what I needed to know,” Red said as he finished the juice, then slid under the covers and lay back with a sigh. “Gods, this feels so good. Thank you, love.”
Lacey pulled the covers up and kissed him again. “Sleep.” 
Red rolled over and did just that. 
Lacey watched him drop off almost immediately and sighed. He’d been too tired to fly, but he’d done it anyway. She’d chide him for that later. For now, she took the dishes with her and closed the door to the room. 
[image: image-placeholder]Red woke nearly ten hours later. He stretched and groaned, then got up and pulled on sweatpants and a t-shirt. When he stepped out into the main living area, he found Lacey at the dining room table, surrounded by books and notes, her laptop in front of her. 
“What’s all this?” Red asked.
“Oh, hey,” Lacey said as she got to her feet. “Hungry?”
“Yeah, but I need coffee first,” Red replied and followed her into the kitchen. It was late morning, and the smell of bacon was still present. “Is that bacon I smell?”
“It is. Pancakes, bacon, and fruit. I cooked the bacon earlier so all I had to do was make the pancakes for you.”
“You never answered my question,” Red said with a grin. “Did Grant get you to agree to run?”
“He did. I was going to wait and discuss it with you, but he told me you had thought it a fantastic idea, so I went ahead and dove right on in. Speaking of running, Mayor Morris sent over a package for you. It’s on your console,” Lacey replied. “Why don’t you take your coffee over there and I’ll get the food together?”
Red gave her a kiss, took the mug from her, and went to see what the mayor had to say. The package held a data stick and a note that said Let’s talk soon. I’d like to avoid prison if possible – Jeffrey Morris.
He slid the data stick into a slot on his console and scanned it before he uploaded the data. As he paged through the information, his mouth dropped open. “Lacey, when did this package come in?”
“A few hours ago,” Lacey replied. “I messaged you that there was a package here, but then you were flying home a couple of hours later, so you said to leave it.”
“Right, I guess I forgot. I need to make a call, then I can eat while I go through this. I’ll need to send a lot of this right to the District Attorney so she can lock down the case against the Halsteads – and I’ll need to send someone to pick up Billie Morris, and put Jeffrey Morris in protective custody.”
“What is on that data stick?” Lacey asked. 
“Documentation of everything. The Halsteads thought they had Morris under their control, but he was keeping files on all of it. There are even recordings of conversations with transcripts where they’re all discussing drug shipments…this is going to put them away forever. There’s no need for a trial when there is this much evidence.”
“But they’ll have one anyway. I can’t see Bernstrom avoiding the chance to grandstand,” Lacey said.
“Oh, you’re right, but there’s nothing they can do to get out of it now,” Red said and got to work. 
Lacey kissed his cheek, put the plate of food next to him, and went back to her own work. She really needed to get up to speed fast if Morris would be out of office sooner rather than later. The deputy mayor, a mostly useless little man named Edgar Hollis, would end up running things – or trying to – until they had a special election. Then it’d be Lacey’s turn. Or so she hoped. 
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“Until a new sheriff and assistant sheriff are appointed by the county, the other two lieutenants and I will be running the department together. That means we’ll need to rely on our sergeants more than ever before,” Redbird said. “Are you going to be able to step up, Sergeant Adler?”
“Yes, Lieutenant,” Ellery replied. 
“I’m sure it’ll be much easier to be at work now that Bubba – I mean Byron -  isn’t here,” Redbird added after a pause. “I know it’s going to be a lot easier for me.”
Elle blinked, then slowly smiled as she saw the expression on the lieutenant’s face. “He was pretty horrific, wasn’t he?”
“It was worse for you, I know – and I’m so sorry I couldn’t do more to keep him away from you.”
“I appreciate the sentiment, sir, but it’s not your job to keep your bosses from perving on your staff. They shouldn’t be doing that in the first place.”
“True, but we all have to work with what we’re given, right?” Redbird said. “Anyway, stay safe and keep doing the fantastic work you and your team have been doing all along and we’re good. Dismissed, Sergeant.”
Ellery got to her feet and saluted Lieutenant Redbird, then smiled. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your candor.”
“Come talk to me anytime, Sergeant Adler. We should get a beer after work at some point and share stories. I’m sure we’ve both got a few.”
“I’d like that, LT,” Ellery said, then turned and left the office. She was smiling brightly until one of her team caught her outside of their bullpen. 
“Sarge, we caught one and I think we need to bring SAIC Jefferson in on this,” Detective Erin Brown said as she handed Ellery a tablet. 
“Who’s on site?” Elle asked. 
“Reynolds and Redding. They’ve called for a bus and the coroner,” the detective said.
“I’ll handle it. Thank you, Detective,” Elle said as she stepped into her office and grabbed her own tablet. She sent Red and Myke a message, then headed out the door. 
The hits just kept on coming.
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Chapter twenty-four

Billie had had a couple of days of waiting and wondering, worrying and raging at the injustices of life. One thing no one had ever accused Billie of was being patient.  
So, about the time Red was digging through the information on the data stick from her husband, Billie was driving over to the mayor’s office and preparing to have a serious discussion with the supposedly honorable Jeffrey Morris. She’d dressed in her favorite pink silk suit with the blush blouse and matching heels, the pink diamond ear drops and pendant, and the gold and pink bracelets that matched. In her designer purse, she even had her pink Orion Laser pulse weapon with battery backup and leatherette grips. 
If Jeffrey didn’t want to have the kind of conversation she wanted to have, then she’d make sure he listened. 
One way or the other.

Jeffrey had spent the morning in his office where he had drafted up a statement apologizing for his part in the corruption in Lakeridge and fully endorsing Lacey Davenport Foster as his successor. Not like they’d argue that – she was the only other candidate. 
Red Jefferson had sent him a message that there were two agents on their way to pick him up and take him to a safe house. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but if it was part of the process to keep his ass out of jail, he was fine with it. For now. 
He’d sent his aide, Kevin, to the cottage after he’d received Red’s message. He’d asked him to pack up the few things Jeffrey had unpacked, and to take the food out of the fridge for himself. Kevin would bring the suitcases back to the office and Jeffrey wouldn’t have to inconvenience the agents any further by stopping to get his stuff. Without Kevin to act as gatekeeper, Jeffrey was surprised when the door flew open with enough force to bang off of the wall – and his wife walked in.
One look at her face and Jeffrey decided to try a delaying tactic. “Hello, Billie. I’m rather busy, so perhaps you’d like to make an appointment?”
“No, I wouldn’t like to make an appointment,” Billie snapped. “We’re going to have a discussion, you and me. Then you’re coming home with me, and we’ll go right back to the way things were.” She took a seat in one of the two leather chairs that faced his desk and rested her bag on her lap.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Jeffrey replied. “I mean, half of your family is in prison, the other half is dead.”
“How do you figure on those numbers?” Billie said. “Two in prison, two dead, and two of us still here.”
“I’m not your family, Billie. Let’s be honest – I never was. I was just a tool you and your daddy used to get things done the way you all wanted them done.”
“You’re my husband,” Billie said. “That makes you family.”
“No, that makes me an idiot,” Jeffrey replied with a sigh. “I married you because my father and yours decided we’d get married. You were beautiful and sweet to me, and I didn’t have anyone else I’d been seeing, so I figured, why not?”
Billie preened as she heard him say she was beautiful. 
“Then I got to know you, and I realized that beauty was just on the outside. You’re as rotten and evil as the rest of your family, and I wouldn’t be surprised to find out your father killed your mother because she was a good person and wouldn’t have tolerated the crap that’s gone on.”
It took her a moment to process the words he’d spoken. Billie slid her hand into her bag and pulled out her weapon and pointed it at him. 
“Take it back. Take it all back,” Billie said, her voice rising as the fury grew.
“Billie, put that away before you hurt yourself,” Jeffrey said. 
She got to her feet, her bag left in her seat as she held the weapon pointed at her husband. “Tell me you love me and you’re sorry. Now.”
“Billie…,” Jeffrey started to say, and she shifted her hand and fired at the framed portrait of his father on the wall. Glass shattered and smoke curled up from where the laser had burned a hole through the canvas.
“I said, tell me you love me and you’re sorry.” Billie spoke through gritted teeth. “You need to apologize so we can go home and fix everything.”
“There is no fixing everything, Billie. Don’t you see? It’s over. All of it. I’m sorry you’re having such a hard time understanding this,” Jeffrey said. 
“You have to come home and fix this. I can’t be First Lady at the White House if you don’t FIX THIS!” 
The last two words were screamed in Jeffrey’s direction, just as the two FBIS agents, Sherman and Winslow, ran in through the open door, weapons drawn. He watched everything happen in what felt like slow motion, but it was all over in seconds. 
Billie whirled, weapon drawn, and fired at the agents. Sherman went down and Winslow ducked back out the door and yelled for Billie to drop her weapon. She turned then and fired at Jeffrey, but he’d dropped down behind his desk, so he didn’t see the blast that killed her. He did see the agent on the floor lift his weapon and fire, then he heard a cry and a thud. 
By the time Jeffrey stood up, hands held high, Billie Halstead Morris was dead. 
He wasn’t sure why, but the relief he’d expected to feel wasn’t there. He just felt sorry for her. 
[image: image-placeholder]An ambulance took Agent Sherman to the hospital while Agent Winslow secured the scene and spoke with the detectives that showed up shortly afterwards. The county coroner slid Billie into a body bag and wheeled her out of his office while Jeffrey sat and stared out of the window, not really seeing the view beyond. 
It wasn’t until Ellery rested a hand on Jeffrey’s shoulder that he startled and turned to look at her.
“Sergeant Adler, I’m sorry. What did you say?” Jeffrey asked.
“Are you okay? Do you need to see a medic?”
“I’m not hurt, I’m fine. I’ve already spoken to the agent, but if you need me to answer questions?”
“No, we’ll share our reports. You can go whenever they’re ready for you,” Elle said and went to greet Red as he gestured from the doorway for her to join him.
“Looks like everything is under control,” Red said. “Sherman is going to be fine, he had the wind knocked out of him, but his body armor took the shot. We still make them get checked out because sometimes the bruising causes complications.”
“I’m glad he’ll be okay. I think I’m just a little stunned at how fast this is all unraveling, after so many years of feeling like we were perpetually stuck,” Elle said.
“It’s like dominoes. You knock one down and the rest start to fall,” Red said. 
Jeffrey approached with Agent Winslow and paused near Red and Elle. “Sorry for eavesdropping, but something else to consider – the dominoes are all falling, but there will be a power vacuum and you’ll have to move fast to fill it or more of the same will jump in. The Corporation won’t wait, either. I guarantee they’re already sending people to Lakeridge to keep the drugs flowing.”
“They’re going to have a hard time with that since the farm is a crime scene and everything there is in the process of being catalogued and confiscated. All of the drugs and records are already gone,” Red said.
“They had no problem with putting in a train spur to help with distribution. There are plenty of places in the county that would work just as well. My point is, get people you trust into the empty spots, or you’ll be fighting the same fight all over again,” Jeffrey said.
“Good advice,” Ellery replied. “Good luck, Mayor Morris.”
“I’ll be talking to you soon,” Red said to Jeffrey. “Thank you for the information. Agent Winslow will make sure you’re taken somewhere safe.”
Detective Reynolds brought a sheet of paper slid into a plastic evidence sleeve over to Ellery. “Sarge, I thought you might want to see this.”
Elle took it, read it, then grinned as she handed it to Red. “I think you might want to read this, too.”
Red took the sheet, then chuckled as he read the endorsement. “Good job, Morris. Good job.” He handed it to one of the ERT techs and told them to make sure a copy of that was sent to his data link. 
“Miss Lacey already filed the paperwork, yes?” Elle whispered to Red.
“She did. The deputy mayor will step up for now, but they’ll run a special election in a month and unless someone else throws their hat in the ring, it’ll be her job,” Red replied.
Elle waited until the space around them cleared, then stepped close to Red to whisper to him. “What is this Corporation he was talking about? Is it a particular business?”
Red shook his head. “No, The Corporation is to the drug business what cartels used to be. When it became more of a business model than just passing supply through various people until street runners could distribute it, there were gangs and cartels that disappeared – and others that became more like a corporate hierarchy than anything else. The one that is the largest in the world, with branches in every habitable planet, space station, country, state – and most counties – is simply called The Corporation. They’re massive and connected to politics, finance – pretty much anything you can think of.”
“A few things are starting to make more sense to me. Conversations I’d overheard, and so on. Let’s talk more later?” Elle asked Red.
“Definitely,” Red replied. “I’ll swing by later tonight. Stay safe out there.”
“You, too,” Elle replied as they both went back to work. 
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Chapter twenty-five

Grant and his mother were seated together on the back porch of his mother’s house, a pot of coffee and a plate of her infamous chocolate chunk cookies between them. They’d not spent much time together over the past week, so it was nice to just  be together. 
“Grant,” Lacey said after a sip of coffee. “What are your plans now? I know you said you’d be staying in Lakeridge for a few months to help with the mess in town, but now that the Halsteads are either locked up or, bless their souls, dead – the risk to me is gone.”
“I’m still staying in Lakeridge,” Grant said, then turned to look at his mother. “I am going do my best to partner with Ellery Adler. I’ve already taken steps to buy the Adler farm when the FBIS releases it. I spoke to her about it before I did it, so she wouldn’t think I was trying for a power grab or anything. She’s been saving up to try and buy it, but on a cop’s salary?” He shook his head. “I told her I’d take care of it, and she could pay me back if she felt so inclined. Of course, I don’t plan on taking her money. I plan on helping her fix the place back up and, hopefully, living there with her.”
“I like that you’re not making assumptions that she’ll just welcome you in,” Lacey said. “That means I’ve managed to teach you something about women.” She chuckled and reached out to pat his arm. “I’m proud of you, Grant. Ellery is a beautiful woman, inside and out. Like you, she has let fear keep her from fully living her life. If you can both learn how to connect in healthy ways with each other, then I can only see this being a good thing for you both.”
“I couldn’t keep Alex safe, or Pa – I felt if I were around you, I’d put you at risk, too. That by being close to people, I made them unsafe,” Grant said as he stared into the depths of his mug. “I know it’s not logical, but that’s where I was. Finding out that Alex was FBIS and that he was killed as part of the case has taken a lot of that burden off of my shoulders.”
“Knowing that there was absolutely nothing you could have done to keep Bernstrom Halstead from shooting your father is also something you should understand. I had suspected it was one of them, but until Red confirmed that it was Bern, I always wondered,” Lacey said. “I also know this, Grant. Your Pa would be so very proud of you. Your business acumen and your skill with people is amazing and he would’ve loved everything you’ve done to make Foster Consolidated grow the way you have.”
“I like to think that,” Grant said. “I always thought Pa would criticize some of my choices. But hearing you say he’d be proud? That means a lot. Thanks, Ma.” He sipped his coffee and leaned back. “So, what are your plans with you and Red?”
“To just continue as we are for now,” Lacey said. “He has his work, and soon I’ll have mine. We’re both old enough to know what we want out of life, and we enjoy each other’s company. We’re friends first, and neither one of us has any interest in marriage or legal contracts.” She reached over and topped off their mugs with hot coffee. “Besides, I love this house and I know Red loves his house. Neither one of us is willing to give up our individual space right now. We just share it with each other from time to time.”
“Are you excited about being mayor?” Grant asked. He reached for another cookie and took a bite. He chewed and swallowed before he spoke. “I think you’ll make an excellent mayor, by the way. I wasn’t just saying that before to convince you to run, I meant it. Your organizational skills and your understanding of business and what people need – and how to get it for them? Those are skills I’ve tried to emulate with some success. Dad may have been the one that came up with the business idea, but you were the one that made it happen. He was the boots on the ground for the truckers and the vehicles, but you were the one that made it all work.”
“We were a team,” Lacey said with a smile. “His strengths and mine together? They’re what made Foster Consolidated work. Just like when you were first handed the reins of the company. You and I worked together.”
“Now I spend a few hours a week, handling those things that only I can handle, and the rest is managed by the team I’ve built over the past decade. I worked my ass off for the Ascension merger, but now I can breathe a little. It’s time for me to figure out what my life is outside of work, y’know?”
“That’s smart,” Lacey said. “When your father was killed, I worked and grieved. I didn’t know what to do with my life for the longest time. You were still in New York at Columbia, and I had just started to get used to you not being home when suddenly Lee was gone, too. I poured everything into work and didn’t leave any time to really feel the loss. Until I had to.”
Grant reached out and took her hand. “I have to say, that call from Marcy, telling me you were in the hospital? That scared the crap out of me.”
“Waking up in the hospital and finding you at my bedside, that was my wakeup call,” Lacey said as she squeezed his fingers. “I couldn’t leave you so soon after losing your father. It wasn’t fair to you, and it wasn’t fair to me.”
“I want to have the kind of partnership with Ellery that you had with Pa. I hope we can both find our way to that,” Grant said.
“Patience, understanding, friendship, and love. That’s what we started with. Respect happened, as well as admiration for what the other person had accomplished and learned as they grew. You won’t be the same people ten years from now that you are when you start. Make sure you have your expectations firmly grounded in reality.”
“Thank you, Ma.”
“You’ve both had good examples of partnerships as you were growing up. Her parents, Saoirse and Hawk? They’re good, strong people. I think you’ll like them.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the clouds drift across the mountains in the distance. “This view gives me peace,” Lacey said. “Thank you for helping me make a home that does that for me.”
“You deserve everything and more, Ma. I’m glad I could do this with you,” Grant said. “Now, I want to tell you something I’ve learned, but I need to talk to Ellery about it before you can share this with anyone, okay?”
“I’ll keep it between us until you tell me you’ve told her,” Lacey said.
Grant put down his cup and folded his hands together as he leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “The Adler farm got stolen out from under them because the old mayor, Jonas Morris, forged tax documents that made it look like the Adlers had never paid their tax bill to the county. He used that to foreclose on the property for back taxes that totaled nearly two million.”
“Good gods,” Lacey breathed. “What a fucker. They owned that land outright, didn’t they?” 
Grant nodded. “They did. Hawk’s great-whatever-grandfather bought the land when he came back from the war in Iraq. He paid it off before he died, and it had been in the family ever since. Thing is, Jax and I found the records of the tax payments made by Hawk and Saoirse. I’m hoping that I can present those to the FBIS and have them just turn the land back over to the Adlers. Then they can give it to Ellery, or come back here themselves, or whatever they, as a family, decide. If I can’t get it returned as stolen property, then I’ll buy it back.”
“Sounds to me like you’ve got a plan, Grant,” Lacey said. “It also sounds like you’re doing a good job of making sure this is about Ellery and her needs as much as it is about your own. I’m proud of you for that.”
“And I’m proud of you, Ma, for stepping up and doing what our community needs. Don’t worry about the cost of your campaign, if there even is a campaign. I’ve got you covered. They only allow up to a million for the expenditures anyway.”
“Did you know that there used to be no limits?” Lacey said with a shake of her head. “The richer you were, the more likely you would be to be able to buy your seat instead of letting the voters actually choose.”
“Wasn’t that before the country almost fell? When the states broke out into wars with each other and stuff?”
“Yes. The chaos and the near fall of democracy as a whole, until the Peace Accords of the 2020’s were ratified in 2028 and 2029. It was a near thing, to hear your grandparents talk about it. I was a small child then and don’t remember it.”
“I remember studying it in school. We watched vids of some of the battles and riots. It was crazy. I’m glad things were changed enough to make sure each person has the right and access to vote, and that each vote is counted.”
“I agree. Okay, I need to get some rest. I’ve got a busy day tomorrow,” Lacey said. “I’m going to take a hot bath, watch a vid, and go to sleep early.”
“Good night, Ma. I’m going to go holo-chat with Chase and maybe go talk to Ellery if she’s not on call tonight. Love you.”
“Love you, too, son.”
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Chapter twenty-six

With the holo-chat, it looked like Chase was seated across the table from him. Grant had a bottle of water and Chase had a beer.  
“You look tired, man,” Grant said. “Do you need me to come out and help you or something?”
“If I thought you could help with this, I’d ask, but everything’s handled as much as it can be. See, there’s this woman…,” Chase started, and Grant choked on his mouthful of water as he started to laugh.
“Nothing good ever starts with, ‘see, there’s this woman’ my friend. You need to just get your ass home,” Grant said.
“Two more days,” Chase said. “Then I’m loading up my truck and headed your way. I already got hired on by the sheriff’s department as a Lieutenant. At least the county department is small enough that I’ll still get to work cases, even if I have more paperwork than before.”
“Good to hear. Ma filed at the beginning of the week, and with Hollis as acting mayor, she should be an easy win for the seat. No one likes Hollis and they all think he was in Halstead’s pocket, so he won’t get to stay in office. Mayor Ma sounds pretty good to me,” Grant said with a grin.
“Your ma is gonna kick ass as mayor. She’s one of the smartest people I know.” Chase tapped the synthetic bottle against the arm of his chair, then looked up at Grant. “I’m a bit worried about taking on the sheriff’s job. I’m telling this to you, not Red, because I don’t want to let him down.”
Grant leaned forward, arms on the table. “What’s got you worried?”
“I talked to my pops about The Corporation, and he told me they’re like every gang, cartel, and mafia group rolled into one. They were already an issue when Pops was a rookie cop. I’m going to be starting off with one foot in quicksand and the other on ice when it comes to this.”
“You’re not stepping into this alone, my friend. I’ll be here, as well as Red, Myke, Ellery, – hell, Logan and Zach are also planning on coming back to town. You’ll have your people around you, and from what Elle has told me, you’ve got some damned fine cops in that department who are looking forward to working with someone who isn’t out to fuck them over.” 
“You’re really staying?” Chase asked.
“I’m really staying. At first it was for Ma, then because I needed to be here for my friends. Now, I’m doing it for me and for Ellery. I want her to be my partner.”
“That’s fantastic, brother. Truly.” Chase looked away from him for a moment, then sat up straight and gave Grant a nod. “Fuck this. I’m wrapping it up tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow. Let Red know for me?”
“I will. And I’ll be there to help if you need it. Ma’s already stocked your freezer, so she’ll probably have me bring some fridge stuff over when I tell her you’re incoming.”
“Tell her I appreciate it. Okay, I’m going to get at it and finish things here.” Chase smiled then, and Grant saw a hint of his old friend. “I need this change. Thank you, Grant.”
“Thank you, my brother. Safe travels,” Grant replied. The call was ended, and he sat there for a moment, thinking about what Chase had said – and what he had not. 
“Well, I guess we’ll find out what’s really going on when he’s here tomorrow,” Grant muttered to himself. He got up and went to pack a bag. He would either stay with Ellery, or crash at Chase’s place. No point in coming back here and heading over again in the morning. 
When Grant pulled up at Ellery’s, he knocked on her door and smiled when she opened it. “Hey you.”
“Hey yourself. Did I forget you were coming over?” Elle asked.
“No, I just invited myself,” Grant said, then laughed at the look on her face. “I really wanted to see you, and I had to bring some supplies over to Chase’s place from Ma, so I figured I’d knock on your door first. Is it okay if I stay with you? Or should I bunk at Chase’s tonight?”
“I’m confused,” Elle said. “Why do you need to stay?”
“I don’t need to stay with you, Ellery. I want to stay with you. Also, Chase will be here late tomorrow morning and I told him I’d be here to help him unload his truck. So I figured I could spend time with you and be here for Chase in the morning. If that’s okay with you. If not? I’ll stay at his place.”
“Oh, okay. I get it now. Sorry, you caught me in the middle of reading through some reports I didn’t get to earlier today and I was a little slow to shift gears. Yes, you can stay here. I’d like that very much. Do you want some help putting the stuff over at Chase’s?”
“No, I’ve got it. I’ll take care of that, then I’ll be back,” Grant said and leaned in to brush a kiss to her lips. “I even brought peaches and cream ice cream.”
“My favorite,” Elle said with a smile. “Yeah, I think I’ll keep you.”
Grant handed her the bag with the ice cream, then went back to the truck to get the box out of the back to take over to Chase’s place. Soon he was back at Ellery’s door, overnight bag in hand. 
“Come on in,” Elle called out when he tapped once more. 
He set his bag down by the door, stepped out of his shoes and joined Elle on the sofa. She handed him a bowl of ice cream and a spoon, then tucked her feet up and smiled at him. 
“This is a much better way to spend the evening than reading reports and wondering how someone who lives in Lakeridge has trouble spelling the name of the town. Repeatedly. In every freakin’ report,” Elle said with a sigh. She scooped up a big spoonful of ice cream and stuck it in her mouth, then closed her eyes in pure pleasure. 
Grant just stared at her, his own spoonful of ice cream forgotten as he felt every inch of his body heat up just from watching her enjoy that mouthful of frozen cream and fruit. 
“You’re melting,” Elle said as she watched the treat drip from his spoon.
“Huh? Oh,” Grant said and stuck the spoonful into his mouth. He swallowed then said, “I need to tell you about some information I’ve found, with Jax’s help. I want you to know what’s going on with the farm and everything.”
“Okay,” Elle said and bit her lip. “Is it bad?”
“It was bad. It’s not bad now. In fact, it may end up being really good, but I’m not sure how the feds will handle it. Anyway,” he said and proceeded to explain to her what they’d learned about the tax payments and the forged documentation. 
“You mean, you might be able to get the feds to just…give the land back to my parents?”
“Possibly. Because it was stolen, and we have the proof it was stolen, it should fall under the return of stolen goods laws and be given back to them. But the feds might think it’s been too much time since it was taken. I don’t know. Jax seems to think that the time is irrelevant since there was one case of a stolen pendant that was returned over a century later under the same laws.”
“That would be amazing,” Elle said. “I never even considered coming at it from that direction.”
“You’ve got your strengths and I’ve got mine. We help each other out,” Grant said. “That’s how a good partnership works.” 
Elle paused, spoon mid-scoop, and blinked at him. “Partners?”
“I’d like to be your partner, Ellery Adler. We can work towards that together, if you want. I don’t want to rush you or pressure you. I’ve only been back in Lakeridge a couple of weeks and my whole life has changed. We can take our time.”
She shifted to her knees and leaned forward to brush a kiss against his lips. “That sounds like something I’d like to work towards as well.”
Grant grinned and licked his lips. “Peachy.”
Elle rolled her eyes and laughed, then sat back down, tucked closer to him now. “Does this mean we’re going steady?” She batted her lashes at him, and they both laughed.
“It can mean whatever we want it to mean,” Grant said. “We have all of the time in the world now.”
The ice cream was forgotten as Ellery slid into his lap and kissed him. “I’ve wanted to do this all day,” she whispered as she kissed him again. “Every time I thought of you, I wanted to be in your arms.”
“Then your wish is my command,” Grant replied and pulled her down, so they lay side by side on the sofa. 
The ice cream was completely melted by the time they went to bed.
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Chapter twenty-seven

Grant pulled on clean clothes, then headed into the kitchen to get the coffee started while Elle slept in. He poured some into a mug and stepped outside, just in time to see Chase’s truck as it drove across the bridge. As it was barely eight in the morning, he figured Chase must’ve hit the road around three thirty in the morning. He stepped out into the road and pointed to the driveway for Chase’s place, then watched as his friend pulled in and shut off the truck.  
Chase slid out of the driver’s seat and stretched, then reached for Grant’s mug and took a swallow. “Gods, I needed that. I stopped once to use a rest room and get some coffee and water, then kept going. I also didn’t expect to see you for a couple of hours. What gives?”
“I stayed at Ellery’s last night. She lives next door to you. Come on, I’ll help you get your own coffee,” Grant said with a smile and opened Chase’s door. “Welcome home.”
Chase grabbed a couple of bags and brought them with him, then stopped just inside the door. “Wow, this is just mag. And this is all for me?”
“Yep. Ma’s even made sure your fridge was filled and there will be coffee in a minute,” Grant said as he went into the kitchen and stuck a mug under the brewer spout, then hit a button. He listened as Chase wandered through the place, then came back into the main room.
“This is really nice. I was figuring a single-wide or a yurt or something,” Chase teased. “But no, really, I figured a used RV or converted shed – not an actual house. This is nicer than my apartment in Raleigh.”
Grant handed him the mug of coffee and went out onto the screen porch and settled into one of the nice chairs he’d bought for them all. “Look at this. Grown-up patio furniture.”
Chase stepped out into the screen porch and settled into a love seat, then put his feet up on a foot stool and groaned softly. “Okay, you were right. This is much more comfortable than my old camp chairs.”
“Told ya,” Grant said with a smile that faded as he really looked at Chase. “You look exhausted. I’ll get out of your way and let you shower and sleep. Ma even made your bed with some of the linens she found – after she washed them. When you wake up, send me a message and I’ll come help you unload the truck. No one’s going to mess with your stuff here – it’ll be fine until you’re ready to bring it in.”
Chase didn’t say anything for a long moment, then turned to look at Grant. His eyes were suspiciously shiny, but he gave his friend a weak smile and cleared his throat. “I appreciate everything y’all have done, brother. I hadn’t realized how badly I needed to be home. You go ahead, I’m going to take your advice and shower and sleep. I’ll reach out when I resurface.”
Grant got to his feet and reached out to pull Chase to his, then gave him a half-hug before he made his way out of the porch space and around the back towards Elle’s. 
Chase watched him go, then stumbled inside to shower and collapse in his bed. His last coherent thought was that there was something about finally feeling safe. He’d forgotten how that felt. 
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“Morning, lovely,” Grant said. 
“Oh, you’re still here. Good,” Elle replied. “I was confused because I saw your bag, but not you.”
“Chase pulled up while I was outside enjoying the morning. He’s going to shower and sleep, then message me when he’s ready to unload.” Grant paused and shook his head slightly. “He looked like he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in days. Hopefully being here will ease some of that pressure he’s been under.”
“Until he takes on the Chief Sheriff’s position,” Ellery said. “Although, even that job will likely be easier than being a homicide detective in a big city area like the Triangle.”
Grant knew the Triangle was what natives called the metropolis blend of the cities of Raleigh, Durham, Cary, and Chapel Hill. They all spread out and connected to make one massive urban sprawl while still remaining four separate cities. They used to be three or four counties, but when it topped five million people, they made it into one county, named Wake-Durham. 
“I spent a few months in the Triangle off and on over the past few years,” Grant said. “It’s changed a lot since Chase was at Duke for college. I visited him there once when I was on a break from Columbia. I met him there, we hung out for a couple of days, then drove back home together.”
“I’m just not a big city girl,” Ellery said. “Even Asheville can be too much city for me sometimes, and my folks live there.”
“What do they think of it?” Grant asked.
“They like the convenience of having everything close, but I know they miss the farm. They have containers on the balcony where they grow vegetables and flowers. There’s barely room for their two chairs with all of the plants.”
“Then I hope we can get them their farm back,” Grant said.
After breakfast, they each settled in with their laptops and did some work. Grant paused and looked up at Elle as she focused on her screen, fingers flying over the keys. He smiled and went back to his own screen, then stared, his smile fading. 
“Well, shit,” Grant muttered. 
“What’s wrong?” Elle asked.
“I’m forwarding a report Jax sent me, to Red – but you need to see this, too. The train that was on the spur at the farm when the FBIS raided it and arrested Bern? That train was registered to Univy.”
“Univy? Are you serious?” Elle said as she got up and came to read over his shoulder. “So, wait, this means Univy is connected to The Corporation we keep hearing about?”
“I don’t know. This is a bit out of my area of expertise. Wait, Red just replied. He said to send it to Myke because it fit with some other research she’d put together,” Grant said and tapped a few keys to send it to Myke, then pulled the report back up and scrolled through. “Jax got coordinates and image tracking that clearly shows the registration number on the top of the engine and the subsequent codes on the three cars. It’s clearly Univy property. 
“Jax is worried,” Grant said. “They said our systems have repelled attacks the past two days, since they’d put the report together. Jax has our tech teams working on securing everything, but if Jax is worried, then we have reason to worry. They are the most calm, unruffled person I’ve ever met.”
“Tell Jax to get personal protection. Body armor, guardians, things like that,” Elle said. “And we need to talk to Red about beefing up security around here. The Halsteads are one thing, but Univy? That’s a whole different level of shitstorm.”
“On it. You talk to Red, I’m going to make sure Jax, and my teams are safe,” Grant said. “If Univy is coming after Foster Consolidated, they’ve picked the wrong target.”
“I’ll take my call outside,” Elle said. “Give ‘em hell, love.”
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Chapter twenty-eight

Chase didn’t wake up until the sun had started to set. He stirred, confused for a moment as to where he was, then he smiled, stretched, and found his bathroom. He pulled on a pair of jeans, the zipper left undone, and wandered into his kitchen for coffee. Once the magical bean juice was in his hand, he stepped outside his front door and just breathed in the pine-scented air.  
“You might want to zip those up,” he heard a laughing female voice say. “You never know what a hungry Blue Jay might do with a worm in easy view.”
He turned to see a beautiful woman with a braid of black silk over her shoulder and chuckled. His mug landed on the hood of his truck, and he fixed his jeans before he reclaimed the mug. “My apologies, Sergeant. I’m still not fully awake.”
“I normally wouldn’t mind, but Myke is on her way over and you really don’t need the earful she’d give you for flashing the neighborhood,” Elle said. “And you can call me Elle when we’re not at work. Nice to finally met you, Detective Payne.”
“And you can call me Chase when we’re not at work, seeing as we’re neighbors and all,” Chase said. “Speaking of which, can you believe how nice these places are? I mean, daaammn.” 
Elle chuckled and gave a nod. “They really are nice, but then Grant doesn’t do things by halves, does he?”
“No, ma’am, he does not. Is he around, by any chance?”
“He’s inside. I came out to water my plants now that the sun isn’t directly on them. Why don’t you find the rest of your clothes and come on over? Dinner will be ready soon,” Elle said.
“I’ll be over in a few minutes. Thank you, ma’am.”
Elle went inside and found Grant leaned back in the chair, eyes closed.
“You okay?” Elle asked.
“Yeah, just resting my eyes for a minute. I don’t usually spend all day with screens because I do a lot with holo chats and meetings,” Grant said.
“Maybe you need an eye exam,” Elle teased gently as she went to him and gently stroked the sides of his face. “Did you get everything taken care of for now?”
“I did. Jax now has full-time personal security, every location has increased protection, and I have Red talking to Ma about making sure she has protection now, too. We’re phrasing it for her as ‘mayoral candidate’ protection, so she should accept it without too much fuss.”
“Good. I invited Chase to dinner. I saw him outside a few minutes ago. Well, I saw more of him outside than I wanted to,” Elle said with a chuckle. “In his defense, he was still groggy and didn’t know I’d be out there. I don’t think we’ll have that problem again.”
“Was he in just his boxers or something?” Grant asked.
“No…” Elle started to explain when the timer went off on the oven. “I’ll get it,” she said and went to pull the lasagna out of the oven that Lacey had brought by for them earlier.
Chase tapped on the door and Elle called out for him to enter as she put the hot dish on the counter. 
Grant stood to clear the last of his work stuff off of the table as Chase stepped inside.
“Oh gods, it smells amazing in here,” Chase said with a groan. 
“Ma’s lasagna,” Grant said as he packed his laptop into the bag. “But you can’t have any until you tell me why you were flashing my partner.”
“Wait, what? I didn’t flash anyone. Well, not intentionally,” Chase said. “I didn’t zip, is all.”
“Dammit, Chase, we’re not at college anymore. If you’re going to be the head cop around here, you need to not walk around with your dick hanging out,” Grant grumbled at him. “Come on, man.”
“Easy,” Chase said, hands lifted palms out. “I’ll be more careful. I wasn’t fully awake and didn’t think. I don’t usually do that these days, and I wasn’t intending to flash your lady here. It’s been a really shitty few weeks and that sleep I just had was the first solid rest since I’d heard Wes was gone.”
“Forgiven,” Elle said. “Now grab that bowl of salad and Grant? You get the water and glasses. It’s time to eat.”
“Yeah, forgiven,” Grant said as he did as he’d been asked. “And I’m glad you finally got rest. You look a lot better than you did when you first rolled in here this morning.”
“I feel a lot better,” Chase said. He ran a hand over his head and sat down at the table. “I’ll need to find a good barber. Is Joe’s place still open?”
“Mancini’s? Yeah,” Grant said as he handed the basket of rolls to Chase and passed plates around as Elle dished up lasagna. 
“I need to thank you all for making my place so nice already, and your Ma for the groceries and for making my bed. I probably would’ve just slept on the bare mattress as tired as I was this morning,” Chase said.
“You’re welcome,” Elle replied. “But if you remember, it’s what neighbors do around here. We take care of each other.”
“I’m remembering,” Chase said, then took a bite of lasagna and groaned. “Yes. Perfection.”
“Chase is a bit of a foodie,” Grant told Elle. “If he tells you a restaurant is good, then you know you’ll be getting good food.”
“I’m particular about what I put in my body, is all,” Chase said. “I’ve always been a big guy – taller and broader than most. I work out because in our line of work, being fit means you get to stay alive. Oh, that’s the other thing I’ll need to find…”
“No, you don’t have to look. Red has a fully equipped gym in the barn. Even a holo suite,” Elle interrupted with a grin. “I cancelled my membership at Astrogym and work out here now. It’s safer – and cleaner.”
“That’s mag,” Chase said. “Totally mag. Okay, so how about y’all update me? I saw Grant putting his work away, and he was working here, so something’s up.”
“Univy,” Grant said. “The train on the spur at the farm is owned by Univy. The more I’ve been digging into this, the more I’m finding connections between DESCO, Univy, and the Halstead/Morris mess.”
They ate in silence for a few moments, then Chase let out a sigh. “Well, it’s a damned good thing we have someone with your resources and reach on this team. I know I’m not in any position to take on a global and off-planet organization like Univy. Didn’t Univy buy out DESCO a year or so ago?”
“They did buy them out, but I think it was closer to four years ago. Ever since then, they’ve been building their private army with the best of the worst,” Grant said. “I also think they might have a base in the county, just outside of Lakeridge proper. I had Jax digging for real estate records, and they found a property in Creek Hollow that is owned by a shell company tied to Univy. It was an old fuel station back when people used fossil fuels. Had a concrete building with garages and another building that served as a store. We dug a little deeper and the utilities are turned on there, so it’s being used for something.”
“Let’s talk to Red and figure out how best to check that out,” Elle said. “I don’t want to step on FBIS toes, but if we’ve got a private army barracks in our county, we need to know.”
“There’s no rush with that,” Chase said to Elle. “I start work on Monday and we can see about sending a drone check over there and get a safe view of the space.”
Grant gave Chase a nod. “You’re right. There is no rush. If we let them think we don’t know about this place, we can find out just what they’re doing first.”
“They’ll expect us to go running around, all fired up, after the Halstead take down, and they’ll be prepared to fight off any sweeps coming in,” Chase said. “If we play it smart, we’ll get better intel, and we’ll be able to let them build our case for us.”
Elle sat back and smiled at the two men. “Now I see what Myke meant when she said you two were a good team. And what Red meant when he said the Club worked together better than any other group of people he knew. They’re both right. I’m feeling better about all of this already.”
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Chapter twenty-nine

With Chase’s truck unloaded at last, Grant and Chase sprawled on the screen porch, beers in hand, and caught up with each other. Sort of.  
Grant knew Chase wasn’t telling him everything about what happened before he finally landed here this morning, but he figured he’d find out eventually. For his part, he wasn’t telling Chase all of his plans yet, either. Mostly because he had to wait to see how the wind blew when it came to a few things – and he could be patient. Nothing he was holding back impacted anyone’s safety or the goals they all shared.
Myke tapped on the screen door. “Hey, mind if I join?”
“Come on in. Beer is in the fridge, or soft drinks if you’d rather,” Chase said.
“Actually, I could use a beer. Want me to grab more?” Myke asked as she headed into the kitchen.
“Yeah, just grab three,” Chase said and drained the one in his hand. “I could get used to this,” he said. “I’ve missed having friends I didn’t have to hide shit with.”
“Sounds like you had the wrong kinds of friends,” Myke said as she came back out and handed out the beer, then dropped into a chair. 
“I suppose I did,” Chase said. “But that’s water under the bridge. What brings you by?”
“Can’t I just come welcome a friend to the neighborhood?” Myke asked.
“Sure you can, but not when you’re up to your eyeballs in a case or two – and I know you’re involved in all of this,” Chase said. 
“Do you believe this guy?” Myke asked Grant with false indignance. “Home for what, not even twenty-four hours and he’s already calling the shots?”
“I know, right?” Grant replied, then they both laughed at the look on Chase’s face. “We’re teasing you, man.”
“Okay. Not iced at all,” Chase grumbled good-naturedly. 
“I did want to talk about something I’ve learned, though,” Myke said. “Red will probably tell you this, but the interrogators have been all over Bernstrom and Byron for days now. What they’re learning? Well, some of it is a surprise, but most of it is not.”
Grant shifted in his seat and Chase leaned forward, bottle held in both hands.
“Okay, spill,” Chase said.
Myke took a swallow of her beer, then let out a breath. “The Halsteads didn’t kill Mr. Layton or Wes. I think Univy was behind them both.” She held up a hand, palm out, to keep them from interrupting her. “I think they’re part of The Corporation that’s been running drugs and trafficking through our home. While the Halsteads were behind a lot of this, we know it goes so much deeper than their greedy little power games.”
“What proof do you have?” Chase asked, his voice quiet and tone encouraging.
“I found a buried bid for a scientist to work on a Joint European Division Initiative project from about a year ago. It was for the same kind of master key that Wes was working on.” Myke took another swallow of beer, then let out a breath. “The scientist that JEDI hired was killed in a home invasion a month before Wes was killed.” Her gaze lifted to the two men as she spoke once more. “Someone doesn’t want this master key to happen, or they want it for themselves and they’re killing anyone else who gets close.”
“JEDI, the EU’s version of DARPA, was working on the same thing. Well, that explains why no one was accusing the other of bullshit because they both knew,” Grant said. “And yet, there’s a third party now in the mix, with global reach. This is not good.”
“This is so much bigger than I bargained for,” Chase said. “And no, I’m not backing out, simply re-evaluating. I thought I’d be ‘downsizing’ in scale and scope, but it’s actually the reverse.”
“I believe in you,” Grant said with a grin. “It’s all about perspective anyway. You work on what’s right in front of you and the ripples spread. I didn’t set out to have a company that had global and off-planet reach, but the more I worked on what was presented, I ended up growing the company all over the place. It’s the same concept.”
Chase looked thoughtful for a moment, then smiled. “Yeah, I can see that. Thanks. Perspective…I’m going to have to remember that.”
“Remember you can reach out to me, too,” Myke told Chase. “I’ll share what I can, but I can also help you dig for things if need be. Red’s one of my bosses, but I’ve got a lot of freedom within the scope of my job. I know you’re going to need to figure out who you can trust and who you need to watch, and Elle gave me a list. I’ve run checks on all of them and the ones Elle said you could trust are just that – ones you can trust. The ones she was iffy about? There are some questionable connections and a couple of off-planet bank accounts that you probably want to know about.”
“I don’t suppose you want to share that list?” Chase asked.
“I’ll send the reports to you when you give me your contact info. The only contact I have for you is your old work link,” Myke said. “Didn’t think you wanted me sending it to that one.”
“Uh, no. That’d be bad,” Chase said as he tapped his wrist unit. “There, sent you the updated info and my personal info. I’m sorry, I thought you already had all of that.”
“It’s okay,” Myke said and tapped her own wrist unit. “There, link to the file has been sent to you. You’ll have to log in to download the data, but that way it’s secure.”
“Appreciate this,” Chase said. “Thanks, Myke.” 
Grant watched his two friends, then finished his beer and got to his feet. “I’m going to head out. I’ve got a holo meeting in the morning, then I’ll be back this way. I can get Jax to send a drone kit over for you to use next week if you want.”
“One that’s not tagged ‘property of Lakeridge County Sheriff’ or FBIS would be great,” Chase said with a grin. “Plausible deniability is a good thing.”
“You just want to fly it all over the place and not get in trouble for it,” Myke said with a laugh.
“And you don’t?” Chase asked her, eyes wide.
“I’m not saying a thing,” Myke replied, and they all laughed.
“Take it easy, Grant. And thank you again,” Chase said. “For everything.”
“You got it, brother. See you two tomorrow,” Grant said and headed out to the truck. Ma had taken the heli home, so he took the truck. Elle had gone in to cover a shift for someone, so he wanted to get back and get some more work done. Jax had sent him a couple of messages while he’d been with Chase and Myke, but they weren’t marked emergencies, so he had decided to take care of them when he got home.
Settled at the table in the holo suite, he called up Jax and saluted his friend with a mug of coffee. “How’re you doing, Jax? Thanks for being available.”
“No problem, Grant. I took a couple of hours earlier today and went for a swim, then moved the rest of my stuff into the condo. I appreciate you making that available for me,” Jax said. 
“I’m not going to use it, you might as well,” Grant said. “I wanted you to have the space, Jax. Enjoy it.”
“I am,” Jax said with a grin. “My own holo gym? Pool? A garden? I’m so giddy it’s silly. This is the most mag thing anyone has ever done for me, except when you sent me to that off-planet spa weekend. That was pretty mag, too. And then there was…,” 
“Jax, my dearest friend, take a breath,” Grant said with a laugh, then got them back on track. “I saw the message that said to contact you, but you didn’t say what it was about.”
“Oh, that. Right. The FBIS has processed the paperwork and the deed for Adler farm is now back in the names of Saoirse Riordan and Hawk Adler as of today. I figured you would want to let them know, so I had the file delivered to your data cloud for you to deliver.”
Grant sat back and stared at Jax, then smiled. “That is fantastic news. Thank you. What about that other thing, then?”
“Done and done. Your electronic signature was accepted, and the funds transferred. Thirty acres of land that runs from the western side of the Adler farm in an L shape that crosses to the northern side of the farm, are now yours. That land includes the maglev spur previously on land owned by the estate of Albert Higgins. That spur was built illegally, so the fact that you were willing to purchase the land with that on it was considered a bonus.”
“You’re my hero, Jax. I appreciate you for handling this.”
“Of course I’d handle it,” Jax said. 
“I know you don’t mind, but it isn’t Foster Consolidated business, it’s personal stuff, so thank you,” Grant said.
“You may pay me a salary, Grant Foster, but we’re also friends. You’re very, very welcome. Now, I’ve sent you information on three different architects, and I’ve already scheduled the permits, scans and testing. I also expect an invitation to the housewarming when it’s all done.”
Grant laughed and nodded. “You’ll definitely have an invitation because we’re going to have a party. Thanks again. I’ve got to make some arrangements for the morning. Talk to you soon, Jax.”
“Congrats, Grant. I’m happy for you,” Jax said, and the image faded. 
Grant sat back and smiled. Time to show Ellery Adler he meant business.
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Chapter thirty

Coffee on her screen porch with Quinn curled up next to her was one of Elle’s favorite ways to spend her morning. The other favorite person to spend her mornings with walked up to the screen door and tapped before he stepped inside. 
“Good morning,” Grant said as he leaned over to kiss Elle. He opened the bag in his hand and pulled out a tiny potted rosebush and set it on the table, then a box with Hazel’s Bakery logo on it. “I brought you something.”
Elle took the box and opened it and beamed up at him. “Turnovers. You brought me Hazel’s turnovers. Which kind?”
“Blueberry, apple, and peach. May I go grab a cup of coffee?” Grant asked.
“Go for it. And napkins,” Elle said around a mouthful of flaky pastry and fruit filling. She chewed and swallowed, then looked up at him as he came back out with his mug. “What’s the occasion?”
“We’re celebrating,” Grant said. “In fact, there are a couple more people to invite to this party.” He pulled his tablet out of the bag, tapped the screen a couple of times, then handed it to Elle. 
“Mama! Doda! Good morning,” Elle said, then looked up at Grant. “I don’t understand.” 
He shifted so he was seated closer to her and smiled at her parents. “Thank you for agreeing to meet this morning. Take a look at the document I just sent you.” He tapped the screen and brought up the document for Elle as well. “The FBIS released the farm and put the deed back into your names as it was stolen property and is now returned.”
Saoirse and Hawk stared at the document, then up at the screen on their side, before they hugged each other. “We’re going home,” Saoirse said to her husband. 
“Yes, my love. We’re going home,” Hawk replied. Both had tears in their eyes as they looked at Grant and Elle. “You’ve returned our lives to us. Thank you,” Hawk said.
“I facilitated it,” Grant replied, “But it was your land, rightfully returned. There is also a stipend included to help fix up the damage done to the property and get you back on your feet.”
Elle hugged him before he could say anything more, then kissed him. “You’re amazing. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, but I’m not done,” Grant said, then turned back to the tablet. “Yesterday, I completed the purchase of the old Higgins place.” He smiled at Elle. “How would you like to build a house with me on that land?”
Hawk wiped at his eyes with a fist. “That was once part of our farm, before my great-grandfather sold it to Augustus Higgins when he married Celeste Adler. So it is still part of the family’s land trust, Ellery. You would be on Adler land once more.”
Elle pressed both hands to her chest and took a slow breath before she turned to Grant. “I want to be your partner in life, so yes, I would be honored to build a home with you there.”
Saoirse clapped her hands and shouted, “Yes! That’s my Ellery!” 
Grant cupped her face with one hand and leaned in to kiss her. “I want to be your partner in life, too. It’ll take some time to build our home, but we have the time now.”
“Yes, yes we do,” Elle said. “All the time in the world.”
[image: image-placeholder]Wes wandered from house to house, spying on his friends and family. Some might call it creepy, but for him, it was a chance to stay connected and to find the moments of joy in their lives. 
Wes knew they hadn’t forgotten him and were still trying to find out who murdered him. He wasn’t surprised to find out that it was tied to Mr. Layton’s murder, but he was surprised to find out the Halsteads had nothing to do with either of their deaths. 
Wes was also glad Chase was back in town. He watched his friend sleep without nightmares for the first time in weeks. He hadn’t known Chase had nightmares before – but he’d overheard him on a call with a Dr. Jasper, talking about a medication to help him sleep without them. Apparently, Chase needed a refill – just in case.
He watched Myke work into the wee hours in her attempt to redeem herself in her own eyes. Wes knew none of the others really knew what drove Myke, but she was one of them no matter what.
He watched Red finally find love and contentment in the arms of Lacey – and he watched Lacey find purpose in her bid for the mayor’s office. Wes felt that Lacey Foster was going to make a fantastic mayor of Lakeridge county.
Most of all, he watched Grant finally open his heart and accept Ellery as his partner. They had something really special together, and he was so glad things had fallen into place for them both.
Wes knew Logan and Zach were supposed to be coming back to Lakeridge as well, and he looked forward to being able to keep an eye on them when they got back into town. 
Chosen family was still family, right? And the club? They were all family. Always would be.
Wes decided it was going to be interesting, having the Chess Club back together – even if they couldn’t tell he was still around.
THE END

Want more? Grab your copy of Knight – Book Two in the Chess Club Mystery Series https://tkeldridge.com/products/rook 
Chase Payne is on the right track to letting go of his past. He left his job to go back home; not just to bury a friend, Wes Davenport, but to hold a promise he fully intended to keep. 
Corruption, scandal, terror, and loss have plagued Lakeridge for too long, and the region's top FBIS agent has asked the Chess Club to work together to fix the mess. For Chase, that means putting his past demons to rest and focusing on the future. 
Considering he’d never felt he deserved any kind of future, this homecoming challenges him in ways he never saw coming. Not to mention the competition with Lieutenant Cassidy Redbird for sheriff. On more than one front, Chase really has his work cut out for him.
But how much of his past can he let go of, and what happens if he can't?
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Sample of Knight - Chess Club Book 2


Chasen Templeton Payne decided he needed to seriously reconsider some of his life choices. It was early morning, and he was in his truck as it sat in the parking lot behind the Lakeridge County sheriff’s office. It was a Monday, so he’d grabbed coffee for himself and a box of mixed pastries to bring in to the office as a way to sweeten his arrival as the Fucking New Guy.               
He’d not been the FNG in a long, long time – and he’d never been the FNG in his hometown. All of this conspired to make him wonder what in the actual hell he was doing with his life that had brought him to this particular set of circumstances.
Yes, logically, he knew he was here because when your chosen family asks you to come help, you show up. He didn’t really have anything holding him in Raleigh, and a change of venue had, at the time, looked like a brilliant solution to his issues.
Now? Now he wasn’t so sure. 
“Just suck it up, Chase, and get your ass in gear,” he said to himself. “But first, a donut.” He picked out a jelly filled and took a bite, then washed the sugar down with a swallow of coffee. Of course, that’s the exact moment when Lieutenant Cassidy Redbird walked in front of his truck, stopped, then turned to stare at him through the windshield. 
He pictured what she saw – a big black man with a shaved head, moustache and goatee now covered with powdered sugar. His suit coat and collared shirt gave him a professional appearance – if you discounted the sugar dusting.
What he saw? A gorgeous woman with legs for miles, dressed in slacks, low-heeled boots, and a jacket that nipped in at the waist and flared over her hips. She had tawny skin, wide dark eyes, and silky black hair cut to chin length that slid across her jawline when she tipped her head. Then she smiled and Chase’s heart stuttered. Sure, he’d seen a picture of the woman, but in person? Her charisma and sense of presence knocked the wind out of him. 
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Considering he’d never felt he deserved any kind of future, this homecoming challenges him in ways he never saw coming. Not to mention the competition with Lieutenant Cassidy Redbird for sheriff. On more than one front, Chase really has his work cut out for him.
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